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PROLOGUE

ACROSS THE UNIVERSAL DIVIDE



Rest was not essential to the inhabitants of the Otherworld, but they could choose to nap and dream about life on the Earth plane — past, present and future — for the Otherworld was beyond the constraints of time, space and physical reality.

The Lord of the Otherworld, who could frequent either the physical or subtle realms of existence, usually chose to sleep in the realm he ruled, as in his dreams there he could revisit the years he’d spent under his parents’ roof, with all his siblings close at hand. He had only come to appreciate how special and fleeting his childhood had been after his parents had departed this universal scheme to join the ranks of the Grigori — a causal race of beings frequenting a level of awareness beyond even that of the astral realms of the Otherworld. Over a century had passed since his parents’ ascension, and still the Lord mourned their company, counsel and the tight-knit family life they had created for himself and his siblings.


Blissfully snoozing through the memory of one childhood New Year, which the Lord had relived many times in his dreams, his recollection of the event unexpectedly altered.

He was seated around a table with his brothers, Rhun, Zabeel, and Sparrowhawk; his brother-in-law, Cadwallon; his sisters, Rhiannon and Lirathea; and Rhun’s wife, Sybil; when the sound of his mother’s voice called him from the table.

‘Avery. Avery, I need you, sweetheart.’

Her voice led him into the kitchen, out across the back veranda and into the darkened backyard. This never happened. Avery was quite aware that his psyche had broken loose from his memory and was now ad-libbing.

His mother was not hard to spot, for as she gazed up at the night sky she glowed with the light of the full moon. Her entire presence radiated a celestial brilliance far greater than it had in life, thus Avery considered that his dream was venturing from the past to the present and maybe even into the future.

‘Mother?’ He announced himself as he approached. ‘You called?’

She looked to him and smiled warmly, her face that of a young woman, although the soul-gaze behind her violet eyes showed the being of infinite wisdom that she now was. ‘There is about to be a cosmological event,’ she said as Avery came to a stop alongside her. ‘This event cannot be avoided, but with your help the Grigori hope to prevent more destruction.’

‘Kila is in danger?’ Avery clarified, wondering if this dream was a premonition.

‘Yes … and not just Kila.’ She held a hand to his forehead, which shot the Lord’s consciousness into outer space, where he drifted calmly for a moment.

The silent vacuum of space was shattered by the loudest crack the Lord had ever heard, and the sound shot fear, like icy daggers, through his entire being. ‘What the …?’

‘It’s a space-quake,’ advised his mother’s voice inside his mind, as a dark cloud, seething with electromagnetic activity, erupted and billowed out horizontally to the left and right, rumbling loudly as it did so.

A tear, like a giant eyelid opening inside the universe, ruptured space and the dark clouds parted to reveal a bright blue ball of light — like a huge glowing iris — that was growing larger.

The giant sphere of light seemed to be shrouded by a celestial mist, but as Avery watched the phenomenon he realised the sphere was not shrouded in mist, it was being dragged along in its wake — the sphere was not growing larger, the sphere was getting closer! This revelation came as the celestial cloud reached the Lord, and as the high-speed force moved through him, he felt the auras of all those souls dearest to him merge with his being. Sacha, they called him by his Grigorian name, and a wonderful feeling of being at home, at peace and at one with all creation, sent Avery into a complete state of bliss.

This mass was not a mist, but an entity. It was what the ancients of the Earth scheme called an arupa-deva — a divine architect of the multiverse. Avery knew this as, beyond his soul-calling in the ranks of the Grigori, beyond where his soul group merged into a silent watcher, there was this being, Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi, who was the highest manifestation of himself and all his kindred.


Once the deva passed by, Avery’s attention turned back to the sphere that was almost upon him. Its bright blue illumination had gone and left a massive, dark planetoid hurtling through Kila’s solar system on a collision course with the sun of his home planet.

The Lord of the Otherworld willed his perception closer to the surface of the unknown sphere where he found not the barren surface he had expected, but a globe covered with darkened cities, the buildings of which were littered with human bodies.

‘Are they dead?’ Avery wondered.

A pressure lifting from his forehead returned Avery’s consciousness to the backyard of his childhood where he stood alongside his mother.

‘Only sleeping,’ she advised.

‘Then the planet must be stabilised and placed in a suitable orbit around a star,’ he concluded rationally.

‘Only you can command the elements of the physical world, and only they can place this planet safely in orbit around your sun.’

Avery nodded to accept the task being assigned to him, although he had never attempted to command the elements in space, and he’d never summoned the kind of massive elemental support that he was going to need to perform a feat of this magnitude. ‘But how could this happen? Where did this planet come from? What shall become of them?’

‘What has been done can be undone, we are seeing to that personally,’ she advised, stroking his hair, proud of his level head in the face of such adversity. ‘We are coming back to your aid and —’

‘You and Father?’ Avery had to butt in to clarify, and when his mother nodded to confirm, his heart near exploded in his chest. ‘When?’


‘Very, very, soon … we are on our way to you as we speak.’

The news was music to Avery’s ears and filled him with the optimism to face the coming challenge.

‘Understand that the people of this planet fear psychic power: they have little concept of spirituality and have no idea what has happened to their planet.’

‘What did happen?’ Avery was horrified by her brief.

‘All the answers await you in your near future.’ His mother kissed his forehead and whispered ‘WAKE.’

 

The Lord awoke with a start in his marital bed; his wife, Fallon, still swathed in a silken sheet, sleeping beside him. He kissed her shoulder and prepared to leave their Otherworldly palace.

‘My Lord might wish to explain what compels him from our bed at this odd hour …’ Fallon said to forestall his departure, ‘… if my Lord does not wish me to wonder if he has found himself a mistress?’

‘Now why would I do that?’ Avery returned to her side to kiss her properly and afterwards she smiled, but not sincerely.

‘You know why,’ she uttered softly, for in one hundred years of marriage they had yet to conceive a child. Immortal, as they both were, the Chosen were not as fertile as mortals and they were destined only ever to produce a few children, but rarely did a Chosen couple never produce a child at all.

‘We are no longer entirely of the physical world,’ Avery told her, ‘and maybe that is the price we pay to move between dimensions. Would you give that ability back in return for a child?’

Her expression was pained. ‘To give that up, is to give you up. So the answer is no, I would not.’ Fallon’s kiss was impassioned and left no doubt in Avery’s mind that she still adored him after all this time.

‘And that’s why I would never need a mistress.’ The Lord freed himself and backed off the bed, whereupon Fallon raised herself to a seated position.

‘So where are you going?’

‘I have an errand to run for the Grigori,’ he explained as he stood. ‘There is going to be a very loud bang! It’s nothing to be worried about really, but you might want to make the governor of our fair planet aware of the fact. Tell him that I know the cause and that there is no need for anyone on Kila to be concerned.’

‘You want me to wake the governor, Avery?’ Fallon knew instinctively that dawn was still hours away for the residents of Kila’s only city, Chailida.

‘Better sooner than later,’ he suggested, manifesting an organic fibre suit to cover his naked body.

In the Otherworld Avery would not be physically affected by the vacuum in space, but this event was taking place in the physical world, so he would have to conduct his mission in that plane of existence. In the physical realm even an immortal would experience all the symptoms of exposure to space: air would rush from the lungs, whereupon a mortal human would lose consciousness and die of hypoxia within minutes. As Avery was not mortal, he would remain conscious as his blood pressure dropped and his blood began to boil, causing his body to expand to twice its normal size as his circulation slowed. Then the rapid evaporation of his bodily fluids would cause a frost to coat his skin. Fortunately the Lord of the Otherworld had a secret advantage that none of the other Chosen Ones had — unquestioned command of the elements of nature. And as all of these repercussions of physical exposure in outer space could be staved off with a little oxygen, Avery teleported himself to a more natural setting to enlist the aid of the elementals of the air.


‘I seek air’s shield for the task I face,

Come dance around me in outer space.

Aid this new planet to orbit our sun.

In the name of Grigori I beseech you, come!’



From the four cardinal points wind came rushing to whirl around Avery like a twister. The nymphs of the air were beautiful when they were in good spirits, he considered on the quiet. At a distance they appeared like tiny spheres of golden light, but as they drew nearer, their muted temptress forms flew around Avery, blowing him kisses, caressing his face as their element played with his hair and lifted him clean off the planet.

 

When the deep space cruiser began vibrating violently, the Orions thought they were under attack. The commander of the vessel was already scampering to reach the bridge, having been jolted from his deep slumber beneath a sunlamp by a huge booming sound.

‘Yahweh Shyamal.’ The second-in-command, Zeptu acknowledged, making the rest of the crew aware of his presence.

‘Are we under attack?’ the Yahweh demanded.

‘No, my Lord,’ Zeptu advised. ‘We have been hit by the shockwaves of an astronomical event.’ He gave a nod to the communications officer, who raised the soft-light screen in the middle of the bridge so that their superior could view the footage that their telescopic cameras were picking up.

When Shyamal saw the huge electrical cloud erupting in space, he was concerned — he’d been adrift in the universe for countless thousands of years since escaping the last of the great Pyramid Wars on Earth and he had never seen anything like this before. ‘Is it a storm?’

‘The quantum readouts we are receiving seem to indicate activity akin to the birth of a wormhole, or a white hole,’ the communications officer advised.

‘I strongly suggest that we move our craft as far from the immediate area as possible,’ Zeptu concluded.

Hearing a ping from the radar console, the officer there advised that they were picking up a life form reading in the area. ‘But we are not detecting any craft,’ he added, bemused.

‘A life form?’ Shyamal was doubtful as he approached the console to see the readout himself. ‘Out in space, unprotected?’

The Yahweh was about to say that nothing could survive in space without life support until he remembered that was not the case. Back on Earth there had been a human demi-god who had such ability and had foretold that many more of his ilk would be born into Earth’s evolution.

‘Taliesin.’ The Yahweh said his name with spite and relish; could the Lord of the White Lodge have succeeded in creating his ‘Chosen Ones’?

‘Pardon, Captain?’ As long ago as their Earth life had been, Zeptu recognised that name. ‘We are a long, long way from Earth, I doubt very much —’

‘It’s been a long, long time since we were in this quadrant of the galaxy,’ Shyamal hissed, ‘anything could have transpired.’ He looked from his 2IC to his communications officer. ‘I want a visual on that life form.’

‘Yes, Yahweh.’ The communications officer zoomed his telescopic cameras in on the reading.

‘We should retreat —’ Zeptu insisted once more and got a claw in the face when he was shoved out of the way as Shyamal rushed back to his position before the soft-light screen.

‘We find out if it is human first,’ Shyamal insisted, stroking his scaled belly, which was leaner than it had ever been. ‘If we don’t feed soon we’ll perish anyway.’

‘But it can’t possibly be human.’ Zeptu frowned, and then was stunned to see a human form floating alone in space on the soft-light screen, unprotected by so much as a helmet. ‘I could be wrong of course.’

Shyamal smiled; he’d only ever fed on mortal human beings; this was a superhuman and if he was one of Taliesin’s Chosen Ones, it meant only one thing. ‘Immortals.’ His belly rumbled with relish.

On-screen the anomaly in space opened wide and a blue, glowing orb came shooting out. The sphere was being drawn towards the tiny human by a celestial mist and, as the mist came over him, the human began to glow. At the same time the glowing sphere fell into darkness, but lost none of its momentum.

‘This is the Logos at work,’ Zeptu uttered, ‘we should not interfere.’

Without a sideways glance, Shyamal punched Zeptu, and remained focused on the events unfolding on the screen before him.

The glowing human cleared the mist and floated in the path of the oncoming planet, appearing to be asleep as their huge vessel began to rattle and shake once again.

‘There has been a sudden increase in the solar wind activity from the sun behind us,’ advised the weatherman viewing the readout of quantum activity in the area, ‘and we are being drawn along with the wind’s current towards the anomaly.’

‘Towards the anomaly, or the human?’ Shyamal asked.

‘What difference does it make?’ Zeptu asked. ‘We’ll burn out the engines if we don’t jump out of the stream now!’

‘Shut down the engines,’ Syhamal called, and looked to his weatherman to get his answer.

‘The wind appears to be pooling around the human, my Lord.’

Shyamal’s eyes returned to the events unfolding on-screen. ‘Let’s see what he does.’

The solar wind continued to build around the human and then shot out towards the approaching planet, slowing its pace like a ball trapped in a net.

‘The wind is encasing the planet,’ wheezed the weather officer in amazement, ‘forming an —’

‘— artificial atmosphere,’ Shyamal concluded, pleased. ‘And why would he bother doing that, if there was no life to sustain on that globe?’

‘I’m getting a massive reading on human life forms, from all over the planet,’ the radar officer advised.

Zeptu was suddenly inspired by his Lord’s risk-taking. ‘Who would have thought that there would be life in the heart of the An-Tu-Im?’

This quadrant of the galaxy had been named An-Tu-Im, ‘Heaven of Storms’, by the previous rulers due to the large amount of meteor fields, asteroids and black hole activity in the region. This one tiny galaxy known as Esh-mah was the only safe haven for light-years.

‘The perfect place to hide Utopia,’ Shyamal mused; he could almost taste those pineal fluids now, and how much sweeter and more life sustaining would they be when sucked from an immortal?

The Yahweh eyed the human beacon on-screen as it flew off slowly and the huge planetoid followed obediently behind.

‘Do you think we might be biting off a bit more —’

‘Say it and I’ll kill you myself.’ Zeptu was cut short by Shyamal, and chose not to debate the issue further. ‘His DNA can be unbraided as easily as any other human being’s,’ Shyamal spoke up to advise all his crew. ‘A sonic pulse from the de-evolver will cut him down to size.’

The crew thrummed their feet on the ground in a show of support for their Yahweh.

‘A planet-sized feast has been flown in especially for us.’ Shyamal found it ironic. ‘It seems that the famous motto of the White Lodge might have some credence after all … the universe always provides.’









PART 1

ESH-MAH ‘THE DIVINE INSIDE PLACE’


















1

ESCAPE FROM ESPONISA



When Jazmay awoke in darkness with the ground trembling beneath her, she wondered if she might be dreaming. If she was not imagining things, then the darkness meant that the laser bars of her containment cell were switched off — along with all the lighting and power in the detention level. Something else felt amiss. She reached down to find that the psychic shackle, which had kept her prisoner for years, had fallen from her ankle and lay defunct on the floor. ‘A miracle,’ she uttered, as exhilaration welled within her.

She reached out to feel for the boy, who was still unconscious on the floor beside her.

Fari Doon was not her son; she had lied to prevent them being separated following their capture by the Maladaan Secret Service four years ago. He’d only been six years old at the time and Jazmay shuddered to think what might have become of him had she not taken him under her wing.

Rather than waste time waking him, she scooped Fari up and made for the void in the cell wall.


She had walked this corridor many times and had no problem finding her way in the dark. Just short of the end of the cell block area, Jazmay tripped over a body and she fell onto the steel grate floor, elbows first, the weight of the lad she carried compounding her injury. ‘Ouch!’ she whispered, to get past the pain.

‘What’s happened?’ Fari woke upon impact.

‘Shhh!’ Jazmay warned, as the guard she shuffled away from began to stir.

‘What’s going on?’ The guard roused himself.

As the man slowly got to his feet, Jazmay gripped Fari’s unshackled ankle to draw his attention to the missing restraint and then moved close to his ear to whisper, ‘We are free.’

The boy needed no more prompting than this. Fari sprang to his feet and ran at the guard. He jumped up and snatched the night vision mask from the man’s head so that he might see his target better, and then served him an almighty punch in the jaw. The impact sent the guard hurtling into the wall at the opposite end of the corridor, where he fell to the floor and all was quiet for a second.

‘Fari Doon the thrice strong, I presume,’ said a voice in the darkness.

‘Who’s there?’ Jazmay demanded in a whisper, as Fari tossed her the night vision headset, which she pulled on.

‘They call me the hurricane,’ replied the big brawny blond fellow who had joined them in the corridor.

‘Wow, you’re Vadik Corentin!’ exclaimed Fari, knowing this man was the most feared and defiant of all the psychics, for it was said that he could summon the very elements of nature to do his bidding.


‘And you are Jazmay Cardea, the Phemorian shape-shifter.’ Vadik folded his arms and maintained a safe distance from her. ‘I’d offer to help you up, but I’m not prepared to lose my identity in the process.’

‘I don’t need your help.’ She got to her feet on her own.

‘I do believe that between the three of us we might stand some chance of escaping this joy-forsaken place,’ Vadik suggested.

‘Why should we trust you?’ Jazmay scoffed at the suggestion; as a Phemorian, she naturally didn’t like men, and she was wary of this man in particular.

‘Because I hate these MSS bastards as much as you do, and the enemy of my enemy is …’

‘… an ally,’ Fari concluded, excited to have the legend with them.

As it would cause more trouble to object, Jazmay looked at the sealed metal door that blocked their escape route from the detention area. ‘First things first, how are we going to get this —’

Fari suddenly went speeding past her to plough the full weight of his tiny form into the metal barrier, and although he made a mighty fine dent in the door, it did not cave in completely. ‘Aw …’ Fari slid to the floor defeated, ‘… strong door.’

‘Give me a go,’ Vadik suggested, motioning them to stand back against the wall.

Jazmay watched closely as Vadik bowed his head to focus himself inward and, as he did, a wind began to whip about his head, stirring his blond hair — it appeared that the disturbance was arising from within the man’s clothes and escaping through his collar. The turbulence grew and yet remained swirling around Vadik’s body. He then drew himself up tall, eyed his target and hurled the raging mass of air at the doorway, whereby the metal gave way and the door went crashing across the room and into an office.

‘Cool!’ Fari exclaimed.

‘Shh.’ Jazmay reminded the lad they were trying to escape without attracting too much attention.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Fari defended his small outburst. ‘Did you hear that collision?’

‘Yes, I’m sure we just awoke the entire MSS,’ she hissed, ‘all the more reason to be quiet and not give our presence and position away.’

Fari put a lid on his excitement, and nodded seriously.

‘I’ll lead.’ Jazmay gripped his hand and Fari took hold of Vadik’s hand in his free one. Jazmay drew a deep breath for courage and stepped into the corridor to make a beeline for the emergency staircase — the lifts would prove a useless route to the surface.

Even after their explosive exit they appeared to be the only souls awake and their passage to the stairs was swift and uneventful. Thankfully the locks on the doors had automatically switched off during the blackout to prevent MSS staff from being trapped underground. The detention block containing all the psychic captives had remained locked, however — if those with ‘the Powers’ had all perished it would be very convenient. Well the cage is open now. Jazmay smiled to herself as she began to scale the stairs two at a time — it was twenty flights to the surface from here.

‘Do we have a plan?’ Vadik whispered his query as the stairwell was like a sound amplifier.

‘We’re going to borrow a transport from the MSS, and fly ourselves off this shit-hole planet.’ Jazmay picked up her pace.


‘You know how to fly MSS spacecraft?’ Vadik was astounded.

‘No,’ Jazmay replied, ‘but I will by the time we get to the launch pad … I just need to find me a pilot.’

Jazmay could read an individual’s DNA upon making skin contact with them, and could then transform her own DNA to match, giving her access to her subject’s genetic memory, traits, skills and so forth. She also had a photographic memory and never forgot a genetic code once it had been memorised — hence Vadik’s hesitation to make skin contact with her.

They had climbed eighteen floors, by Jazmay’s count, when the lights came on, and near blinded her.

‘Shit!’ Jazmay whipped the night vision goggles from her head to scale the last two flights with anxious haste. She grabbed for the exit door handle but found it locked. If the lights were on, then there were MSS agents conscious on this floor — all the major offices and the primary security and communications rooms were located here. ‘Things just got more complicated.’

‘I don’t see why.’ Vadik passed a hand over the electronic keypad for the door, whereupon a small bolt of electricity shot from his palm, shorting out the keypad. ‘Now try,’ Vadik suggested to Jazmay, who pressed down on the handle to find the door swung open.

‘Neat trick.’ Jazmay was inwardly pleased they’d let him tag along.

Fortunately the exterior launch bay was at the opposite end of the complex to the offices, and although movement could be heard down the corridor to the right, they quickly made off in the opposite direction, where people were still in the land of Nod. Vadik took care of all the security doors en route and when they passed out of the building and onto the landing strip, the three long-time captives revelled in the rays of the rising sun.

‘The sun is bigger than I remember.’ Fari couldn’t drag his squinting eyes from it.

‘He’s right, it is bigger!’ Vadik found this most curious.

‘We don’t have time to star-gaze right now.’ Jazmay turned back to grab hold of Fari’s hand to speed up his pace.

The vehicle Jazmay had her eye on was an MSS Interceptor Drop Ship, which was not as fast or as light as she would have liked, but it was the only craft that had ground crew passed out all around it — hopefully a pilot was among them.

In the back of the drop ship, Jazmay found what she was looking for. ‘Yes!’ She knelt down beside the female pilot and took hold of her hand — moments later, the transformation was complete.

Vadik removed the MSS pilot from the vessel and closed up the hatch door as Jazmay took the pilot seat. ‘Strap up, boys,’ she advised as she fired up the engine and launched them into the heavens.








2

BLACKOUT



The room shook furiously as Zelimir Ronan awoke in utter blackness. It took a moment to recall where he was and what he’d been doing before unconsciousness had been thrust upon him. Once his memory alerted him to what had most likely caused him, his staff and his environs to black out at the same time, Ronan began to silently fume. ‘Is anyone else in here conscious?’

‘Is that you, Chief?’ whimpered a young male voice, some distance away.

‘Well of course it’s me,’ Ronan snapped. ‘Can’t you tell by how pissed off I sound? Who are you is what I want to know? Are you one of my field agents, or are you science division?’

‘I am science division, sir.’

‘Good, then maybe you can tell me what the fuck is going on?’ Ronan struggled to his feet as the building ceased to tremble. He’d really packed on the pounds lately, and getting angry wasn’t good for his heart, but that knowledge never deterred him. ‘Kestler assured us this stuff was safe!’


Professor Eleazar Kestler was a physicist who specialised in electrodynamics and was widely regarded as one of the greatest scientific minds of their time. Kestler had also been a sleeper agent for the Maladaan Secret Service, and had, unbeknownst even to the professor himself, run tests on a stolen sample of a mysterious gaseous substance from the quarantine labs of the Astro-Marine Institute Explorer (AMIE) Project, which he’d had an extended visa to study. The unusual gas sample had been extracted from an anomaly on Oceane — a water planet in one of Maladaan’s neighbouring star systems. From initial observations, Eleazar Kestler had reported that each particle of this gas was capable of producing an infinite amount of power and thus it was hoped that this canister of gas represented the ultimate source of free energy for Maladaan … but all had not gone to plan.

‘I … I’m only fairly new to the service,’ the voice in the darkness replied. ‘I was just here to observe —’

‘Aw … for fuck’s sake, can I get a little light in here?’ Ronan appealed to the heavens. He’d never show it, but for the first time in a long time Ronan was scared — if he didn’t know what was going on, no one on the planet did. ‘We are supposed to be the last line of defence for Maladaan and it doesn’t look good when we’re left in the dark!’

The lights came on and Chief Ronan was immediately appeased, as obviously someone was on the job. ‘That’s more like it.’ He resolved to handle this calmly, but as he looked around and saw the utter devastation of the bio-molecular quarantine lab before him, his anger was quashed by shock. The lab was now fully open to the observation room in which he stood and the two supposedly impenetrable shield windows between the rooms had shattered outward. As he viewed the large shards of glass around him, he could only be amazed that none of his unconscious staff appeared bloodied.

Ronan’s eyes were drawn to the scientist who had witnessed the event along with him. The fellow, who didn’t look old enough to be out of school, let alone university, was creeping towards the damaged mechanism that had been intended to harness and extract energy from the MSS-acquired gaseous sample.

Kestler had unwittingly escorted the stolen sample back with him when he’d left the AMIE project to return to Maladaan. MSS agents had met Kestler’s sole-occupant pod upon its touchdown in Maladaan’s capital, Esponisa, where they had taken possession of the sample. To avoid any possible security breach on Kestler’s behalf, Ronan had found it necessary to have the pod relaunched into space without extracting the scientist or having the pod refuelled.

‘What is your name and security clearance level, son?’ Ronan asked.

‘Telmo Dacre,’ the lad advised, ‘and minimal,’ he admitted, taking a step away from the epicentre of the trouble. ‘The truth be known, I shouldn’t be here.’

‘Then how is it that you are here?’ Ronan was concerned about the security breach.

‘I helped develop the harnessing mechanism. Indirectly,’ Telmo uttered sarcastically under his breath, whereupon the chief gripped the lad around the throat.

‘Stop dicking around with my patience and tell me how you got in here!’

‘I’m sleeping with my mentor.’ Telmo nodded towards one of the unconscious scientists inside the lab. ‘She put forward my ideas for this project as hers,’ he squeezed out and Ronan let his grip loosen a little. ‘She figured she owed me, and so she got me in to see the grand ignition.’

‘Grand ignition?’ Ronan was gripping the lad tight again. ‘This does not appear at all grand to me!’

‘But …’ Telmo choked, the delicate features of his perfect face turning red as he waved his finger towards the epicentre.

‘But what?’ Ronan let go to give him a chance to explain.

Telmo gasped in air, desperately trying to catch his breath — this man had not become the chief of the MSS by being patient. ‘The sample exploded before they got a chance to activate the system.’

Ronan’s own memory served to confirm the claim; the last thing he recalled, his people were locking the gas trap into the power extractor, at which time the gas sample emitted a huge burst of blue-white electrified light and that was it.

‘There you are, Chief!’

Ronan turned to find his 2IC, Phendi Norward, pushing his way past the refuse in the doorway, and he could not think of anyone he would have been more pleased to see.

Despite the crisis, Norward appeared as fresh as a daisy, with his neatly pressed suit, slicked-back dark hair and shiny black shoes — he even smelt good.

‘Sorry it took so long to get the power back on, but a huge electromagnetic wave took out the planetary power grid so it’s been a matter of rebooting the system, station by station, grid by grid, starting with our grid, of course,’ Norward explained nonchalantly. ‘I needed power to get the doorways open.’


The labs of the MSS were top security and programmed to lock closed if the power was tampered with.

‘But surely a power failure of such magnitude would have brought down the planetary shield that creates our artificial atmosphere?’ Ronan couldn’t understand why the entire planet wasn’t dead.

‘Well, that’s the good news, sir,’ Norward replied. ‘The planet’s natural atmosphere seems to have mysteriously improved! So much so, that it is self-sustaining and our air is more breathable than it has been in centuries, so I haven’t re-engaged the shield as yet.’

‘So Maladaan is not under attack?’ Ronan asked, almost disappointed; he did not wish to learn that their experiments this day were the cause of the planetary disaster.

Norward’s deep steely blue eyes darted over to Dacre, wary of answering.

Ronan looked to the lad, who looked like a kid in a doctor’s costume.

His fine blond hair was too long and kept falling in his large grey eyes, which, along with his slight build, made him appear even younger than he was. His good looks had probably guaranteed that no one academic would take him seriously; he was just too pretty. Ronan could see why Dacre might have used his influence with the ladies to get ahead in his career. ‘Just how much of that system did you actually design?’

Dacre knew that to attempt to save his lover’s butt by lying could be fatal to himself. ‘I designed pretty much all of —’

‘Have you read Kestler’s report on this substance?’ Ronan interrupted.


‘Well, yes, I had to, in order to —’

‘Fine,’ Ronan concluded. ‘Agent Norward, meet Dacre.’

Norward stepped forward and shook the young man’s hand.

‘You’re top-level clearance now, Dacre.’ Ronan slapped the scientist’s shoulder hoping to expel some of his shock. ‘Follow me,’ he instructed more amiably.

‘I need medics and housekeeping down to Bio-containment, yesterday,’ Norward uttered into the mouthpiece of the slim-line headset he wore everywhere, and then moved the mouthpiece aside to speak with the chief. ‘As you can imagine, communication has been difficult, all our satellites are gone —’

‘What do you mean, gone?’ Ronan stopped still a moment to demand an answer. ‘Did the electromagnetic wave knock them out too?’

Norward appeared unsure. ‘They don’t appear to have fallen back onto the planet, but they are no longer in orbit either. Our radar system is no longer detecting their presence, nor any of our space resorts, stations or spacecraft that were in the air at the time of the … incident. We can no longer contact the other planets in the United Systems, or any of the intersystem gateway stations. But the most puzzling mystery of all is that Maladaan’s night sky no longer even vaguely resembles any of our star charts.’

Ronan’s heart pounding in panic caused a heated flush in his cheeks as he looked back to the demolished lab. ‘I told Viceroy Mansur that we were moving too fast, but no one ever listens to me!’ Ronan turned and made for his office with greater purpose; he needed to get some answers before they re-established communication with the United Systems Council, who would be looking his way for an explanation. ‘I could really use Kestler right now.’ Ronan now regretted having the scientist launched into the vast wilderness of space.

‘I already have scouts in the air, heading along the trajectory that the pod followed,’ Norward advised, ‘to see if we cannot fetch him back before he perishes.’

The chief forced a smile, to show his appreciation. ‘That’s why you’re my 2IC.’

‘Professor Kestler is in peril?’ Dacre had admired the physics legend all his life and felt concerned enough for his welfare to speak up in this instance.

‘Not for long,’ Norward assured him before his expression turned grave. ‘There is another, even more pressing concern.’

Again, Ronan paused to hear the news.

‘The power surge rendered all psychic restraining devices defunct, and the cells containing undesirables were unlocked during the power outage.’

‘But naturally the Detention Complex itself remained locked,’ Ronan stated.

‘The exit door was blown off its hinges,’ Norward briefed, whereupon the chief and his new recruit turned pale and were rendered speechless with fear.

‘Now, fortunately we got most of them restrained before they woke from the ordeal,’ Norward attempted some reassurance, ‘but two cells we found empty, and the restraining bands were left behind.’

‘That means all the non-hostile psychics will also have lost their restraints?’ Ronan commented, not too concerned as all of them were registered and could be hunted down again. ‘How many undesirables escaped?’

‘Three,’ Norward replied.


‘Which three?’ The chief was almost afraid to ask, for all of them despised him and the MSS.

‘Corentin, Cardea and Doon.’ Norward counted them off as Ronan’s gut churned — he shuddered to think what these three undesirables could accomplish together, unrestrained.

There was nothing the common people of Maladaan feared and despised more than psychics. Those who had ‘the Powers’ had an unfair advantage over the rest of society and had to be neutralised — that was United Systems Law. Thus, once psychics were identified they were hunted down, registered on a psychic database and required to wear an electronic shackle that attached to their right ankle. The device scrambled a psychic’s electromagnetic field and incapacitated their ability. Only those who attempted to defy the system and use their talent to the detriment of others were locked up.

‘Get our best bounty hunters —’ Ronan began, but Norward raised a hand to assure him.

‘It is already done.’
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AGE BEFORE BEAUTY



It had been a quiet, relaxing day on Kila for the staff of the environmental protection agency. KEPA’s headquarters only required minimal staff these days as poaching had been all but eradicated — poachers had learnt better than to try and take on the psychically gifted residents of this planet.

The agency operated from a well-concealed headquarters inside a large mountain crevice, which was located on the opposite side of the planet to Chailida. The Shutura Crevice opened halfway down a sheer cliff face that disappeared into a large body of water. The pool had eroded a large subterranean cave beneath the waterline of the cliff — the perfect place for a submerged operations base for KEPA. Hence the name Shu-tura, which in the tongue of the ancients meant ‘most supreme mountain base’.

Rhiannon was the head of KEPA and although she was no longer required to do field work, she had volunteered to hang around and answer any call-outs today. KEPA had a new recruit and she wanted to observe him in action. Not only that, but a huge quake in the night had left everyone on Kila a little shaky, despite the fact that the Lady of the Otherworld had advised the governor that the disturbance was nothing to worry about. She didn’t really expect any great emergencies to arise — there had been nothing bar the odd natural disaster on this planet for well over a hundred years.

Rhiannon and her new recruit, Jahan, had spent most of their day swimming in the crystal waters of the Shutura pool, on top of which their recon vehicle was anchored, ready for action should they receive a call.

‘So why KEPA?’ Rhiannon asked Jahan, as he hauled himself out of the water and onto the nose of their craft, where she’d been sunning herself dry. ‘Why not deep space research, like your parents?’

The blond, curly-haired lad shook the water from his face. ‘No sun in space … no water …’ He eyed Rhiannon up and down, admiring her slender form and long dark hair. ‘… No bikinis,’ he concluded with a grin, shielding his brilliant blue eyes from the sun to get a better view. Rhiannon may have been hundreds of years older than him, but she didn’t look a day over thirty.

Rhiannon appreciated his reasons as she loved the great outdoors herself, but she pulled her uniform back on to cover up.

‘Aw,’ he protested.

‘I was warned that you’re a bigger flirt than both your parents put together once were, and I rather thought that impossible,’ Rhiannon chided the lad, whom she’d known since his birth just twenty-five short years ago. Cadwell and Neraida, who headed up the deep space research unit on Kila, had been firm friends of her husband, Cadwallon, and herself since the great Gathering of Kings on Earth — hundreds of years ago, before the Chosen had settled on Kila.

‘Surely I pose no great threat to our chief justice?’

The premise made her chuckle. ‘That’s Vice-Governor Cadwallon to you,’ Rhiannon reminded him of her husband’s recent promotion, ‘and no, you pose no threat to him whatsoever.’

‘You’ll undermine my confidence,’ Jahan appealed in good humour and Rhiannon could only laugh harder.

A rumbling-cum-whooshing sound stunned her to silence.

‘There.’ Jahan pointed to what appeared to be a meteorite arcing across the sky.

The pair watched the fireball pass overhead and disappear over the canyon.

‘Quick —’ Rhiannon snapped out of her surprised daze to shove her new recruit towards the craft’s entry hatch, ‘— before it impacts.’ She pushed Jahan inside and followed. As the hatch door closed, the ground shook and pieces of rock began to crumble from the walls of the canyon into the pool. The resulting waves tossed their craft about and it was a struggle to make it to the cockpit.

Jahan dived for the pilot seat, but Rhiannon grabbed his belt to waylay him. ‘Age before beauty, junior.’ She jumped into the hot seat ahead of him, but before she laid hands on the controls, their craft began rising off the surface of the water and immediately stabilised.

‘Sorry!’ Jenny, their team leader at Shutura Crevice base control, apologised through the cockpit intercom. ‘Nothing happens for eons, so I go get a cuppa and a meteorite sneaks across our scopes … you wouldn’t read about it!’

‘I’m surprised we didn’t see it coming!’ Rhiannon readied herself to take over control of their transport, as Jenny had seen to their mobilisation from base.

‘The object is not very big,’ Jenny advised. ‘I’m punching the coordinates of the impact site into your system now.’

‘We’re there,’ Rhiannon replied, hitting the manual override, thankful for a little excitement.

 

They didn’t have any trouble spotting the impact site from the air: the flaming object had left a charred path through the forest several miles away. Fortunately a fire-storm had moved through the area only a few years before, so there was not enough foliage to cause a full-blown fire to erupt. The object had passed through a clearing before sliding through a path of trees that finally brought it to a halt.

‘I’ll take us down in the clearing, the crash site is just a short hike from here,’ Rhiannon advised her co-pilot and base.

‘I’m reading zero for radiation,’ Jenny advised.

‘Nice to know that my face is not going to slide off during my first mission,’ commented Jahan.

‘And it’s such a pretty face too,’ Jenny chided, knowing Jahan had inherited his father’s vain gene.

‘I’m glad somebody notices.’ Jahan grinned broadly at her praise.

‘Please, Jen,’ Rhiannon appealed, as she hovered down to a landing. ‘I think he’s painfully aware of that already.’

As both women had a chuckle at his expense, Jahan stuck out his bottom lip to fake a sulk. ‘I’m going to get geared up.’ He unfastened himself and jumped in the back.

Jenny laughed again. ‘I didn’t think you owned a shirt!’

Rhiannon was even more amused, having noted her new recruit did rather enjoy flashing off the tanned muscular body he’d worked so hard to achieve.

‘Hey, ladies, have a little respect. My immortal gene hasn’t been activated yet, I have to work at looking this hot.’ He motioned to his perfect abs, ahead of pulling on a protective vest that still left his dreamy body mostly exposed.

Yes, he was acting the goat, but at the same time he was deadly serious. Jahan was so much like his father, Cadwell, that Rhiannon could hardly believe it. And like Cadwell, he just knew he was the greatest, especially in the looks department; anything disparaging said about him was water off a duck’s back.

Rhiannon wondered why Jahan cared what he looked like out here in the middle of nowhere. ‘Do you suspect we are going to find a beautiful alien at the crash site?’

‘Always pays to be prepared.’ He winked, and strapped on his equipment belt.

‘I think you’re going to need a little more protection than that,’ Rhiannon said, insisting that ‘the bod’ had to be covered. ‘I’m not having you passing out from smoke inhalation before we even reach the target.’

Jahan screwed up his nose, of a mind to protest.

‘Or you could stay here?’ Rhiannon suggested, whereupon Jahan reached for the suit voluntarily.


They made their way down the path of carnage, unaffected by the heat and smoke largely due to their suits, which were made from living organic fibre that adjusted to protect the wearer in any condition. Immortals didn’t have to breathe and so Rhiannon went without her protective helmet. But as Jahan had yet to die and have his immortal gene kick in, he was required to wear one.

‘I knew I should have suicided before I started with KEPA,’ Jahan complained, ‘this helmet is damn annoying.’

The suicide rate among the young was very high on Kila, although thankfully the death of a child among the Chosen Ones was not a sorrowful event.

‘You’re just pissed I made you put on a suit,’ Rhiannon bantered.

‘Well, what’s my beautiful alien going to make of me?’

The last rays of the sun were streaming through the gap in the trees behind them, hitting the object they approached, and it glistened silver in the light.

‘I don’t think that’s a meteor,’ Jahan voiced the obvious.

‘Your beautiful alien aspirations just took one step closer to being realised,’ Rhiannon teased with a slap on the back to get her now apprehensive novice moving.

They approached warily.

‘Looks like it might be an escape pod of sorts,’ Rhiannon reported back to base via her headset. ‘It’s not like any I’ve seen before, however.’

As they rounded the pod they were startled when the top of it began to open, revealing room for a single occupant. As they neared to peer inside, the occupant sat upright unexpectedly and startled them both.

Jahan was scared twice over once he got a good look at the wrinkled creature with long black tentacles extending from its body. It was wailing too, and muttering in a strange dialect.

He gasped in horror. ‘So much for my beautiful alien theory! Is it an alien?’

‘No.’ Rhiannon was amused by his conclusion. ‘I suspect he’s human.’

‘Human?’ Jahan frowned, unable to comprehend this. ‘But what’s happened to his skin?’

‘He’s aged,’ Rhiannon explained. ‘This is what an old person looks like.’

Jahan was fascinated; everyone he knew was immortal, so he’d never seen an old person before.

Rhiannon focused on the fellow to see if she could telepathically comprehend what he was saying.

‘Where am I? Is there anybody here?’ he said, but inside he was panicked for many other reasons. He’d expected to awaken to medical staff in a recovery room, and not in the great outdoors with the smell of smoke and flame on the breeze. The reason this was so alarming was that due to being in stasis for weeks on end, he would be blind for quite some time.

‘I have to get him out of here before he chokes to death!’ Rhiannon approached the pod. ‘Take our craft back to base.’

‘Where are you going?’ Jahan wished to know.

‘Floyd will know how to get him out of there,’ Rhiannon didn’t dare to try and detach any of the hoses that connected the occupant to the craft. She approached the red-hot surface of the vessel and without hesitation, placed her hands upon the craft to teleport it along with herself to the technologist’s labs in Chailida. The cry of pain she released as her skin seared and stuck to the vessel only increased her will to reach Floyd’s laboratories quickly.

 

‘Ahhhhhhh!’ Rhiannon found herself in Floyd’s huge technology workroom and ripped her damaged hands off the pod, leaving burnt skin and tissue behind. She looked about for the cool relief of some water and seeing none, she willed a bucket full of iced water to manifest before her. She submerged her hands and sighed as they healed themselves and the pain ebbed. ‘Goddess, that smarts!’ Rhiannon looked for Floyd and found him already floating around the open hatch.

Although Floyd had not mastered the talent of levitation, he’d designed himself a body belt that aided him to hover which doubled as a tool holder. As usual the technologist was covered from head to toe in equipment and clothes permeated with grease and grime from his labours.

The passenger in the pod had calmed a little now that he was getting clean air in his lungs.

‘Can you get him out of there safely?’ Rhiannon asked the technologist.

‘I should think so,’ Floyd surmised from a brief glimpse at the control panel. ‘Summon Cadfan and his medics for me, will you?’ he requested. Walter Cadfan was the head of the healing arts on Kila.

Rhiannon was the most talented long-distance telepath on Kila and thus anywhere in the known universe; all the Chosen were telepathic to differing degrees, but usually needed to be in skin contact, or line-of-sight contact to employ this talent.

As Rhiannon complied with Floyd’s request, the technologist did his best to calm their patient as he detached him from his vessel.

‘I don’t know who you people are, but I thank you,’ their blind subject mumbled, as he was lifted out of the pod and laid to rest upon a lounge.

Rhiannon, having put out a request for Cadfan to join them as soon as possible, moved to reassure the old gentleman that he was fine, borrowing words from his memory to construct her sentences in his own language.

‘Am I on Maladaan?’ he asked, as soon as he heard the familiar dialect.

Maladaan? Rhiannon wondered, having expected that this fellow was from Earth — although his dialect was unlike any she recalled, she had thought that was the only planet left where some Homo sapiens had still not achieved an immortal state of being. ‘You are on Kila, and in very good hands.’

‘Kila? What system is that in?’

‘Our system is known as Esh-mah,’ Rhiannon informed, realising the information was of no comfort. ‘Please, do not panic, we are human just like you and have your situation well in hand.’

‘Goodness!’ said Cadfan as he manifested in their presence and saw their aged patient. ‘This is a surprise.’

Unlike most of the Chosen on Kila, Cadfan chose to appear in his fifties, as he thought his patients felt more comforted being tended by someone they perceived to be older than themselves. He looked like a friar in his healing robes of deep blue, and his slightly balding head and round jolly face added to that illusion.

Rhiannon nodded in accord, agreeing that their aged subject was a bit of a mystery. ‘Our patient is temporarily blind from being in stasis for a long period of time.’ Rhiannon used their patient’s language to communicate with Cadfan, so that the aged fellow might know what was being said about him. ‘Apart from some smoke inhalation, he appears to be fine.’

‘And what is the name and age of our patient?’ Cadfan picked up the lingo quickly.

‘My name is Professor Eleazar Kestler, and I am six hundred and seventy-six years of age,’ he proudly advised, to the shock of all present.

The Homo sapiens of Earth didn’t live this long — not for tens of thousands of years — so where had this fellow come from?

‘Well, Professor, my name is Walter Cadfan, and I shall be your physician while you recover. I’m just going to move you to more suitable quarters in my healing establishment.’ The healer took hold of the patient’s hands and vanished with him.

Rhiannon looked back to Floyd, who was now seated inside the alien pod, and wandered over to see what he was up to. The technologist was fiddling with the controls and managed to get the pod to reboot.

‘There’s a homing beacon built into the system,’ Floyd advised, ‘let’s see if anyone is looking for this pod.’

‘I’d best tell my brother of our find,’ Rhiannon decided and Floyd nodded to concur.

‘The governor should probably know that we have just discovered another long-lost branch of the human family tree,’ Floyd said.

‘I’ll be highly surprised if he does not know already.’ Nonetheless Rhiannon waved as she vanished to go through the formality.
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ONE PLANET TOO MANY



Rhun had only recently stepped into the position of Governor of Kila and as such he was the supreme head of all the human and semi-human tribes that inhabited Kila, Nugia, Numan, Lura, Tarazean and Kaleashian. Even Earth was ruled by his word, indirectly, for the Chosen had immortal relatives still operating on the planet of their birth in very high positions of influence. Rhun had been living with the possibility of taking up this position for hundreds of years while vice-governor to Brian Alexander, and had stepped into his departed uncle’s shoes just a few months ago. He was still adjusting to the role of supreme head of the known universe, but his council, many of whom were close kin, had been very supportive and cooperative. Therefore Rhun was finding that ruling Kila and the inter-planetary alliance was not as daunting as ruling as High King in Britain had been, thousands of Earth years before setting foot on Kila.


Kila’s previous governor was, of course, not departed in the sense that he’d died; he’d been immortal just as all of the Chosen residents of Kila were. Rather, Brian and his Chosen partner, Candace, having served humanity long and faithfully, had felt the call to higher spiritual service and had ascended into union with their higher being, who belonged to a celestial race known as the Grigori. The legendary Tory Alexander, Brian’s sister, and their first beloved governor, Maelgwn Gwynedd, her husband, had ascended and joined the Grigori before them, and one day in the distant future, Rhun knew that he would join the Grigori too. Brian Alexander had never fully recovered from his sister and brother-in-law’s departure from physical world service; in fact all of the Chosen missed them terribly — Rhun most of all, for he had been Tory and Maelgwn’s first-born son.

A kiss on his cheek brought Rhun back to the present, and he turned from admiring the view of Chailida from the governor’s balcony to find his personal secretary smiling as she offered him a cup of tea.

Sybil was still the most exquisite female Rhun had ever known, and she had served as secretary of state to both of Kila’s previous governors.

It was impossible not to notice how the sunlight was dancing on the long strawberry waves of her hair, setting her radiant, milky-white complexion aglow. In the past it had been said that she had a body and mouth designed for pleasure, and Rhun had to agree wholeheartedly.

Rhun accepted the tea and placed it aside, his eyes unwavering from his company. ‘Maybe after.’ He kissed her instead, and wondered at her resistance when she was usually so keen. ‘Are you ill?’ Rhun asked, assuming that was the only time his wife wasn’t in the mood.

‘No.’ She found his assumption amusing. ‘We are about to be interrupted by your brother,’ she explained, as she eased his hands off her behind; Sybil was a seer — the best in her field.

‘Which brother?’ Rhun had three.

‘My Lord of the Otherworld,’ she announced Avery’s arrival as he manifested in the office before Rhun in a blaze of etheric light with wings flapping in a panic. ‘I’ll make more tea.’ Sybil grinned at her husband and then bowed her head to Avery. ‘My Lord.’

‘Sybil,’ Avery acknowledged her, but moved directly to address Rhun, who was frowning for two reasons: Avery’s complete lack of decorum, and his apparent urgency — it felt like trouble was afoot.

‘You’ve come to tell me that horrendous boom we heard last night is something to worry —’ Rhun started, but Avery was too impatient to wait for him to finish his assumption.

‘There’s been a bit of a cosmological cock-up, I’m afraid,’ Avery began. ‘The short of it is … we have another planet sharing Kila’s orbit, but on the far side of our sun; they can’t see us and they don’t know we’re here yet. Actually, they probably don’t know that they are here in Esh-mah, yet.’

Rhun didn’t know what he’d been expecting Avery to say, but this certainly wasn’t it. He attempted to remain calm and not become angry — he sensed Avery had a lot to do with the problem he was outlining. ‘How is that possible?’

‘It’s not my fault.’ Avery hastened to add. ‘The planet in question got dragged through into this universe when an arupa-deva shifted here from an alternative universe. The Grigori requested my help to move the displaced planet in our system until such time as arrangements can be made to move the planet back to its place of origin.’

‘Now I’ve heard everything,’ Rhun concluded. He’d been kicking around this time continuum for near a thousand years but this conversation beat all.

‘Look, I know this must sound ludicrous to you, but the threat is real.’

‘Threat?’ That word got Rhun’s attention. ‘Are these people hostile?’

‘Only to psychics,’ Avery replied and Rhun freaked.

‘But Kila’s entire populace is psychically adept,’ he appealed to Avery for reason. ‘Why did you agree to let such a planet reside in our system?’

‘The Grigori say that Maladaan needs our help,’ Avery advised surely.

The second mention of the Grigori calmed Rhun and he had to know if their departed kindred were involved. ‘Our parents?’

Avery nodded. ‘They are known as Azazèl now and are in charge of returning this rogue planet back to its universe of origin.’

‘You spoke to our parents?’ Rhun sounded envious and even a little hurt that he was not as privileged in the universal scheme of things as his semi-etheric brother.

‘I spoke with Azazèl and his associates,’ Avery clarified. ‘But don’t despair … the Grigori claim that they are sending our parents back to us to aid with this calamity.’

Rhun’s mood soared from the depths of despair to the heights of elation. ‘Serious?’


Avery was more than glad to quash Rhun’s panic with a nod. ‘After all, they are the undisputed masters of inter-planetary relations and negotiations.’

Rhun was so happy he embraced his brother, who was also excited by the prospect and glad to have his brother on side.

‘I never thought I’d live to see you two embracing each other and jumping around for joy.’ Rhiannon drew the attention of her brothers to her presence. ‘What’s happened; did you find another long-lost Nefilim treasure?’

‘Better!’ Rhun exclaimed with glee. ‘The cosmos is sending our parents back to us.’

‘Says who?’ Rhiannon scoffed — both of these men were pranksters at times.

‘The Grigori,’ Avery informed, but Rhiannon was still not convinced.

‘Well I’ve found a human who is six hundred years old, and he’s not immortal.’ She stunned them both with the statement. ‘Did the Grigori mention anything about that?’

Avery looked to Rhun. ‘He must be from Maladaan.’

Rhun nodded, comprehending.

‘That is where he thought he’d landed.’ Rhiannon recalled Kestler asking about it. ‘So you do know something strange is going on?’

Rhun gave half a laugh at his sister’s query and raised his eyebrows. ‘You have no idea how strange.’

 

Jahan had not long returned to base at the Shutura Crevice when KEPA’s monitor picked up another unidentified craft landing in the clearing next to the crash site.


‘What the hell is going on today?’ Jenny commented, pulling the bulk of her hair back into a ponytail and out of her face, as Jahan headed straight to the launch bay to go and investigate.

‘You cannot leave before Rhiannon returns.’ Jenny pulled rank on Jahan.

‘I’ll go with him.’ Jenny’s other half, Robin, was taking a break from his marine research and volunteered in Rhiannon’s absence.

Jahan hadn’t had much to do with Robin to date, but he hoped to impress the man who headed up the marine division of KEPA, as Jahan had majored in oceanography and it held more interest for him than any of KEPA’s other divisions.

Jahan was too young to ever have met the late, great Maelgwn Gwynedd, but everyone claimed Robin was closer in looks to their first governor than the Dragon’s own son, Rhun. Tall, dark and fit from his adventures, Robin’s eyes were more hazel than the usual ebony eyes of the Dragon’s clan.

‘We might need a little backup on this one,’ Robin commented to his wife and blew her a kiss.

‘I’m onto the defence department now,’ Jenny assured, turning back to her soft-light screen.

 

As their craft approached the clearing, they spotted three people staggering from the vehicle: a man, a woman and a young boy.

‘I have some highly confidential news to share with you, gentlemen,’ Jenny advised through the cockpit intercom. ‘It seems these humans may not be from any branch of humanity we have encountered before. Asher advises you approach with caution, and he and his lads will be there ASAP.’


‘Whoa.’ Jahan raised both brows, quietly amused. My beautiful alien, perhaps? He thought not; from all appearances the group were a family unit.

As Robin landed their craft in the clearing, the group waited patiently, seeming eager to speak with them.

‘Grab a headset,’ Robin referred to a translation device hanging on the cabin wall. ‘Chances are they don’t speak our language.’

As one of the Chosen, Robin had the ability to understand any language, but Jahan would only inherit this talent after he died, and so needed a translator to converse in other dialects.

Jahan’s eyes began to water as he beheld the beauty of the female among them: she was the most divine creature he had ever laid eyes on. She was taller than him, with impossibly long legs, a slender form and a face that a goddess would envy. Her hair was long, fine and dark, and her eyes were lilac and completely mesmerising.

‘Peace to you,’ said the large, burly male. ‘We seek asylum and are unarmed.’

‘Peace to you.’ Robin reached out to shake his hand.

Jahan did likewise, holding out his hand to the raving beauty, who smiled and moved to respond, before the large man prevented Jahan making contact.

‘Don’t touch her,’ he warned with great intensity, and the woman gave the man a spiteful glare. ‘She could do you great harm, as she is a thief beyond measure,’ he explained his swift intervention.

‘That’s not a very nice thing to say about your lady,’ Jahan defended her honour, whereby their guests were most amused.


‘His lady!’ she scoffed, obviously disgusted by the idea. ‘He wishes.’

‘I don’t, actually,’ the man rebutted. ‘She’s a Phemorian, a born man-hater, I wouldn’t wish her on any human male.’

Jahan was intrigued by the claim that she hated men; it was almost a direct challenge. ‘There is nothing such a goddess could steal from me that I would miss so very much.’

The scowl left the woman’s face, but she did not smile.

‘Really?’ the man challenged. ‘Try losing your identity.’

‘What?’ Jahan looked to her. ‘You are a shape-shifter?’

‘Why did you tell them?’ The woman was furious.

‘Because I am hoping to make friends here, not enemies,’ the man retorted.

‘He can summon the elements!’ The lad pointed in accusation at the man — the kid was obviously on the woman’s side.

‘Awesome!’ was Jahan’s joyful response, which defused the situation immediately, as the visitors smiled, confused.

‘You do not fear psychics?’ the woman ventured to inquire.

Jahan looked to Robin and they both burst out laughing.

‘Let me think about that.’ Robin vanished causing their guests to gasp in awe. Robin manifested once more to conclude, ‘No, we do not fear psychics, or the supernatural.’

The smiles on their guests were growing ever larger. ‘I am Vadik Corentin … they call me the hurricane.’


‘I am Jazmay Cardea,’ the woman added, and then looked to the boy who was perched under one of her arms, ‘and this is Fari Doon.’

Jahan quietly noted that the boy was not afraid to touch the shape-shifter as he stepped forward to shake the lad’s hand. ‘And what do you d … d … do?’ he wheezed as the boy crushed his fingers.

‘I’m very strong.’ He grinned, and let Jahan go before he did any damage.

‘Yes you are.’ Jahan grimaced as he shook the circulation back into his fingers.

The sound of aircraft approaching set their guests on edge.

‘That will be your ride back to Chailida,’ Robin assured them, ‘our contact at base told us the defence boys were on the way.’

Their guests did not appear set at ease by the news, and when the two craft did a fly-by a cold chill ran through Jahan’s being. ‘They’re not ours.’

‘The MSS have found us,’ Jazmay panicked and, grabbing hold of the boy, she ran for the sparse forest.

Robin turned to face their recon vessel and held out the metal wristband he wore towards the craft; it dematerialised and Robin pursued Jahan in the sprint towards the forest.

Vadik could hardly believe what he’d just witnessed and was slower off the mark to begin running. ‘The MSS are really going to hate you guys,’ he commented as he pursued Robin.

As Jazmay and Fari headed into the forest, Jahan saw the two craft return, and something drop from beneath one of them as it passed over Vadik.

The package unfurled into a large glowing red web as it came down to land upon Vadik, barely missing Robin. Vadik screamed as the mesh net hit his form, knocking him flat to the ground as it burned straight through him and left the man sliced into a hundred pieces.

Jahan had never seen anything so violent in all his born days. He could only stare, speechless with horror.

Robin finally reached him, looking back to see the carnage he’d barely escaped. ‘What the hell was that?’ He didn’t wait for answers, already on his communicator to Jenny. ‘Where is Asher? We’ve got hostiles here.’ He observed one of the craft coming in to land in the clearing. ‘Time to disappear.’ Robin clicked his fingers before Jahan’s eyes to wake him up. ‘Where are Jazmay and Fari?’

‘Still running, I expect.’ Jahan could see why.

‘Smart move.’ Robin grabbed hold of Jahan’s arm, and after a flash of white light the next thing Jahan knew Jazmay was colliding into him; Robin caught the boy.

‘What are you doing? Get out of my way!’ Jazmay shoved him backwards; fortunately for Jahan, he was wearing a full body suit and she did not make skin contact with him.

‘We need to get you out of here!’ Jahan insisted.

‘Why should I trust you?’ she resisted, scared out of her mind.

Jahan was affronted. ‘Honestly, even if you do hate men, you must realise that we are a much better option than those guys?’

Fari nodded, knowing the MSS were close behind. ‘I think he has a point, Jaz.’

‘Form a circuit,’ Robin instructed, taking hold of Jahan’s shoulder and Fari’s. Jahan timidly placed a hand on Jazmay’s shoulder, again not making skin contact, and she still had Fari’s hand.

Jazmay looked to Jahan, who smiled calmly in the face of her apprehension as they were engulfed by a surge of etheric light.

 

Eleazar Kestler stood wide-eyed in wonder gazing across the city’s innermost canal from his balcony in Walter Cadfan’s healing sanctuary.

It was quite some time since Rhun had seen a human being who was so old and frail, but considering Kestler claimed to be over six hundred years old, he was looking damn good by normal human standards.

Cadfan had been doing some regression work with their mysterious guest, as there were many blockages in his auric light-body that did not stem from any emotional trauma that Kestler could consciously recall. Once they had discovered under hypnosis what had caused these blockages, Cadfan had contacted Rhun, knowing he would be very interested in what they had learnt about Kestler’s past.

Cadfan entered first, so as to do the introductions. ‘Professor Kestler, I’d like you to meet our governor.’

‘Goodness —’ Kestler was amazed, ‘— not a representative, but the governor, no less … and with no bodyguards!’ Kestler shook Rhun’s hand, rather amazed. ‘You should be very proud of what you have here, good sir,’ he said rather jovially, ‘it is the most civilised place that I have ever come across … and I’ve seen them all. You are all so young and beautiful … where are all your old folk?’

Rhun was amused by this. ‘We’re right here.’ Rhun opened his arms wide to imply he was an elder. ‘I’ve seen a good four hundred years more than you, and Cadfan here would be about my age too, although we followed different time-tracks to be here.’

Kestler was wide-eyed as he looked Rhun and Cadfan over. ‘Fascinating … it almost makes me wish I majored in genetics.’

‘We could probably arrange that for you,’ Cadfan offered, ‘our universities are second to none.’

‘I am sure they are.’ Kestler grinned, very disposed towards the idea.

‘But the Professor must miss his home planet?’ Rhun was about to assure him that they would get him home.

‘No …’ Kestler said emphatically. ‘Not one iota. My people seem barbaric in comparison with you good people. We discovered the secret service on my home planet had me brainwashed into doing their bidding.’ He looked to Cadfan, who nodded to assure Rhun it was quite true.

‘I recorded the entire episode.’ Cadfan handed Rhun a thought band recorder so he could view the thought transference for himself. ‘Something interesting of note —’ the physician thought to warn the governor, ‘— the captain of the project that employed the professor bore a very great resemblance to your father.’

Rhun was shocked and heartened; this did seem to support what Avery claimed the Grigori had told him. ‘What was this captain’s name?’

‘Professor Lucian Gervaise,’ Kestler replied proudly. ‘He didn’t have anything to do with this nasty brainwashing business; it was his wife who was the treacherous one.’

Rhun was shocked again and looked to Cadfan, who smiled to assure him. ‘From my perception of Kestler’s recollection, the woman in question was an incarnation of Vanora and not your mother.’

Rhun gave a great sigh of relief, as Vanora had proven treacherous to his father in the past. The woman who was his father’s twin-soul would never betray him. ‘So how does my mother fit into all this?’

Cadfan was surprised by the question. ‘What makes you think she does?’

‘Where one soul is, the other is sure to be before long.’ Rhun shrugged.

‘I saw nothing of her in Kestler’s memories, but I did see some other souls I recognised,’ Cadfan stated.

‘Brian Alexander?’ Rhun guessed with all certainty — their previous governor had been his father’s right-hand man in many a lifetime.

Cadfan nodded surely. ‘His name is Zeven Gudrun.’

‘Starman,’ Kestler confirmed, ‘that’s what the flight crews called him. He was something of a hot-shot pilot, and a bit of a legend from what I heard.’

‘He always was.’ Rhun grinned as he recalled some of his uncle’s escapades. His thoughts then turned to who else would have incarnated with his father. ‘En Noah,’ Rhun guessed, and again Cadfan nodded.

En Noah was the most wise and knowledgeable soul among the Chosen still incarnate. He was the compiler of histories and a pioneer in cosmology, and as such he was Rhun’s most trusted and respected advisor — En Noah had been a close confidant to his parents, particularly Rhun’s mother.

Rhun was perplexed. ‘What was it that your secret service forced you to do, Professor?’

Kestler told all he recalled of receiving the sample of gas from his captain’s treacherous wife. He spoke of running tests on the sample and discovering that each particle of the sample appeared to emit infinite amounts of energy. His other theory had been that perhaps the particles were remotely linked to some greater reservoir of energy and thus their emission only appeared to be infinite — a theory that proved unpopular with the secret service agent controlling his will. ‘That’s all I remember. I was put into stasis the next day to return to my home planet of Maladaan, and then I awoke here.’

Robin appeared beside Rhun and shocked Kestler out of his wits.

‘He has the Powers?’ Kestler sounded fearful for a second and then explained, ‘The people on my planet fear such psychics and they are restrained, imprisoned or disposed of at all cost.’

‘So I’ve noticed.’ Robin turned his attention to Rhun. ‘So sorry to disturb but I need to discuss an urgent matter of national security.’

‘It’s one of those days,’ Rhun informed Robin.

‘This will not wait,’ Robin assured apologetically.

‘My apologies to you, Professor, for having to cut our discussion short.’ Rhun held up the thought band recorder. ‘I thank you very much for this, in advance.’

Kestler appeared happy with his lot. ‘I thank your wonderful medical staff for aiding me to remember.’

 

On Maladaan power had been restored but chaos reigned supreme.

It hadn’t taken Zelimir Ronan long to figure out that Maladaan was not where it used to be — the trouble their astronomers were having was discovering where their planet was situated now!

As far as they knew, there was no force in the universe — nor any psychic — powerful enough to have displaced an entire planet. They had considered whether the gas that had exploded just prior to the displacement had caused some kind of mass hallucination, or whether it had been the cause of the displacement. Whatever the truth was, they could only roll with the situation as they saw it. There had been surprisingly few injured people on the surface of Maladaan after the catastrophe, which seemed a miracle. The government had the defence forces out calming the people, and the MSS had agents out chasing up psychics to ensure that their restraints were still intact and operational.

The three undesirables who had escaped were also being hunted down. MSS agents had taken to space in pursuit of the escapees — in a manual chase as their pilots could not rely on any of the existing star charts, but their systems were having no trouble tracking the rogue vessel. Ronan was expecting word of their capture any time now as his agents had reported pursuing them towards an uninhabited virgin planet on the far side of the sun.

This report was most interesting as the Astro-Marine Institute Explorer — the AMIE project — had been searching space to find just such a planet since Maladaan had long ago used up all its natural resources. In fact, there wasn’t one living plant in Ronan’s office — they were all synthetic. To his way of thinking the fake plants were far superior to the real thing as they required no tending, didn’t give anyone hay fever, would never die or need replacing.

Ronan suddenly awoke, sprawled across his desk. The first question that sprang to mind was, ‘How long have I been asleep?’ He looked at his watch, noting that his hands appeared to be glowing. ‘I’m still half asleep.’ He rubbed his eyes, but could not make the annoying anomaly go away. It bothered the chief enough for him to go look in a mirror.

What Ronan expected to see in his reflection was a middle-aged rounding man, rather shorter than average, whose strawberry blond hair, beard, and eyebrows had more grey than his youthful colour. But today, to his great horror, his reflection was swathed in a brightly glowing mist that had patches of colour and shadow mixed in.

‘More hallucinations?’ he uttered, bewildered, when his door chimed to alert him to company, and then opened.

It was Norward who entered. ‘It seems that virgin planet is not uninhabited after all: our agents are under attack.’

It took a second for Ronan to comprehend the words, for he noted his 2IC was glowing also, but in different hues than he was and without so many shadowy patches. Ronan was completely distracted by the fact and feared that his 2IC would notice how he glowed, but he made no mention of it. ‘Under attack … from whom?’

‘We are uncertain … but Kestler’s pod has also begun transmitting a signal again.’

Ronan held his head, weary.

‘We need you in communications, Chief.’ Norward was tiring too and could sympathise.

Ronan looked up at himself in the mirror and he still looked as pretty as a solar shower dancing upon the atmosphere. ‘Am I glowing?’ Until he knew he was imagining things, he couldn’t focus on anything else, so he just came right out and asked.


‘You look in fine form, sir.’ Norward completely mistook his meaning and smiled accommodatingly.

From his response Ronan could only assume Norward was not seeing what he was seeing, and his gut churned. He’d heard psychics describe this phenomenon many times; they called it ‘seeing auras’ or ‘auric sight’.

‘Chief?’ Norward implored him. ‘We really should go; our president is awaiting an updated report.’

Ronan took a deep breath before accompanying Norward to the communications centre.

The visual on their screen showed their pilots in a dogfight with some impossibly swift craft that were firing a steady light beam at one of their vessels.

‘Are we winning?’ Ronan could not tell, for his communications boys were in a frenzy — and as their auras were as apparent to Ronan as his own, it was difficult to focus on the problems at hand.

‘Not really, Chief,’ replied the head technician. ‘We’ve lost contact with one craft altogether. From the visual of our second craft we can see that the first one hasn’t been shot down. But that beam that’s holding it fast seems to have relinquished control of the vessel to our foe.’

‘I’m hit!’ cried the second pilot as the screen went blank and all communications were lost.

‘Fuck me.’ Ronan mouthed the words, barely believing what he was seeing. Whomever those craft belonged to had technology far more advanced than their own. ‘We’re in more trouble than I thought.’

‘Hey, we’re not the ones with some of the most grievous psychics known to man loose on our planet,’ Norward pointed out, hoping to make the chief feel better.


The chief gave half a laugh at this and then sobered. ‘I’d best go speak with the president.’ Ronan was not looking forward to outlining their long list of woes, but all he could do was be honest and give them his most educated guess as to what had happened — if they fired him, or even arrested him, at this stage it would be a relief.

 

Jahan had been left to watch Jazmay and Fari in the private conclave that was attached to the governor’s council chambers, and Fari was delighting in swishing his feet in the fountain that was the central feature in the garden courtyard.

Jazmay seemed delighted with the vibrant garden, too. ‘It’s a long, long time since we saw a day so fine as this,’ Jazmay commented as they watched the boy frolic. ‘And I feel sure he has never seen anything more stunningly beautiful than this place.’

‘But he’s been with you,’ Jahan refuted her claim. His praise caused the smile to slip from her face and she folded her arms.

‘You fancy yourself as very charming, don’t you?’ Jahan opened his mouth to respond but Jazmay held a hand high to prevent it. ‘The question was rhetorical,’ she advised, walking off to join Fari.

‘Would you prefer I was loathsome?’ he asked.

‘To me, you are,’ she clarified. ‘So, save your charm for a more gullible victim.’

Jahan was offended that she thought he was insincere, and was about to appeal his case when Robin exited the governor’s chambers to advise Jazmay that the governor would see her now.

Jahan moved to follow her inside, but Robin stalled him. ‘The governor asks that you mind Fari.’


‘But —’

‘This is council business, you understand.’ Robin closed the door in his face.

Jahan wandered back over to where Fari had now laid himself out on a sun lounge. Obviously the lad knew Jazmay better than anyone — maybe he could learn something about her hatred of men?

 

‘She’s Phemorian,’ the lad stressed as if Jahan were some kind of idiot.

Vadik Corentin had said the same thing of her. ‘What does that mean?’ Jahan had to know.

‘Phemoria is a planet of women who expelled all their menfolk eons ago to be rid of their oppressive domination,’ Fari explained. ‘So a Phemorian woman, especially an ex-Valourean like Jazmay, would rather take your head off than flirt with you. But if she ever does bother to flirt, you can pretty well guarantee that your moments on Earth are numbered.’

‘They kill their mates?’ Jahan was intrigued, but by no means worried, as he was immortal. If Jazmay killed him then that would just save him the trouble and he could sure think of worse ways to go.

‘There are many strange stories about Phemorians, as very few people who are not Phemorian know much about them.’ Fari squinted and covered his eyes to look over at Jahan. ‘Why are you so interested anyhow?’

‘It all makes for better diplomatic relations, to learn about the cultures you are dealing with,’ said Jahan.

The lad grinned, seeing straight through his excuse. ‘Then why haven’t you asked me about where I am from?’


Obviously this kid had reasoning capabilities way beyond the average ten-year-old. ‘You got me there,’ Jahan admitted freely. ‘Tell me, Fari Doon, where do you hail from?’

‘I’m not too sure, really … I remember bits about my mother. The MSS killed her for trying to hide and defend me when I was about five years old. She’d sought the help of Valoureans to get us off Maladaan quietly, but the plan backfired and all but Jazmay and myself were killed in the attempt.’ Fari shrugged, his deep green eyes void of emotion. ‘Jazmay told the MSS I was her child, so that they would not split us up.’

Jahan nodded, seeing that this would be believable as Fari had even darker hair than Jazmay, although his skin colour was far paler than the deep olive complexion of his female companion.

‘I’m sure the MSS figured out long ago that our kinship was a lie, but as Jaz is the only person who can control me, they went along with it.’ The boy stared at Jahan as if to advise him to do the same.

‘My governor will not rule against your wishes,’ Jahan assured. ‘If you and Miss Cardea —’

‘Miss Cardea.’ The lad chuckled, he’d never heard anyone call her that.

‘What?’ Jahan asked. Clearly he was being mocked. ‘Then what should I call her? What can I do to gain her favour? Help me out here … you know her better than anyone.’

‘Nothing can help you.’ The boy waved off Jahan’s desire to make a good impression. ‘That’s a lost cause. I reckon I have a better chance of winning her heart than you do, and when I’m old enough, I intend to.’ The lad folded his arms and tightened his lips, defiant.


‘Competition, hey?’ Jahan noted without mocking the lad — in all probability the kid was right to be confident.

‘I have no rival for her affection,’ the boy pointed out, ‘so there is no competition.’
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ALLEGIANCE



By the time the tall foreigner was led into the governor’s office, Rhun, Rhiannon and Avery had been briefed by Robin about the violent incident that had transpired during KEPA’s rescue attempt. So far the governor had to admit that circumstance was not painting a very good impression of their new neighbours.

‘Ah … Miss Cardea.’ Rhun rose from his seat behind his desk to acknowledge her entry; he had been warned that she was easy on the eye, but her extraordinary beauty was heart stopping! He had already been advised against shaking her hand and so did not approach, but rather motioned her to the free seat facing his desk, next to those occupied by Rhiannon and Avery, who had also risen to greet their guest.

Rhiannon noted that the new arrival appeared rather taken aback when she looked their way, and turning about she saw Avery was still sporting his wings. ‘My Lord.’ She nudged him and indicated to the point of contention between his shoulder blades.


‘Whoops.’ Avery immediately assumed a fully human form. ‘Sorry, I forgot I had them out.’

Jazmay cracked a smile, she couldn’t help it; she’d never walked freely among so many psychics at once, nor been regarded so politely — it was liberating. ‘Don’t apologise,’ Jazmay replied — as a shape-shifter she was full of admiration. ‘I have always wanted to see if I could sprout wings and fly.’

‘You can, and so much more!’ Avery assured before they’d even been introduced.

‘How do you know?’ She was confused by the positive energy these men exuded.

‘Because I am the Lord of the Otherworld —’ Avery bowed to her, ‘— and I know everything.’

‘Otherworld?’ she queried, having never heard of such a place.

‘It is the realm of super nature, where elementals reside,’ Avery explained.

‘Whoa.’ Jazmay was wide-eyed, she’d never thought to be intrigued by life again, but she felt like a child among real adults — for a change.

‘Jazmay.’ Robin used first names to make this meeting as informal and relaxed as possible, and merely motioned to those present, who nodded in greeting. ‘This is our Governor, Rhun. His sister and head of our environmental protection agency, Rhiannon, and their brother, Avery, whom, as already stated, sees to Otherworldly affairs —’

‘— such as the mysterious appearance of your planet in our universe,’ Avery concluded, and Jazmay gasped.

‘You know about Maladaan?’ she asked, and then wanted to hit herself. ‘Of course you do, you —’

‘— know everything,’ Avery echoed his prior claim with a grin.


‘That was a very hostile attack your people made on you this morning.’ Rhun took a seat, and motioned for everyone to do the same.

Normally Jazmay would have insisted on standing to defend herself, but she lowered herself to a seat to be polite — she’d never been polite! ‘Maladaan is not my home planet and therefore they are not my people. I was captured by the MSS while on a covert mission for my government and have been imprisoned on Maladaan for four years. I escaped during a power outage and stole an MSS aircraft to fly Fari and myself out of there … Vadik invited himself along. I had planned on heading straight to Phemoria but … surprise, surprise, there was no inter-system gateway, no anything that I recognised. So I headed off around the sun, hoping to find a deep space vessel or a port —’

‘And you found us,’ Robin concluded happily. ‘Are the MSS always so brutal when trapping escapees?’

‘Vadik, the hurricane, was the most notorious of us … psychics,’ she explained. ‘The MSS would have been looking for an excuse to exterminate him, and today they got it. I did not know him well,’ she continued before her hosts began offering their sympathies.

Rhun was deep in thought at this point, but surfaced from his contemplation to reassure Jazmay. ‘I am granting you asylum here on Kila. Rhiannon and Robin will see you and the boy to some living quarters here in the central city.’

Jazmay was completely overwhelmed; she’d been expecting to be thrown in jail, or interrogated at least! ‘I … I am stunned, sir. You are very gracious.’

‘I may need to consult with you once I make contact with Maladaan. Would you be agreeable to that arrangement?’ Rhun wanted Jazmay to know that board here was not entirely free.

‘I would find that greatly preferable to being tortured for information, Governor, which is how it would be done on Maladaan,’ Jazmay concurred.

‘Do you have wilful control of your power?’ Rhun asked and Jazmay nodded.

‘It is my choice whose identity I steal,’ she confessed. ‘I can make skin contact without incident.’

‘I think it goes without saying that I would prefer you did not steal the DNA blueprints of any of my people, as that would be considered treason,’ Rhun added, ever so politely.

‘The MSS could learn a lot from your style of management,’ Jazmay said, ‘and yes, that does seem to go without saying, thank you.’

‘I’ll get you settled in.’ Rhiannon could tell her brother was ready to wind up this meeting.

‘What will you tell the MSS?’ Jazmay wondered out loud. ‘They will want us back.’

‘Then they shall have to get past Kila’s defences first,’ Rhun assured her. ‘And I will consider any attempt to retrieve you an act of war.’

‘You would start a war over two strangers, branded criminals … are you mad?’

‘Just cocky.’ Avery added his view on his brother’s stance.

‘There will be no war. You have committed no crime against my people, have you?’ the governor queried her, and she shook her head. ‘Then enjoy your freedom, Jazmay, and let us worry about the MSS.’ Rhun stood, and everyone else in the room followed suit.


Jazmay couldn’t wipe the smile off her face; being around people who were so polite was a little nerve-racking, she didn’t know how to react. She feared it was all an act that would come to some horrible end. Still, she was so at ease in their company that she knew in her gut that these amazing people were for real. ‘We shall savour every second, Governor,’ she assured him. ‘Thank you, all of you.’

Rhiannon and Robin led Jazmay back out of the office, and as they passed through Sybil’s reception area Robin excused himself.

‘I’ll see you back at base.’ He waved to Rhiannon. ‘I hope you enjoy your new home, Jazmay.’

Jazmay hazarded a smile in response to his fair tidings, whereupon Robin vanished and before Jazmay turned back to follow her remaining guide, Sybil rose from her desk to advise Jazmay, ‘Don’t be alarmed.’

‘By what?’ Jazmay queried and Sybil pointed down the corridor, where there were a couple of the local men herding a group of MSS agents towards the governor’s office. Despite the warning, Jazmay’s automatic reaction was to panic, until she noted that none of the MSS agents even registered her presence; she looked back to Sybil for an explanation.

‘See?’ said Sybil. ‘We have everything under control.’ She moved to greet the younger and fairer of the local men, who turned out to be the governor’s son, Asher.

The other local fellow locked eyes with Rhiannon. ‘Excuse us,’ he requested of Jazmay, ‘the vice-governor really needs to speak to his head of environmental protection.’

‘I know what’s on your mind and it has nothing to do with conversation.’ Rhiannon took great delight in side-stepping the vice-governor’s delay.

‘But as vice-governor I outrank you now.’ He reached out and touched one of her fingertips and this was enough to turn her around and regain her full attention. The look of adoration that passed between the pair told Jazmay that they were lovers.

The vice-governor was taller than the governor with hair just as dark, but his locks curled like Jahan’s. He certainly appeared a fit fellow and more of a warrior figure than any of the Chosen that Jazmay had met thus far.

‘As chief justice you outranked me before,’ Rhiannon teased, ‘and that didn’t aid you to exert your will over me.’ She let her touch slip and walked on.

The vice-governor glanced ahead and noted his party entering the governor’s office. ‘See you at lunch?’

Rhiannon looked back with a large smile on her face. ‘You certainly will.’

The vice-governor was overjoyed by this news and delayed his entry to the governor’s office to watch Rhiannon walk down the corridor.

As Jazmay moved past him to follow her guide, the vice-governor snapped out of his daze, and smiled briefly as he moved on to his duties. Jazmay was a little stunned by this as most men would at least do a double-take when they saw her, but she may as well not have been in the room.

 

‘What next?’ Avery looked to Rhun, who motioned towards the door.

Sybil entered to announce, ‘Asher and Cadwallon are here with the hostiles that attacked our KEPA operatives this morning.’


‘Show them in,’ Rhun said, as he came around his desk to make ready to greet his son, Asher, and Vice-Governor Cadwallon, Rhun’s lifelong best friend.

The looks of the Dragon line ran stronger in Cadwallon than in Asher, who had inherited Sybil’s fair colouring and her magnificent blue eyes. Still, like Rhun, Asher was not exceedingly tall for one of his clan, but was just as good-looking, smart and confident as the rest of his kindred.

The governor was rather surprised when he noted his chief justice and his head of defence had restrained their captive pilots with outlawed Nerguz modules, which relinquished the will of the prisoner to whomever had locked the module onto their wrist.

‘Gentlemen.’ He embraced his son and then shook Cadwallon’s hand. ‘These measures seem a little extreme?’ He gestured to their four prisoners, who stood in a nice neat line just as their captors would have it.

‘They forced our hand,’ Asher defended light-heartedly. ‘When they worked out they couldn’t kill us, they tried to take their own lives and we couldn’t have that.’

‘What are those?’ Rhun motioned to another electronic brace around their ankles.

‘They call them psychic wave neutralisers.’ Cadwallon had already queried this. ‘Apparently they scramble your magnetic field and this renders any psychic talent useless.’

Now Rhun was very confused. ‘So you are psychics who are hunting other psychics?’

All four men appeared ashamed and when none spoke up Cadwallon exerted his will over the prisoners. ‘Answer the governor.’


‘If we do not hunt, then we become the hunted ourselves,’ one explained spitefully.

Rhun raised both eyesbrows in response, sympathising with their dilemma, ‘Well, I can offer you asylum, which you might find preferable to suicide or self-repression.’

‘In exchange for what?’ queried the squad commander.

‘Your loyalty and information about your association with the MSS,’ Rhun replied.

‘And if we refuse?’

‘We’ll send you back home,’ Rhun replied.

‘Alive?’ the agent clarified, thinking there must be a catch.

‘Just as you are now,’ Rhun assured — it was a long time since he’d met people so fearful and suspicious. ‘But your weapons systems will be immobilised for your flight home, so you can cause no more damage to Kila.’

‘And if we stay we would have psychic freedom?’ The agent had noted that his hosts were not shy about showing off their own talents.

‘My good man —’ Rhun had to smile, ‘— provided you use your gifts for the greater good of all, we shall help you develop your skills.’

The agent seemed well-disposed towards the offer.

‘We’ll give you a moment to consult.’ Rhun and his officials put a little space between themselves and their captives.

As they waited for the men to decide their fate, Avery noted the thought band recorder sitting upon the governor’s desk. ‘What’s this?’

‘Kestler’s memories of before he landed here,’ Rhun answered.


Avery took the band in hand. ‘May I?’ he requested.

‘Go right ahead,’ Rhun encouraged, nodding. ‘I haven’t had time to view it yet.’

Avery found himself a quiet corner and, taking a seat, he placed the thought recorder on his head to absorb the information.

When the captured operatives returned to their line formation, the squad commander announced, ‘Three of us would like to accept your offer of asylum, but Juna here —’ he motioned to the youngest of the captives, ‘— has family on Maladaan and so he feels he must return for their sake.’

‘I see.’ Rhun considered this might be fortunate. ‘Well, Juna, you are still welcome to take up the offer, which I can extend to your family. For if I were to charge you with taking a message to your superiors, perhaps you might come up with the means to bring your family back with you when you return to Kila with Maladaan’s response?’

Juna, who had been frowning, smiled upon being offered a solution to his problem. ‘I feel sure I could, Governor.’

Rhun was pleased. ‘That’s settled then —’

‘Actually, I have a better idea,’ Avery spoke up, having learnt a thing or two from the thought band recorder he now held in his hand. ‘Let me go with our young friend here, as I can speed things up somewhat, talk to his people on your behalf and ensure that he gets his family out safely.’

‘You have a target then?’ Rhun assumed Avery had seen someone worth questioning in regard to the Maladaan situation while viewing Kestler’s thoughts.

Avery named his target. ‘Zelimir Ronan.’


‘That’s the Chief of the MSS,’ the squad commander confirmed, marvelling at their speed and means of obtaining information. ‘You guys are elite.’

‘And they haven’t even tortured anyone,’ Juna noted and then thought to add, ‘yet.’

‘They don’t need to,’ the squad commander summed up, and Rhun nodded to agree this was quite true.

‘I have also granted asylum to Jazmay Cardea and Fari Doon,’ he advised them all, which amazed their captives yet again. ‘Will any of you gentlemen have a problem respecting their peace and freedom?’

‘No, Governor,’ said the squad commander, ‘for their defiance of the MSS, they are secretly admired by all psychics … they may have a problem with us, however.’

‘I shall ensure Miss Cardea is advised about this arrangement and your respectful intentions,’ Rhun concluded with a clap of his hands. ‘That’s settled then?’ The governor looked to Avery to see he had nothing further to add, to his other associates, and lastly to their new recruits, who all waved in decline. ‘Wonderful, let’s eat.’

The squad commander was amused by this. ‘I’d pictured a lot of things that you might be doing to us this afternoon, but taking us to lunch wasn’t one of them.’

‘Reality is only what you dreamt was possible yesterday,’ Rhun replied. ‘Have you all not dreamt of a world where psychic talent is not chastised, but encouraged?’

All four men smiled as they nodded to admit this was true.

‘There you go, and here you are,’ the governor concluded, motioning to the balcony where lunch was to be served, and all were happy to follow his direction. ‘Oh, and Asher —’ Rhun gained his son’s full attention, ‘— I think we can do without all those restraining devices.’

‘Sure thing,’ Asher agreed, causing both the Nerguz modules and the MSS restraining devices to fall from their prisoners’ wrists and ankles. The captives all froze a moment in disbelief, and were amazed as they retrieved the defunct modules from the floor.

‘All hail the Governor,’ said the squad commander, whereupon his men replied with an ‘all hail,’ and, crossing one arm across their chests, they bowed to Rhun.

Rhun had not seen this kind of devotion since he was High King in ancient Britain; his kindred were much more casual, but he graciously accepted their praise. ‘You are all most welcome. Now, go and eat, that’s an order.’

‘Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!’ They all filed out onto the veranda.

Sybil entered the office upon foreseeing Rhun needed to speak with her, although she already knew what his request was. ‘I’ll have Rhiannon escort Miss Cardea and Master Doon to lunch with you, as soon as they have refreshed themselves.’

Rhun smiled, pleased that she was always one step ahead of him. ‘Have I told you today?’

Sybil approached and kissed her husband. ‘You don’t have to, I know you know I’m the best.’ She slipped away from him, but he was reluctant to let her depart.

‘I’m truly amazed that any work gets done in this office,’ commented Cadwallon from the doorway. ‘Which reminds me, I have other plans for lunch.’


‘Of course you do.’ Rhun held up a finger to waylay his vice-governor and released Sybil to get her opinion. ‘We are sending Avery to speak with our new neighbours.’

Sybil dwelt on this a moment and then smiled. ‘If he plans to strike the fear of God into these people, it might interest him to know they have no concept of what God is.’

‘None?’ Rhun’s mind boggled. ‘So what do they believe in?’

‘Science,’ Sybil said. ‘Hence their fear of all things psychic and unexplainable. These people wouldn’t know the difference between a Grigorian angel and a conjuring hag … so only the Goddess knows what they will make of Avery. But next to you and our good vice-governor,’ Sybil smiled at Cadwallon, still awaiting Rhun’s leave at the door, ‘Avery is the best of us, and can be very persuasive and charming when he wants to be … I believe the Lord of the Otherworld will make the right impression to keep the peace.’

Sybil’s nod was good enough for the governor and his second in command.

 

When Jazmay saw her beautifully appointed apartment, she was too overwhelmed to explore it straightaway, yet Fari was quick to run about and investigate. ‘Are you sure you don’t have our accommodation confused with that of some visiting dignitary?’ Jazmay inquired of Rhiannon.

‘No,’ Rhiannon replied with a grin, ‘a visiting dignitary is exactly what you are now … or did you misunderstand our governor’s proposal?’

Jazmay gave a shy smile and shook her head, venturing towards the lounge room that had double doors on the far wall. ‘I am just stunned by your hospitality.’

‘Jaz, Jaz, there’s a small pool in our bathroom!’ Fari cried with excitement from another room, which delayed Jazmay from opening the doors before her. Hearing a large splash, she winced at her flatmate’s lack of decorum.

‘It can get rather hot in Chailida in the summer.’ Rhiannon dismissed Jazmay’s frown with her cheery explanation. ‘And it is much easier on the water supply, from both a consumption and pollution viewpoint.’ Rhiannon passed Jazmay without stopping to open the double doors, which vanished to reveal a balcony with a splendid view of a grand central garden in full bloom.

Jazmay gasped at the technology and then the view as she beheld the majesty of the city.

‘We hope you’ll be happy here,’ Rhiannon concluded, admiring the view herself. The large smile on her face was a firm indication that she was certainly happy here.

‘Well everyone else on Kila seems to be … you especially,’ Jazmay ventured. ‘The vice-governor is very smitten with you, I think.’

Rhiannon gave half a laugh to confirm this. ‘Yes, he is … and so he should be, as he has been my husband for over a century!’

‘No.’ Jazmay was surprised to hear this. ‘In my experience only young lovers regard each other with such intense affection; how have you kept your marriage so vibrant for so long?’

‘Cadwallon is more than just my husband, or my lover … he is my soul-mate,’ Rhiannon explained, but Jazmay only frowned. ‘He’s my male split-apart, twin-flame, my Chosen other.’ Rhiannon tried other terminology but Jazmay was still perplexed.

‘What is a soul?’ Jazmay struggled to understand and the question took Rhiannon totally by surprise.

‘Oh dear, that’s a rather expansive question.’ Rhiannon moved to take a seat and invited Jazmay to do the same. Jazmay complied quickly, curious to be more informed as the Chosen obviously had far more knowledge of the cosmos than any civilisation Jazmay had previously come into contact with. ‘We Chosen understand the soul to be the neutral centre within our bodies through which consciousness passes. It is a vehicle for your higher consciousness, or spirit, to work through … much as this physical body is only a vehicle for your soul, which in turn carries all the creativity, talent, knowledge and emotions that your higher self has accumulated over its many lives lived within the multiverse. Your soul is that part of you that is deathless and immortal, that keeps you connected with all there is.’

‘But if you have this wonderful connection with all there is, what do you need a male soul-mate for?’ The way Jazmay asked the question made it very clear she was not well-disposed towards men.

‘Ah, well …’ Rhiannon held up a finger to stress this was important. ‘To understand that, you need to know a little more about the journey of spirit into matter, and in order to explain that, I’ll need to enter your mind, if that is agreeable to you.’

Jazmay was wary, but intrigued by the proposal. ‘You have my permission.’

‘Then close your eyes and relax,’ Rhiannon instructed, and when Jazmay conformed, Rhiannon began to telepathically convey her cosmology lesson.


In her mind’s eye Jazmay saw a bright circular rainbow, which appeared not unlike a galaxy spiralling outward. White at the centre, the rainbow progressed through many shades of sparkling colours into indigo, violet, blue, green, yellow, orange, red and then at the edges all colour faded into darkness. As Jazmay’s consciousness was swept down into the white centre of the circular mass, Rhiannon said, ‘In the beginning there is the Logos, the source of all cosmic light which is the eternal fire, that is to our spirit what sunlight is to our physical being.’

Once inside the calming, harmonious white centre, Jazmay heard a beautiful, high-pitched note coming from behind her.

‘Through sonic vibration cosmic light penetrates into darkness …’

The celestial note created a wave and on the crest of this Jazmay’s consciousness was pushed outward, the white light around her shattering into sparkling silver and black.

‘… and the Logos forged its way through many levels of awareness still unfathomable to us.’

Jazmay’s surrounds turned deep sparkling blue, then pure silver, gold and finally violet.

‘And it is here that our understanding of the scheme of the soul begins, where cosmic light creates space, by separating into many different pockets of creative consciousness, all working in cooperation to create the multiverse.’

Jazmay’s consciousness was drawn upwards to see that she was now, in fact, within only one of billions of spiralling universes.

‘Galaxies within universes, stars and planets within them …’


Jazmay’s perception returned to her individual spiralling universe, where galaxies, stars and planets abounded.

‘Atoms within molecules, protons and neutrons within them, from the macrocosm to the microcosm, we are the same.’

The galaxy before Jazmay grew and expanded around her until her perception had increased to the point where she could perceive the molecular world of cosmic light particles that bound everything together, and it was a wonder to behold, for it appeared just like a small universe.

‘Our soul group continues to expand and divide into smaller groups of consciousness, still working in cooperation to explore creation, each one step closer to physical manifestation, each more and more specialised to one area of the multiverse, yet all still in contact with our cosmic soul source through our higher soul group connections.’

‘Yes. I see,’ Jazmay whispered, in awe of her comprehension.

‘But in order to fully merge with our creation, spirit must form bodies to withstand the various planes of awareness it must pass through to reach the lowest sonic vibration that is physical manifestation. From the divine architect that is our soul-mind we split into the silent watchers to oversee our creations.’

The molecules around Jazmay were attracted to her as her consciousness again expanded and she saw herself as a formless light being, observing a small portion of a universe — at least, it seemed tiny in comparison to her awareness.

‘As silent watchers we are still purely observers. We form lower causal bodies to act as a conduit between us and the many consciousnesses that will split from us and stream further into matter.’

Jazmay felt her consciousness splinter apart but her awareness stayed with just one fragment of her previous self, infinitely smaller than her silent watcher, but no longer formless; there was a vague human shape to her celestial being.

‘These lower causal beings are known to us as the Grigori. Neither male nor female, but through the experiences of their incarnations here in the physical universes they have become the perfect blend of both. We chose to split our soul-mind to such a polarity as it was the ultimate separation and only through cooperation between man and woman could mankind as a whole survive.’

Again Jazmay felt her awareness split in two, and she remained with just a female consciousness, yet she felt another presence moving down through awareness alongside her.

‘This split half of us has shared the scary journey down through the planes of evolution, forming a mental body, an emotional body and finally physical form in which to experience many lives and lessons in time, space and reality with us. And, along with the rest of our soul group, that soul-mate will share the journey back to our soul source again.’

Up until this point, Jazmay had been really enjoying the mental journey Rhiannon had taken her on. Still, as her female manifestation turned to meet her split-apart, Jazmay gasped on the shock of recognising him.

‘Men make my skin crawl.’ The Phemorian stood to break the spell Rhiannon had on her mind.

Rhiannon was clearly concerned by Jazmay’s adverse reaction, although not entirely surprised.


‘Not all loving couples are male and female,’ Jazmay protested the implication that she should ever fall in love with a man.

‘True,’ Rhiannon conceded, ‘even among the Chosen there are same-sex pairings, but it’s not due to the hatred of the other sex, but rather a greater love of their own. Hatred stems from fear and inside every fear is a secret wish, Jazmay.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Jazmay placed her hands on her hips, annoyed, and yet she had to suppress her smile. ‘Why did you plant that image of your kinsman in my mind?’

Rhiannon, clearly perplexed, grinned. ‘Which one of my kinsmen would you be referring to?’

Jazmay blocked the image from her mind as Rhiannon was clearly a very good telepath. ‘Forget I mentioned it.’

Thankfully, Rhiannon was distracted by some other thought and respectfully requested that Jazmay hush. After a moment, Rhiannon emerged from her trance to advise, ‘Our governor has invited Fari and yourself to join him for lunch.’

Anything that got her away from this conversation was a welcome development. ‘We would be honoured.’ Jazmay breathed a silent sigh of relief.

 

In a closed meeting in the presidential office on Maladaan, Zelimir Ronan briefed his president on all the intelligence gathered on their planet’s unprecedented predicament and, quite frankly, the information raised more questions than it answered. Unfortunately for the chief of the MSS, he was not being blamed for what had transpired and so remained in charge of the investigation.


‘You were following Khalid Mansur’s instructions, so I’d say the United Systems Secret Service has a lot to answer for, once we re-establish communications with the US,’ President Woodford Tallak stated at last. He was no longer a young man and it seemed that he hadn’t entirely grasped what he’d been told; he was too focused on trying to separate himself from any blame to realise that there was no authority higher than himself any more.

‘That was my conclusion also, President Tallak, but with all due respect, if our planet has been displaced in space and time as we suspect, chances are we will never re-establish contact with the US.’ Ronan tried to nudge the near catatonic leader back towards reality, although he had to admit he was still having difficulty wrapping his head around their predicament himself. ‘What we need to do is establish a line of communication with the planet that has taken our craft captive and find out what their intentions are.’

The president, although overwhelmed by the situation, nodded. ‘You are right, we need —’ Tallak’s eyes became fixed on a spot behind Ronan and he paled in fear.

The chief turned quickly to find one of his lost agents and another young man, strangely clad in trousers, a vest and little else — not even shoes — had somehow found their way into the closed meeting.

‘MSS Agent Juna reporting.’ Juna stepped forward to address Ronan directly. ‘With an envoy from planet Kila, who wishes to speak with you, Chief … Mr President.’ Juna acknowledged them both and stepped back to a place beside the envoy.

‘I am Avery,’ said the tall, fair stranger. ‘I am Lord of the Otherworld and brother to the Governor of Kila. I speak on his behalf, as ruler of Kila and of all the planets within the inter-planetary alliance, to welcome Maladaan to our solar system, Esh-mah, which, in the tongue of the Ancients who first named our system, means, “the divine inside place”.’

Ronan was in utter shock for a moment: did this stranger know something about what had happened to Maladaan? The being’s aura was utterly bedazzling and extended way beyond that of anyone else around him. There were no dark patches on his glistening silver light-body which appeared to have large wings sprouting from between the shoulder blades — these would not have been noted by the naked eye — perhaps he was a shape-shifter?

‘How did you get in here?’ The president was beside himself with fear. ‘Psychism,’ he accused with disdain.

‘Please, Mr President, calm down,’ Ronan appealed — if this man had knowledge of their predicament then he was a godsend, psychic or no.

The look on his president’s face was sinister.

Ronan knew there was a silent alarm beneath the president’s desk and the envoy could well be an impostor — Cardea, the shape-shifting Phemorian, could assume any form — so Ronan knew his appeal for restraint would fall on deaf ears.

The double doors to the president’s office swung open and two armed agents opened fire upon the intruders.

Ronan gasped as the bullets halted in midair and froze, as if imbedded in an invisible wall, several feet in front of the stranger and Agent Juna, separating them from the gunmen. When the agents stopped firing, the suspended bullets all dropped to the floor at once.

‘Seriously.’ The envoy from Kila turned to the mystified president and Ronan, refraining from laughing as he shook his head. ‘I am immortal and a psychic …’

The news was utterly shocking to Ronan and his president, but instead of inciting hatred and fear in Ronan, as such news normally would, the chief felt a glimmer of hope for Maladaan and himself.

‘… so killing me because you fear I might do you harm, isn’t really an option.’ With a flick of his wrist, their visitor closed the exit doors and locked the gunmen out. ‘You’re just going to have to trust me.’

‘What do you want?’ The president sank back into his seat, as if to distance himself from the intruder as much as possible.

‘An excellent question,’ the envoy from Kila said. ‘I am here to assure you that your agents and your two surviving prisoners have been picked up by our authorities and are in fine health, as Agent Juna can confirm.’

‘I confirm.’ Juna grinned, greatly enjoying seeing his president and the chief of the MSS put in their place. ‘Actually, I’d say we are in better shape than when we left Maladaan.’ He referred to his liberated ankle.

‘My governor has offered your people asylum and all have accepted,’ the barefooted envoy was happy to advise.

‘How do we know you haven’t killed them all and brainwashed him!’ Ronan found it difficult to believe that his agents had been turned from their duty so easily.


‘You can see for yourself.’ Kila’s envoy referred him to Agent Juna, who used the communicator on his wristband to request an audio-visual chat with his commander.

‘Commander, the chief would like a word,’ Juno advised before extending his arm towards the chief.

On the small screen Ronan perceived his agents enjoying a lavish lunch with some citizens of Kila. ‘Commander, I order you to return to base at once!’ The chief was outraged by the scene.

‘Sorry, Chief.’ The commander grinned. ‘The truth is I never wanted to be an ordinary person —’

‘Hear, hear!’ His men cut him off as they cheered.

There were a couple of other people seated at the table with his men that Ronan recognised. ‘Are those the prisoners Cardea and Doon there with you?’ the chief queried, shocked beyond belief, as the escapees waved at him.

‘They are not prisoners here, Ronan,’ replied the commander, ‘and neither are we, you son-of-a—’

Avery passed his hand over Agent Juna’s wristband to end the communication before it turned nasty.

‘They will betray your kindness, sir,’ Ronan warned.

‘Then they will lose the liberties that have been awarded them, and I don’t think they are willing to risk that,’ the envoy from Kila reasoned, ‘our capital city, Chailida, is very inviting.’

‘Are the rest of your people like you?’ President Tallak asked.

‘If you mean, are they immortal and psychic then, yes, all are like me.’ The envoy made that perfectly clear. ‘So if you have a mind to covet our fair planet, think again: our psychic expertise, esoteric knowledge and technological capabilities far exceed your own. I am here to help you; I have already helped you by finding a galaxy similar to your own in which your planet may reside until such time as we figure out how to return it to its rightful universe and system.’

Ronan was shocked to the core by the envoy’s words. ‘You had something to do with the misplacement?’

‘Oh no …’ the young visitor said with a cheeky air.

He was reading Ronan’s mind, the chief was sure of it.

‘Your planet was ripped from its rightful place in the universal scheme, when your people —’ the stranger pointed directly at Ronan, certain of his involvement, ‘— entrapped part of an arupa-deva that was in the process of making a quantum jump from one universal scheme to another. Because this being was physically attached to your planet at the time, Maladaan was dragged through the fabric of time and space into this universe, leaving a gaping tear between the two.’

‘Are you saying that gas sample was a being of some sort?’ Ronan was intrigued.

‘A very advanced being,’ their visitor emphasised. ‘Kestler warned you that the gas may have been drawing energy from a larger entity.’ The envoy raised both eyebrows in conclusion.

How did he know so much? ‘You’ve spoken with Kestler,’ Ronan concluded.

‘He disclosed his memory of events to us, yes,’ Kila’s representative clarified.

Although Ronan had never trusted anyone in his life, the Governor of Kila had pardoned psychics, criminal and soldier alike, and now that Ronan was displaying psychic talent he was no longer safe on Maladaan; he needed a good excuse to meet with Kila’s governor.

The president was not convinced and scoffed out loud. ‘With such psychic expertise and technological capability as you claim to have, it seems far more likely that this whole catastrophe is nothing but a mass hallucination you are employing in a bid to seize our fine planet.’

The envoy from Kila was amused by the accusation. ‘Your fine planet?’ He contained his amusement. ‘Your fine planet is nothing but a mass of steel construction over a resource-exhausted dead skeleton of a globe, choked by pollution. What would Kila stand to gain from the acquisition besides a few billion more mouths to feed?’

Ronan had to stifle his own amusement as the envoy was absolutely right. ‘So you think it may be possible to rectify our planet’s displacement?’

‘In my experience, there is nothing that has been done that cannot be undone,’ Avery replied. ‘Given some time to investigate, I believe a solution will be forthcoming. Until then, as you are so resource-exhausted, Maladaan is going to need aid to feed your people and other supplies to keep your planet operating as normally as possible; Kila can help with this.’

‘You still have not mentioned what you desire in return?’ The president, although wary, was warming towards their visitor who was offering the information and answers that he needed to calm Maladaan’s confused masses.

‘We require you to refrain from all hostility,’ the envoy began. ‘If any of your spacecraft approach Kila without the express permission of our governor, it shall not reflect well on Maladaan. Kila’s interplanetary alliance is six planets strong and our allies will not take kindly to having their capital threatened. The primary objective of our governor’s council is to keep the peace, and keep the peace we shall.’

The president realised the offer was rather generous. ‘And Kila would award Maladaan the same courtesy … no popping in and out unannounced?’

As the envoy saw the humour in the president’s comeback and assured President Tallak that all arrivals from Kila would be announced in future, Ronan could hardly believe the diplomacy skills of the visiting dignitary. True, they really had little choice but to trust his word, but Ronan felt the great weight of what had happened lift from his shoulders and he felt sure his president felt the same way.

‘I shall depart,’ the envoy from Kila concluded. ‘It may take some time to figure out how to get your planet home, but I can at least assure you it will not perish before we can find a solution. I shall use Agent Juna’s communicator to keep in contact.’

‘And when shall we have the honour of making your governor’s acquaintance?’ Tallak inquired.

‘If you would like to travel to Kila …’ the envoy suggested.

‘Not I.’ The president was very uncomfortable with that idea.

‘Allow me, Mr President.’ Ronan snatched up the opportunity he’d been hoping for.

‘No,’ Juna spoke out of turn to advise Kila’s envoy. ‘He is the evilest of men.’

‘I understand your apprehension, Juna,’ the Lord disagreed, ever so politely, ‘but I believe Chief Ronan is seeing things very differently now.’

The comment near winded Ronan with the truth of it, and then the envoy from Kila turned his striking amber eyes the chief’s way and winked at him. He must be telepathic, Ronan concluded, for he had told no one of his visual affliction.

‘I shall inform my governor to expect guests.’ The envoy backed up towards Agent Juna.

President Tallak stood and bowed his head to the envoy. ‘I apologise for my initial scepticism, Lord Avery. Please tell your governor that he is most generous … the citizens of Maladaan are greatly in his debt.’

‘I shall do as you ask. Peace be with you, brothers.’ The envoy gripped Agent Juna around the wrist and promptly vanished with him, leaving the president and the chief gaping in awe.

‘Well, that seems to explain how they got in,’ mumbled the chief at last.

‘We must make them our allies,’ the president decided resolutely. ‘With them as our enemies we would be safe nowhere!’

‘Understood.’ Ronan made a move for the door. ‘I’ll sleep en route.’

‘You do plan on coming back, don’t you, Ronan?’ Tallak waylaid the chief, wary that everyone who had set foot on Kila had defected.

‘Are you kidding?’ Ronan recaptured some of his old gusto. ‘This place would fucking fall apart without me!’

The president seemed reassured by his outburst.

‘I’ll leave Norward in charge,’ Ronan grumbled, ‘but I’ll take my acting science advisor, Dacre, and see if we can find some answers.’


‘I’ll look forward to your report.’ The president dismissed the chief.

Ronan strolled out of the presidential office and then made a beeline for a suitable transport and some much-needed sleep.

 

Zelimir Ronan awoke with a start, to find his science advisor leaning over him with a cup of coffee.

‘We’re nearly there, Chief.’ Dacre placed the coffee cup in the appropriate inset in the table in front of Ronan.

‘We can’t be nearly there,’ Ronan protested, as the trip to Kila was estimated to take nearly a full day, Maladaan time.

‘You must have needed the sleep,’ the young scientist advised, ‘I know I did.’ He took the seat beside the chief and was silent a few moments. ‘I’ve been feeling a little strange since that blast,’ he commented and Ronan was interested to hear this.

‘Define strange?’ he requested.

Dacre became defensive. ‘I’m fine, really. I’ve just had vivid dreams, that’s all.’

Ronan sighed, realising that as he was head of the MSS, there wasn’t a person alive who would admit to being psychic in his presence, any more than he would admit to having a psychic talent himself. As he didn’t want to distress his science advisor, Ronan changed the subject. ‘Have we made contact with Chailida?’

‘Yes, Chief, we are to be met by Lord Avery upon arrival,’ the lad advised, becoming lost in a daydream. ‘Pretty place,’ Telmo stated and then, snapping out of his daze, he turned to view the aquamarine planet they were approaching to add, ‘I imagine. Are you not apprehensive of walking among so many psychics, Chief? Being that we are defenceless against them?’

Ronan swallowed hard on fifty years of guilt. ‘There comes a time when every man must face his fears and hope for the best.’ He looked aside to Dacre. ‘You seem almost excited.’ The chief felt his new science advisor had more balls than he’d given him credit for.

‘I’m a naturally optimistic person,’ Telmo forced a grin.

The lad’s auric body was extremely clear compared to most in the MSS, Ronan noted on the quiet. ‘Perhaps I should try that some time?’ Ronan reached for the coffee, although his heart was already racing.

What if he was walking straight into a trap? Those who had defected to Kila already certainly held no love for him. The chief sipped at the coffee, considering what the Governor of Kila might have been told of him already and his heart beat faster still. This is pure fear. Zelimir recognised it, although he had not allowed himself to feel it for a long, long time. But now, as he sought mercy himself, all the wrong he’d done by others came flooding back to haunt him. All the emotions he should have felt in every single one of those merciless instances overpowered him at once and he was helpless to stop the explosion of feeling that filled his long-hollow chest. The pain shot up from his heart and wedged in his throat, where he tried to contain it and push it back down. But the regret burned and built to a point that he had to release the evil energy ball or suffocate on the blockage. The pain shot up into his head where it lodged behind his eyes and they moistened with tears. No, this is unacceptable. I am the Chief of the Maladaan Secret Service and I do not cry! Ronan attempted to stop the memories and the tears and pull himself together. He pushed the pain back down through his throat, which sent shooting pain down his left arm and he began to choke once more.

‘Chief?’ Dacre seemed to be yelling to him from some distance away. ‘Are you okay?’

Ronan nodded in response, and focused on pushing the pain down into his chest. The pressure of a lifetime of evil deeds proved too much for his unhealthy heart to take and it stopped dead.

All Zelimir Ronan’s physical senses fell away one by one; his hearing was the last to go. Ronan’s perception of the world soared upwards to where he could see poor Agent Dacre apply emergency cardiopulmonary resuscitation while alerting the rest of their diplomatic envoy to the fact their leader had had a heart attack. Ronan’s personal bodyguards were looking over his lifeless carcass shaking their heads as Dacre gave up the fight to bring Ronan back.

Where do you think you’re going?

Ronan’s perception shifted to one side where he was stunned to find Lord Avery. Am I dead?

Not for long. The Lord beckoned with his finger for Ronan to accompany him back down closer to his abandoned form. Your death would prove a political nightmare, so I fear I cannot allow it just yet.

As Ronan was drawn, through no will of his own, back towards his decrepit form, his base human emotions began to surface, like resentment. Who are you that you can deny a man a peaceful demise?

I told you, I am the Lord of the Otherworld. The roguish being grinned. You just never bothered to inquire as to what that meant.


Ronan’s consciousness was expanding rapidly with the revelation that firstly, there was a life after death and secondly, that this being could co-exist in both the world of the deceased and the world of the living. I find this completely perplexing.

Hold that thought … I’ll explain everything when you get back. The Otherworldly Lord directed Ronan towards his defunct form and the chief’s perception hurtled towards his earthly body and into an unconscious state.

 

It was not easy to be in the shoes of Telmo Dacre at this precise moment. He was scarcely able to breathe for the fear of now being the main envoy on this maiden political visit to an alien planet. He’d been excited when he’d had Chief Ronan to hide behind; now the only advisors he had were two complete meatheads and the flight crew.

‘We have landed,’ the bodyguard prompted Dacre, and handed him Ronan’s communication watch, the call-code of which was known to President Tallak and their contact on Kila. ‘You’d best get out there and greet our hosts.’

Telmo held a hand up to buy a moment and took a deep breath. ‘I am good,’ he decided and moved to precede the bodyguards out the door of their spacecraft, just as the ground crew from Kila were unloading their chief onto a stretcher via the rear door.

‘Don’t be too concerned,’ said the tall, fair Lord who was waiting to greet Telmo as he disembarked. ‘He just needs a little time in our healing temple and he’ll recover.’

Telmo choked back both shock and laughter; shock that someone could recover from death and laughter at the thought of the ruthless Zelimir Ronan in a healing temple. ‘He’s not dead?’ He squeezed out the query. ‘I was sure he’d stopped breathing.’

‘Happily, for the both of us, that is not the case,’ Kila’s official assured Telmo and a massive weight lifted from the scientist’s shoulders.

‘Oh … thank goodness for that.’ Telmo’s relief came blurting out. Realising that he must not be making a very good impression, he calmed down and introduced himself. ‘I am Telmo Dacre, Chief Ronan’s science advisor.’ He looked into the Lord’s amber eyes and felt something stir deep within him.

‘I know who you are.’ The Lord smiled warmly in greeting. ‘Let’s see how long it takes for everybody else to work it out.’

‘Pardon?’ Telmo was enchanted by the Lord’s friendly air and took an instant liking to him.

The Lord winked, as if they were both party to a secret that Telmo didn’t understand, and then held out a hand in greeting, ‘I am Avery —’

‘Lord Avery.’ Telmo recognised the name as their contact on Kila.

The Lord laughed. ‘No, just Avery. Follow me, Telmo, and I’ll show you to the governor. It might be best for your companions to wait with the craft, however, as no weapons are permitted in our fair city.’

It was only now that Telmo even noticed how heavily the guards were armed; it would take ages for them to strip themselves of all their hardware and thus Dacre agreed they should wait with the craft.

Kila’s official led off and then, glancing back at Agent Dacre, he chuckled. ‘Wait until the governor sees you,’ the Lord uttered under his breath, as he led Dacre from the launch deck and indoors.


They entered a large airy departure lounge, containing a few seats and a bathroom. ‘This is the governor’s private landing pad,’ Avery explained as they crossed the splendid foyer towards another large set of glass double doors. The breathtaking garden beyond drew Telmo’s attention until the glass doors before them simply vanished as they approached.

Telmo, as a scientist, was fascinated and stopped inside the doorway to inspect where the doors had gone.

‘It’s particle manipulation, using a sonic trigger to excite the particles of the barrier into a heightened state of vibration, whereby they rise beyond their physical state into a higher plane of existence,’ Avery explained to the scientist.

‘Zero Point Field Technology,’ he mumbled.

‘That’s exactly right,’ Avery said.

‘Whoa …’ breathed Telmo, inspired.

There had been a scientist on Maladaan who had done some research into Zero Point Field Theory, which had fascinated Telmo as a student. Her name was Dr Taren Lennox and although her theories had not been very popular with mainstream academia on Maladaan, it seemed now that she was really onto something.

‘I must introduce you to our head technologist, Floyd,’ Avery stated, ‘I think you’d have a lot to discuss.’

‘Floyd,’ Telmo repeated the name and again he felt a distant memory stir.

An image flashed in his mind, of a blue-eyed, smiling fellow, who was seated before a large array of monitors. Then he saw the same fellow all dressed in a metal suit of armour, bloodied from battle. Then, in the next flash, the same man was in a temple, dressed in long white flowing robes that were girdled with brightly coloured sashes.

The scientist held his head, for the images were incredibly clear.

‘Starting to come back to you now, is it?’ Avery steadied the young man.

‘I’ve been having weird visions ever since the planetary shift happened,’ Telmo confessed, and then gasped on the regret of his openness.

‘Relax, Telmo,’ Avery insisted, ‘I know all about your memories.’

Again, Telmo gasped and took a step away from his host. ‘How could you know?’

‘I am the Lord of the Otherworld,’ Avery said, ‘it is my job to know everything.’

Telmo frowned in his disbelief, as the image of a completely different being filled his mind, along with a query. ‘What happened to Gwyn ap Nudd?’ he asked and then near choked on the shock of realising he did not understand why he’d asked the question. ‘Where did that come from?’

Avery laughed, he couldn’t help it, but he slapped a hand down on the young man’s shoulder to reassure him. ‘I assumed Gwyn ap Nudd’s duties after he ascended with the rest of his kin.’

Telmo was baffled; he didn’t understand the answer any more than he had the question. ‘I have no idea what we are talking about,’ he confessed meekly.

‘I know … but, given time, you will work it out.’ Avery smiled, and placing a hand about the young man’s shoulder, he began guiding him towards their destination, across the lovely gardens of the governor’s complex.


‘I’m psychic, aren’t I?’ Telmo asked as if it were a fatal diagnosis that his doctor was too scared to deliver.

‘As are we all,’ Avery announced grandly.

‘But what kind of psychic talent is this … random visions and utterings about events and people I don’t know anything about?’

‘You have a very great gift,’ Avery assured him, ‘it is what I like to term open akashic memory … a direct line into the universal consciousness of all that was and all that will be.’

Telmo stopped dead in his tracks.

‘Am I scaring you?’ Avery queried.

‘Um.’ Telmo couldn’t decide. ‘It’s a fine line between excitement and fear, don’t you find?’

Avery nodded to agree this was true. ‘But the great thing is that you get to choose which side of the line your energies will fall.’

This was turning out to be quite the day of revelation and tribulation for Telmo, but with a few deep breaths he found his smile. ‘I choose to be excited then.’

‘And so you should be,’ Avery agreed, leading through the colourful garden beds towards a grand curved building of unusual design.

This entire place was like somewhere Telmo had only visited in a dream. Kila was weaving her spell upon the young scientist and he already knew that he never wanted to leave.








6

THE BEING WITHIN



Inside the governor’s complex, the Lord of the Otherworld led Telmo down a majestic, arcing walkway that featured huge, ornate marble pillars along both sides. Between the pillars of the outer side of the walkway, there were large feature windows that granted views of the beautiful city beyond and allowed sunlight to flood the passage.

Telmo was shocked to the core as he recognised the view. ‘I’ve been dreaming of this place,’ Telmo uttered, bemused.

‘I’m sure you have,’ Avery gently guided him away from sightseeing, ‘but the governor is waiting.’

‘Of course.’ Telmo attempted to regain his focus, but casting his eyes to the inner wall of the walkway he saw that there were solid walls between the pillars and these were adorned with pictures of Kila’s renowned leaders — a few of whom Telmo thought he recognised from Maladaan.

‘That looks like Dr Taren Lennox … although the hair of this woman is fairer …’ Telmo looked from the portrait of the woman to one of a man beside it. ‘And he is the very image of Professor Lucian Gervaise.’ Telmo scratched his head. This entire experience was feeling too surreal to be real; perhaps he’d fallen asleep en route to Kila and was dreaming all of this?

‘You know these people from Maladaan?’ Avery was pleasantly surprised.

‘I’ve read them, admired them and aspired to be like them,’ Telmo clarified, ‘but I’ve never actually met them in person.’

‘Are they currently on Maladaan?’ Avery was excited by the prospect for a moment.

‘I don’t believe so.’ Telmo was sorry to disappoint the Lord. ‘I read a report that Dr Lennox had been offered a position on the AMIE project, and the Astro-Marine Institute was in the next star system when Maladaan shifted here.’

‘Not to worry.’ Avery shrugged off the disappointment. ‘They’ll show up.’

A very beautiful woman met them in the outer office of the governor’s business chambers, and when she laid eyes upon Telmo, she gasped in delight and surprise.

The Lord of the Otherworld held a finger to his lips, whereupon the governor’s secretary nodded and said nothing further.

Something very odd was going on, and yet Telmo did not feel threatened or intimidated — it felt more like there was a joyful game afoot and he was the prize.

‘I am very pleased to meet you, Telmo Dacre.’ Sybil suppressed some amusement as she showed them into the governor’s office.

‘Your brother has returned with the envoy from Maladaan.’ The secretary dispensed with the door using a palm-touch panel on the wall and Telmo entered the most beautiful office he had ever seen.


All the walls curved, all the huge windows and doorways arched, and a lovely warm breeze blew in through the gardens beyond, filling the space with a pleasant fragrance.

‘Telmo, I’d like you to meet our governor, Rhun.’ The Lord directed his attention away from the architecture and towards a young and stately looking man, dressed very casually. The dark-haired, dark-eyed ruler was smiling broadly as he held out his hand to shake Telmo’s.

The governor’s face sent a string of memories racing through Telmo’s brain, of distant times, grand adventures and other worlds. Rhun. He knew that name, he knew that face. ‘Rhun of Gwynedd?’ Telmo choked out the words, completely bewildered by them.

‘Have we met?’ The governor frowned as he stared hard at him.

‘I’ll give you a hint.’ Avery sidled up to his brother, excited that the topic had been raised so quickly. ‘You’ve never seen him this young before?’

‘I recognise his energy from some distant time …’ the governor strained as he considered his best guess, ‘… the Dark Ages?’ He fished for more clues.

Telmo was in complete awe of the conversation — he couldn’t wipe the silly smirk off his face — the people of Kila were so playful.

‘Telmo.’ The Lord Avery looked at him. ‘That’s an interesting name; does it have a meaning?’

Telmo’s grin broadened, as it was rather boastful. ‘It means “shining brow”. In other words that I’m “smart”.’

‘Taliesin,’ uttered the governor, resolute and pleasantly surprised; for Taliesin meant exactly that in the tongue of the ancient Britons.


The Lord of the Otherworld clapped his hands to confirm.

‘What is he doing here?’ the governor queried the Lord.

‘I have no idea,’ Lord Avery pleaded ignorance.

‘But I thought you knew everything?’ Rhun jeered his younger sibling.

‘Soul-minds come together when one of their group is being tested or observed, as it were, by the ultimate entity who is our causal self,’ Avery posed, ‘so I gather Mr Dacre is here to help in some way.’

Rhun was not entirely satisfied with the answer as it told him nothing that he did not already know; he could only hope that he was not the one being tested in this instance despite the fact that it was certainly looking that way.

‘Forgive me, Lords,’ Telmo cut in, ‘but I am here to discuss provisions for the survival of Maladaan, and to brainstorm a resolution to my planet’s current plight.’

‘Of course,’ the governor concurred. ‘It makes perfect sense that if science is the religion on Maladaan, then the Merlin would incarnate as a scientist.’

Lord Avery nodded, then he and the governor turned back to Telmo, smiling like long-lost friends.

Telmo was bemused; how did one keep these people on topic? ‘Can we please discuss Maladaan’s plight?’

‘We should take him to En Noah,’ Rhun suggested.

‘Oh, yeah,’ the Lord of the Otherworld quite agreed.

 

Noah Purcell loved his annual holiday: it was his time to escape his governmental obligations and his teaching duties at the Purcell Institute of Immortal History — which he’d founded shortly after the arrival of the Chosen Ones on Kila. During his summer break, Noah endeavoured to just enjoy being — being with his wife, being with nature, being with his thoughts, imagination and memories.

His retreat was a lake house that was situated in a forest on the outermost reaches of Chailida city. No one disturbed him here, he could clear his head and his thoughts were all his own.

As he reclined on his balcony, gazing over the water to the trees that bordered the shoreline of the lake, he found himself, as he often did here, reminiscing about old times, when he’d kept the company of Maelgwn Gwynedd and Tory Alexander. He missed them more with every day that passed — the past one hundred years had seemed like one thousand without them. His time to join the Grigori was drawing nearer; his want to join with his soul group was becoming stronger than his will to stay in this earthly incarnation.

Unfortunately for Noah, his other half, Rebecca, did not feel the same. Her call to earthly service was still strong and because Noah loved her most of all, he stayed in his Chosen form and silently yearned for the day when they would rise into the ranks of the Grigori.

The chime of his front door near startled Noah right off his chair. ‘Who could that be?’ He moved to investigate, knowing it wasn’t his wife, as she was not due to join him for a week or so yet, and as Noah cherished his time alone he really didn’t welcome the thought of unexpected guests.

The historian was stunned to be greeted by his governor and the Lord of the Otherworld supporting another young fellow who seemed vaguely familiar to him — although he was not one of the Chosen.

‘Our deepest apologies for disturbing your holiday, En Noah, but we’ve had a small crisis erupt in your absence and we could really use your advice,’ Rhun explained.

‘Of course, come inside.’ Noah snapped out of his stunned, perplexed state and moved aside so that the trio could enter.

‘I cannot believe that you just thought us here,’ the young man was mumbling.

As one of the Chosen, Noah understood the words as easily as any other foreign tongue, although the man spoke a strange dialect he had never heard before.

‘Whoa, nice place!’ the young stranger, high on the moment, commented as he was guided past Noah.

The lake house itself was entirely circular and it sat out on the lake at the end of a long jetty, awarding stunning views of the natural paradise outside.

‘I’m pleased you approve.’ Noah accepted the praise, employing the lad’s native language.

‘You might want to submerge for this conversation, En Noah,’ Rhun suggested, and Noah moved to a telepathic control panel on the wall to do so.

The lake house had been constructed so that it could move down a vertical track that dropped to the floor of the lake from the end of the long jetty, keeping the house cool during the hottest days of the year. This also rendered the dwelling unaccessible to anyone who could not teleport. The disk-shaped dwelling was only attached to the jetty, and its vertical track, at the entrance point. The unique shape was easily sealed up, and lent itself to both a stable descent and ascent.


‘This sounds rather serious,’ En Noah commented as the slanted windows around the upper level manifested to seal all breaches before they submerged.

‘This is just fantastic.’ The mysterious guest had found his own two feet and was wandering towards a window to watch as the lake house submerged.

‘Who is our young visitor?’ Noah queried of his governor.

‘This is Telmo Dacre, envoy from the planet Maladaan,’ Rhun answered, knowing the information would raise even more questions.

‘I think I had better make some tea.’ Noah sensed this was going to be a long consultation and moved towards the kitchen. ‘Strange then, that his energy seems so familiar?’

‘Not really,’ Avery said, enjoying the fun and games their new arrival was causing. ‘His soul-mind is an old, old friend of yours.’

Their young visitor was distracted from his sightseeing and turned to the governor and his brother to query, ‘Who is this Taliesin, anyway?’

Waves of warm shock passed through Noah’s body at the mention of the name. He stopped short of leaving the room and turned back to look over his guest once more.

Upon uttering the name Telmo became giddy on his feet and collapsed into the closest chair.

Taliesin had been a guardian and Time Lord back on Earth and Noah’s mentor in many a lifetime, including his present incarnation. The historian had never thought to see the time-hopping demi-god again in this life and especially not in the form of one so young!

Telmo’s sights were focused on the floor and it appeared as if his thoughts had turned inward. ‘In my mind I see a place with many halls, lined with myriad strange warlike costumes … there are many doors, and halls and stairs —’

‘Taliesin’s Labyrinth,’ Noah, Avery and Rhun concurred at once.

‘Okay … now I am really curious.’ Noah forgot about going through the motions of making tea and simply willed a tray of tea to manifest on the table as he moved into the living area to join his guests. ‘Tell me about Maladaan.’

 

As Rhun and Avery brought Noah up to speed, Telmo seemed to be gleaning a lot from the briefing also and sat quietly absorbing everything being said.

‘So, we were hoping you might be able to consult the Tablet of Destinies with regard to how we might return Maladaan to its rightful universe and timeframe,’ the governor concluded.

Noah, who was still overwhelmed by the enormity of their woes, finally found his tongue. ‘Of course, Governor … but as always, I can only give you my interpretation of the Tablet’s visions, I cannot promise a definite answer.’

‘I understand,’ Rhun concurred, eager to know the Tablet’s advice all the same.

‘May I ask a question?’ Telmo piped up. ‘Who are the Grigori? If they deposited our planet in this system, can they not return it to its own?’

‘That is a very good question,’ Avery agreed, ‘but the Grigori are what we refer to as causal beings; they serve the intentions of their soul-minds in the physical realm, but can only place the opportunities to serve our will before us. It is up to us, in the physical world, to seize those chances and bring about our desires, for only we have influence in the physical world. The Grigori have no sway over physical world events, which is why they needed the aid of the Otherworldly elemental forces I command in order to place Maladaan safely into orbit around our sun … for I am the ruler of the realms that exist between the physical and the causal realms of existence.’

Telmo’s jaw was gaping by the time the Lord finished his explanation. ‘I’m almost scared to ask what the “Tablet of Destinies” is?’ Then Telmo became wide-eyed. ‘Is it a necklace? With a small three-sided pyramid attached?’

Noah smiled and from within his shirt he exposed the item described and held it up to view via the chain.

‘Now I’m really scaring myself.’ Telmo went pale as he moved to view it more closely.

To those present it was no great surprise that Telmo recognised the divining tool, as Taliesin had been the guardian of the treasure for eons, but all refrained from saying so.

‘How is that little trinket going to solve Maladaan’s problems?’ Telmo appeared to doubt the sanity of his hosts.

‘This trinket is far more than it seems.’ Noah detached the small golden pyramid from the chain and held it out to the scientist. ‘Want a closer look?’

‘May I?’ Telmo held out his hand, but as the historian dropped the item into his palm, the seemingly solid object made Telmo gasp as it passed right through his hand and En Noah caught it up before it dropped to the floor.


‘It is attuned to my personal sonic,’ Noah explained, ‘and can only be held, used or viewed by me.’

Telmo’s eyes opened wide as he vagued out for a moment. ‘Does it unfold?’

Noah smiled to confirm the young man’s ancient recall. ‘It does indeed. But first, if you would be so kind, I need you to bring to mind an image of your planet.’

‘All right.’ Telmo did as requested and Noah held the palm of his hand to Telmo’s forehead to retrieve the image from him.

A clear image of a planet covered in grey land mass and green oceans, shrouded by a smog-filled cloud, came to mind and Noah felt the treasure in the palm of his hand begin to vibrate.

The pyramid floated up from En Noah’s palm and began to spin around in midair. The treasure expanded and began exuding light through the golden hieroglyphs depicted on all four surfaces of the three-sided pyramid. In a burst of brilliant light the Tablet of Destinies opened and the three upright sides of the pyramid fell flat to the base to form one large triangle. A different image could be viewed by Noah within each of the four triangles on the Tablet, which was positioned pinnacle upright before its keeper.

Noah noted their curious visitor edging around behind him to observe, but all that he would see would be the vast amount of light that the divining tool was emitting.

‘What do you see, En Noah?’ Rhun queried eagerly, as Telmo returned to his seat.

‘One moment,’ Noah begged his governor’s patience, as he wanted to observe the images and choose his words carefully. ‘Upon the triangle in the centre of the arrangement is, of course, an image of Maladaan, the cause of our concern.’

‘That goes without saying.’ Avery wound his hand in the air, impatiently.

‘In the lower-left segment that depicts the best that can result of our concern, I see —’ Noah had to look twice, not trusting his first impression, but upon long, hard contemplation he had to bow to his first instinct, which brought a huge smile to his face.

‘What do you see?’ Rhun was dying of curiosity.

‘I see …’ Noah tucked his head to one side, still hesitant to convey his perception.

‘What?’ Avery stressed in support of his brother.

‘I see a dark-haired incarnation of your mother, being cheered by an enormous crowd of people.’

‘Why?’ Rhun queried.

‘I cannot tell, but it is the largest assembly of people I have ever seen, that are paying her homage.’ Noah shrugged. ‘I cannot glean any more from that.’

‘Then move on,’ Rhun granted. ‘What vision is in the section of the Tablet that depicts the worst that can result from our concern?’

As Noah viewed the vision there, the joy left his face and he fell sombre.

‘What is it?’ The governor was concerned, for this section of the Tablet was never very heartening.

‘The woman I envisioned in the last section is crying her eyes out, she’s saying …’ He paused to listen. ‘“I’ll lose everything I’ve achieved, and I must relinquish my love or see him perish like the others!”’

‘That seems to confirm what the Grigori told me,’ Avery commented to Rhun, who nodded, pleased about that.


‘What did the Grigori say?’ Noah was distracted from his soothsaying.

‘We’ll inform you presently, but please stay focused on the Tablet for now,’ Rhun requested. ‘What does the segment show that depicts the outcome if no action is taken?’ The governor winced as he asked — clearly he had a premonition of his own.

Noah looked back at the large glowing tablet before him, focusing on the triangle that crowned the other three at the top of the pyramid and Noah tried not to gasp as he saw aircraft unfamiliar to him attacking Chailida.

‘That’s what I thought,’ Rhun concluded, once Noah conveyed his impression.

The Tablet of Destinies shrank and folded back into its dormant form, whereby Noah again attached the piece to the chain around his neck.

‘So, En Noah, what do you derive from all that?’ Rhun asked his cosmological advisor.

From what the historian had seen in the Tablet, he knew the governor and his brother had not told him everything they knew about the arrival of Maladaan and he smiled warily. ‘I think you had better find the woman I described to you … which brings us back to what the Grigori said, am I right?’

‘Indeed.’ Rhun smiled as it would be welcome news for En Noah who’d been so very close to Rhun’s parents during their lifetimes on Earth and beyond. ‘The Grigori claim they are sending back the soul-minds of our parents to us.’ Rhun referred to Avery as his source.

Noah’s heart rate quickened at the news, he’d not been this excited about anything for decades and he could not repress his joy. ‘Well then, there lies your solution, gentlemen. My feeling is that this woman holds the key to the answers we seek; we must focus all our efforts on finding her.’

Rhun winced again. ‘Well there is a slight problem in that, so far as we know, Taren Lennox —’ Rhun named the woman for Noah’s benefit, ‘— is still back in Maladaan’s universe of origin.’

‘But if the Grigori have said they are speeding these souls back to us,’ Noah reasoned, inspired by the notion, ‘then you must trust their word.’

‘These people won’t even know me,’ Rhun finally let loose with a little reason. ‘They now belong to an entirely different universal scheme!’

‘I know you,’ Telmo spoke up. ‘I don’t know how,’ he admitted, ‘but I recognise you all, and your city. I even have memories of times we spent on a much darker planet than this. So, if I can recognise you on some deep subconscious level, then maybe Taren Lennox will too.’

‘Well said, Mr Dacre,’ Noah seconded his notion and looked back to his governor. ‘You just need to have a little faith and patience … or have you forgotten how to trust in the universe?’

Rhun scrunched his nose, unsatisfied; he wanted answers now, not when the universe felt ready to oblige: a catastrophe could erupt in the interim. ‘You saw what was predicted in the Tablet if we do nothing, and sitting around waiting for someone to appear is the same thing!’

‘Patience …’ En Noah recalled an ancient proverb, ‘… is a tree with bitter roots … but sweet fruits.’ He raised both brows in conclusion. ‘The Grigori are compelled to do our bidding, so I feel sure your wait will not be a long one.’


Rhun nodded, thankful for the historian’s confidence and positive reinforcement. ‘All the same,’ Rhun looked Avery’s way, ‘I’d like you to seek the Grigori and see if they can be a bit more specific about where and when we might find this woman.’

‘I can try,’ Avery didn’t look as confident as he usually did, ‘but the Grigori are causal beings and have very little sense of time.’

‘Find out what you can,’ Rhun insisted. ‘Meantime, we’ll get a supply shipment organised for Maladaan and see how long we can keep the peace.’

All the men from Kila in the room nodded to concur that their discussion was at an end and all their queries had been met.

‘I wish to stay on Kila,’ Telmo blurted out, as if even he didn’t expect to be making the announcement so soon.

‘With your superior in the healing temple, I expected you would,’ Rhun concurred.

‘I think Telmo meant permanently,’ Avery advised his brother who looked to the young scientist, who nodded meekly to confirm.

‘Your president is going to think I am brainwashing all his people!’ Rhun was beginning to see how the dispute between their planets might get started.

‘But an extended leave of stay will suffice.’ Telmo obviously didn’t want to be the cause of any problems. ‘I should go and see how the chief is faring and report back to President Tallak.’ Since being reminded of his responsibilities they began to weigh on him.

‘I shall see you there,’ Avery volunteered.

‘Sorry again to have interrupted your holiday, En Noah,’ Rhun shook his hand in leaving.


‘I should have been insulted to have been left out of the loop on this one, Governor,’ Noah assured him. ‘You will keep me informed?’

‘If I find them,’ Rhun vowed, ‘you shall be the first person to know.’

Once the governor and his company had made themselves scarce, Noah returned the lake house to the surface of the lake and stood gazing out at the evening sunset. ‘They’re coming back …’ he uttered to himself in a daze and then felt compelled to shout out his exultation, ‘The Dragon returns!’ The notion filled him with expectation of the new experiences in store for him, for if there were a patron god and goddess of adventure, they would be Maelgwn Gwynedd and Tory Alexander.

 

When Zelimir Ronan awoke, he was none too happy to find himself trapped back inside his overweight, fragile form. He felt squashed in — like he was wearing a head-to-toe girdle — and the sensation was not at all pleasant. Yet his surrounds were wondrous to behold; so beautiful, uncluttered and elegant.

The chamber itself was roundish and not very big, but the ceiling rose high up into a dome above. There were two high, arched double doorways to either side of his bed; the shuttered doors of both were open to allow a warm breeze to pass through the cool chamber. Across the room, at the foot of his bed, a quarter of the chamber was closed off from the rest of the room, and Ronan imagined this might be a bathroom. To one side of this section was a tall arched wooden door that was closed, and to the other a tall arched window with its shutters open to expose the clear aquamarine sky beyond. The chamber appeared as if it had been cut into a huge rose pink stone and then polished to perfection, and the floor of the room was smooth stone also, in a pale shade of milky jade.

The bedclothes were the same soft pink colour as the room, and normally Ronan would object to being swathed in such a gentle, feminine colour, but at present it had a comforting, calming effect and he decided he rather liked it. There were large pots of flowers on both sides of his bed, with blooms of rainbow colours so exotic and fragrant that they actually brought a smile to Ronan’s face.

The only closed door in the room suddenly vanished and a beautiful, slender, dark-haired woman entered, her flowing robes the same colour as the room. ‘Ah, you’re awake, splendid. I am Hatty, your heart specialist.’

Ronan found himself rubbing his hands over his chest, expecting to feel himself bandaged. ‘No surgery?’

‘No,’ Hatty informed him, ‘but we are going to have to try and clear that very dark shady patch of energy that is shrouding your heart chakra.’

‘You see auras?’ Ronan was shocked and even a little relieved to find someone who actually had the same psychic gift that he suspected he’d developed.

‘Of course I do.’ Hatty smiled. ‘What kind of a healer would I be if I did not?’

‘How do you clear a blockage in an aura?’ Ronan was intrigued by this journey inside the world of a psychic; he’d never thought in a million years he would actually enjoy experiencing such a life. But perhaps his hatred of psychics had stemmed from a secret desire to be one of them? Despite the life of repression that psychics were forced to endure where he was from, they had knowledge and insight into the secret workings of the universe that he could only ever dream about … and persecute.

‘The best way to remove a blockage is to try and figure out why your heart wishes to shut down,’ Hatty explained. ‘We need to go back to the time in your life when it first became shut off.’

Ronan’s eyes were already brimming with tears; he’d never been this emotional before and it was difficult for him to be so vulnerable. ‘It could have been any number of a million instances over the past fifty years of my life.’ He boggled at his crimes. ‘I am despised by many,’ he wheezed in distress as a tear escaped his eye.

‘For a man to be despised, he must first despise himself. What was it that made you despise yourself, Zelimir?’ Hatty prompted sympathetically, as if she already knew that he knew the instance of which she spoke.

He did know the instance, he just never permitted himself to think of it. ‘I lost my son,’ he squeezed out, but as his impression of psychics had changed radically in the past few days, the circumstances surrounding his son’s death pained him all the more and, for the first time ever, he allowed himself to feel the guilt of finally admitting that he’d placed blame in the wrong quarter.

‘Take your time.’ Hatty took a seat on Ronan’s bed and held his hands for strength.

‘Yasper, my son, worked for the MSS as an agent. He fell in love with one of the top-secret operatives working for the MSS at the time. She was the only psychic permitted to go unrestrained as she had parents in very high places who wished to keep her hidden.’


‘Even from the little I know of your society, I imagine you didn’t like the idea of your son falling in love with a psychic.’ Hatty helped him out a little.

‘His lover was very good at what she did,’ Ronan admitted, ‘she was a pre-cog … and with the ability to see a mission unfold beforehand she could see all the pitfalls and dangers they might encounter and avoid them. She never once failed to bring all of her team back alive.’

‘Yasper was on this woman’s team?’ Hatty assumed and Ronan nodded.

‘Until I got wind of their affair,’ he confessed, and collapsed into tears. ‘I forbade him to see her again and had him transferred to another unit … he died during his next mission.’ Ronan clutched at his heart, wishing for it to just stop and put him out of his misery. ‘I should never have interfered, but I was so disgusted by the thought of psychic grandchildren. It didn’t matter that he was in love, happy and successful … what I would not give to see Yasper thus now.’

‘I gather his lover did not react well to the death, either … did she blame you?’ Hatty probed deeper.

‘Initially,’ Ronan recalled, ‘and I created some excuse to blame her. I hated her for being who she was; if she’d been any normal girl I wouldn’t have transferred Yasper. Anyway, she left the MSS after that. Her very powerful father had me erase all memory of my son from her mind, along with most of her MSS training and mission memories. She moved into the field of quantum physics and specialised in studying psychic phenomena. The MSS … in other words me … have been following her work closely and have been exploiting her findings and talent, without her knowledge, for our own purposes … one instance of which led to the displacement of our entire planet.’ Tears of remorse streamed down his face as he looked to Hatty for absolution or condemnation.

‘Ronan,’ Hatty squeezed his hands, ‘none of the above was your fault.’ She stated this so surely that the pain in his heart let up a little. ‘It wasn’t anybody’s fault. It was Yasper’s soul-mind’s decision.’

Now Ronan would have thought such talk was a crock of shit a week ago, but after his near-death episode he could honestly say that anything was possible. He’d never considered there was anything beyond death, and now he knew there was, his son’s death weighed less heavily.

‘Yes, you could have made better resolves after the fact, but none of us are perfect. Forgive yourself, Ronan,’ Hatty suggested, but Ronan disagreed.

‘For all I have done since then, I cannot forgive myself.’

‘Rubbish, we refuse to forgive ourselves and punish ourselves, as we think our victims would wish it, but what good can self-torture possibly do you or anyone else? If you have done bad in the past, then do good in the future. If you have been destructive, now you must vow to be more constructive. Then you will learn to love and forgive yourself, and others will start to love and forgive you also.’ Hatty moved into the little room within his chamber, leaving Ronan rather wonderstruck by her eloquence and her inner wisdom.

He felt a lightness descend upon him — he felt somehow cleansed and for the first time ever was inspired to turn over a new leaf.

Hatty returned with a bowl of cool water in which she dampened a towel to place over his eyes. It felt wonderful. ‘Speaking of others … you have a few people waiting to see you.’ She pressed the wet compress gently into his swollen eye sockets and massaged them lightly.

‘Really?’ Ronan was surprised until he thought about it. ‘My science advisor must be more than anxious by now.’

‘The Lord of the Otherworld is with him,’ Hatty advised, ‘and whenever you feel up to it, Eleazar Kestler would like an audience.’

The joy fell from Ronan’s face as his dark past caught up to him quickly. ‘I signed the man’s death warrant,’ he said, removing the comforting compress, feeling unworthy of care and nurture.

‘But the man is still alive,’ Hatty pointed out with a smile, ‘so now you have a chance to make it up to him.’

Ronan forced a smile, appreciating her optimism but not sharing it — he had a lot of confessing to do and his penance would be arduous.

‘Take heart,’ Hatty reassured him. ‘In the early years of my very long life, I stole the throne of the most powerful nation in existence from my brother and lied to my entire nation to suit my own ends. I worked my people to the bone erecting huge monuments to my greatness, I outwitted my father and ordered more than one person’s quota of unjustified executions.’

Ronan was rather stunned that such a loving, caring individual could have been the monster she described.

‘It’s all true,’ she assured him. ‘So you see, depending on our crimes, we all have to endure a dark night of the soul, or in our cases it might be an entire season, before we shine again … but we do shine again.’


‘You certainly shine.’ Ronan could not argue there and he considered that Hatty was probably the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. ‘And you are a very good heart specialist. I feel … lighter.’ He smiled at last.

‘You have the potential to be a very good healer yourself,’ Hatty informed him.

‘How do you know?’ Ronan was amused by her statement.

‘Well, as I have already mentioned, having auric sight is a good start.’

Ronan was stunned by her insight, he had not mentioned his secret to her; was she telepathic too? ‘You think I have auric sight?’

‘I know you do.’ Hatty raised both brows. ‘It’s all in your DNA.’

‘It is?’ He was alarmed. ‘You can see in my DNA that I have psychic skill?’

‘Yes. But I doubt very much your people have the capability to detect it,’ she guessed his concern. ‘Unless, of course, they have unravelled the code of 12-strand DNA?’

‘Twelve-strand DNA? No,’ Ronan stated, relieved to the core.

‘Well then.’ Hatty shrugged in conclusion. ‘I’ll send in your science adviser and rustle you up something to eat, if you feel ready?’

‘I do,’ he decided. ‘Thank you.’

She departed through the vanishing door, which reconstituted in her wake, and Ronan dared to raise himself and slide out of bed. His legs were a little wobbly but they managed to trot him to the open doorway, beyond which was a small balcony that overlooked the city and a central park.


‘Oh, my word,’ mumbled Ronan, as he stared in wonder at the resplendence of the dreamlike place before him.

No city from his old universe could compare; he’d never thought that a city could be tranquil and in harmony with nature and the souls who dwelt within. There was no yelling, no fighting, traffic, sirens, or inharmonious noise of any kind. People strolled along the beautifully paved walks that wound through the circular city — everything was rounded, domed, curved, arched — there was barely a straight line to be seen anywhere within the landscape.

‘No people in boxes here,’ Ronan uttered with a smile at seeing the wisdom behind their grand designs. ‘How could anyone return to Maladaan after experiencing this place?’ He now sympathised with the agents he’d sent before him. ‘If only our leaders could see Chailida, how much they could learn.’

But Ronan knew very well that fear would prevent his president, or any of his cabinet, from coming to this planet of psychics, and they would certainly not invite any of Kila’s locals to visit Maladaan. All he could hope was that his hosts would not take offence to Maladaan keeping a long-distance relationship, as he certainly had no objection to remaining here in Kila as Maladaan’s representative indefinitely.

‘Chief Ronan?’ Telmo entered timidly, with the Lord of the Otherworld in tow, and was surprised to see his superior up and walking about. ‘You appear in much finer health than I expected.’

Ronan forced a grin and nodded. ‘A dead man walking.’ He appreciated the young man’s surprise, although his gaze shifted to the Lord of the Otherworld. ‘Far be it from me to die and cause an intersystem war … isn’t that right, my Lord Avery?’

‘We could hardly allow you to depart, just when you were becoming constructive.’ The Lord’s response amused both Ronan and his science advisor, who quickly repressed his delighted shock, realising it was inappropriate; no one was so informal with Ronan on Maladaan, but Lord Avery and his kin made the chief feel truly humble.

‘I thank you and yours most sincerely for the opportunity to make amends for my many wrongs,’ Ronan said with sincere conviction.

‘There is no right and wrong,’ Avery assured the chief. ‘There is constructive and destructive, there is positive and negative, darkness and light, cause and effect, and all of the above are just energy channelled into an outcome.’

‘I will channel my energy into better outcomes from now on,’ Ronan adjusted his thinking and his poor young advisor appeared as if he might pass out from the shock. ‘I feel I need a few more days of rest, if you are confident to continue filling my shoes.’

‘Of course.’ Dacre was quick to accept, obviously as keen to stay in Chailida as the chief was himself.

‘Dacre is doing a fine job,’ Lord Avery advised Ronan, ‘so rest easy on that count. The governor and I will help him to make all the arrangements to transport aid to Maladaan.’

‘That is a load off my mind.’ Ronan hadn’t realised how heavily the fate of his home planet had been resting on his shoulders until it was lifted by these wonderful strangers, who seemed more like kin than the race that had spawned him. ‘I feel sure that my people will be grateful, and less fearful, thanks to your generosity and kindness.’ Yet, in his heart Ronan feared it was a futile hope; his government was too arrogant and greedy to appreciate the serenity and kindness of Kila’s populace.

‘That which you can imagine most strongly holds the most sway over your future,’ Avery warned. ‘Envision only that which you desire to be the truth.’

‘But what if what I desire, and what I know in my gut to be the truth, conflict?’ Ronan felt positive thinking was for naive fools.

‘Infuse the conflict with your love, and then no matter what, you will be constructive. You cannot love and destroy any more than you can hate and be constructive; it is impossible, do you see?’

‘Yes.’ Ronan nodded, as did Dacre, who was spellbound by the subject matter. ‘But others will choose conflict.’

‘Let them.’ Avery shrugged. ‘That is polarity, but, in choosing conflict they will find it and be forced to live with the consequences of it, but choose love and peace?’

‘And that is what you will find.’ Dacre responded fastest.

‘That is what you will radiate and create …’ Avery expanded on Dacre’s conclusion, and then looked back to Ronan, ‘even in the face of greedy, arrogant fools.’

The Lord of the Otherworld had clearly been reading his mind again, and even in knowing all Ronan’s fears, the Lord did not seem to consider Maladaan any great threat. ‘Then I shall envision a peaceful co-existence between our people, and a long appointment on your lovely planet.’


‘Hear, hear!’ Dacre agreed wholeheartedly, and then shied out of the conversation when he realised he’d spoken out of turn.

‘You are both more than welcome here, for as long as you wish to stay,’ Lord Avery assured Dacre, and Ronan noted that the Lord seemed to hold his science advisor in high regard. ‘Speaking of which, I should show you to your accommodation, and let your chief get some rest.’

Dacre seemed very excited about the invitation and was clearly keen to get on with exploring this extraordinary city. ‘Is there anything —’

‘No, nothing,’ Ronan insisted, also liking the sound of the Lord’s plan.

‘Then I shall get on.’ Dacre did not hesitate to head back out into the temple proper; clearly, having such an intimate, metaphysical chat with the chief of the MSS had made him a little uncomfortable.

‘Keep up the good work, son,’ Ronan called after the lad, and then looked to the Lord of the Otherworld. ‘I believe I am glad that you dragged me back to this wreck of a body,’ he said, ‘just in case you were wondering.’

‘I know you, Zelimir Ronan,’ Avery stated rather adamantly, ‘I know you have had a recent awakening.’

‘Several, in fact,’ Ronan emphasised.

‘Any time you have in the land of the living from now on is a bonus, you can make of it what you will,’ Avery said with a wave and left.

Ronan breathed in the warm, scented breeze, delighted to be at liberty for the first time in an age, and to have his thoughts and mood in a pleasant frame. Well, I certainly made a difference when it came to entrapping psychics on my planet, he considered. Just imagine what I could achieve if I channelled the same amount of energy into their liberation?

 

‘Thank you for taking the time to walk me around, it must be an awful bore for you,’ commented Telmo to Lord Avery as they left the healing temple.

‘Well, you can hardly learn the lie of the land if I keep zapping you from place to place,’ Avery replied as they descended the stairs onto the pathway that crossed the temple gardens.

Telmo smiled, grateful for the consideration, and then stopped in his tracks, astounded to spy a face that he recognised from his university days on Maladaan on the other side of the lawn. ‘Professor Kestler?’

‘You know him?’ Avery queried.

‘The man is a physics legend!’ Telmo explained his awe.

When Avery noted the old man was seated beside their head technologist, Floyd, he felt the meeting was synchronous, so he changed course and guided the star-struck lad towards the source of his amazement.

‘Professor Kestler, it is an honour to meet you, sir.’ Telmo’s excitement made him tremble all over. ‘I’ve read all your work, and I mean all of it, many times over.’

The elderly gentleman, although annoyed to be disrupted from his chat, was delighted by the adulation. ‘And who might you be, young sir?’

‘Telmo Dacre, science advisor and acting envoy for Maladaan,’ he replied, rather proud of his title, instead of fearful, for a change.

‘Oh, dear Goddess.’ Floyd burst into laughter upon recognising his old friend, Taliesin, in the lad.


‘Hey.’ Telmo would have been insulted, but he recognised the fellow being amused at his expense, from the first psychic flashback he’d had after landing on Kila.

‘Telmo, you remember Floyd …’ Lord Avery prompted, ‘… we spoke about him earlier.’

‘Yes, of course, the technologist.’ Telmo was quick to shake his hand.

‘I don’t mean to laugh, but you’re just a kid.’ Floyd’s explanation only seemed to add insult to injury.

‘Indeed.’ Kestler was curious. ‘How does one so young as yourself land in a position that even I could only dream to aspire to?’

Telmo suddenly felt like an impostor. ‘I … I …’

‘What Telmo means to say,’ Avery stepped in to clarify on his young friend’s behalf, ‘is that he designed the mechanism to extract energy from your stolen power sample, Professor, to store and distribute it to the grid.’

Telmo winced, the explanation made him sound like one of the bad guys.

‘That is a very impressive accomplishment,’ Kestler acknowledged, ‘what a pity our research and talents have been so misused.’

Telmo was encouraged by the fact that Kestler was giving him the benefit of the doubt. ‘But had it not been so, we would never have found ourselves in these lovely circumstances.’

‘Too true,’ Kestler concurred, rather pleased about that.

‘I am so relieved to see you safe and well on Kila,’ Telmo added. ‘I know your pod had a mishap after you delivered the sample to Maladaan.’


‘Involuntarily delivered the sample, I assure you,’ the professor clarified, whereupon Telmo felt his gut sink. ‘For some mysterious reason, I was not extracted from my pod before it launched itself back into space, unfuelled, but the sample was extracted, no problem.’

‘Oh.’ Telmo caught the implication that the MSS had sought to dispose of the professor, and was disillusioned to have been associated with the project that had near snuffed out Kestler’s brilliant life. ‘I had no idea,’ the young scientist began, finding it hard to breathe as he was inwardly consumed by anger.

‘No one knew.’ Kestler placed a hand on the lad’s arm to calm him.

‘Chief Ronan did,’ the lad said with spite.

Kestler grinned at this. ‘Even he was only following the orders of some unknown higher up in the secret service chain of command.’

‘Khalid Mansur.’ Telmo’s eyes narrowed as he recalled the chief had blamed him for this mess.

‘President Anselm’s viceroy? A fair guess,’ Kestler conceded.

‘No guess,’ Telmo assured the professor, ‘I know he ordered the sample extraction and was behind the commissioning of the energy project I was working on, Chief Ronan said so.’

‘Well then, as Viceroy Mansur is a universe away now, there seems little point in wasting our energy on thoughts of retribution.’ The professor reasoned the younger scientist back to a more constructive frame of mind. ‘Floyd and I were just discussing quantum dynamics.’ Kestler motioned to a seat. ‘Would you care to join us?’

‘I would love to, only …’ Telmo could feel himself wearying from all the excitement and stimulation of this wondrous place — if he had this conversation at present he feared he’d retain none of it.

‘Perhaps a little rest might be in order for our envoy first,’ Avery suggested.

‘Some time soon then.’ Kestler left the invitation open-ended.

‘You’re both more than welcome in my laboratories any time,’ Floyd offered.

‘That would be beyond fantastic, on both counts,’ Telmo concurred, as Lord Avery bade the gentlemen farewell and continued to lead the way to Telmo’s new living space.

‘I can’t believe what I have been party to … how could I have been so stupid!’ Telmo was in shock. ‘I knew the MSS did some shady things, torturing and killing psychics, but a respected scientist like Eleazar Kestler?’

‘Well, now you know,’ Avery stated, ‘which makes it all the more simple for you to avoid being misled in future.’

‘As a scientist, I have to be more aware of how my work can be misused,’ Telmo was already lecturing himself. ‘Which means I need to ensure the ethics of the people I work for are sound and constructive.’

‘Well, if you intend on staying here, I don’t see that will be a problem,’ Avery announced with cheer, and the notion should have excited Telmo, but it didn’t.

The problem would still be alive and well inside the MSS and back in their home universe, where Khalid Mansur was getting away with murder.

 

It had taken an entire month for Jahan to get up the courage to visit Jazmay and Fari in their new apartment.


He had no real excuse, besides that he could not stop thinking about her. Jahan had never been faced with the prospect of ‘she hates me’ and although he had to confess he found her sexually attractive, there was a deeper infatuation that he’d never felt about any woman before her. He felt almost compelled to get to know her, despite her disinterest, when any other time he would have just moved on to the next interesting female prospect. Given that Jazmay was from another universe, it seemed impossible that she could be his Chosen other, as much as he wished it was so, but perhaps Jazmay was a past-life incarnation of his twin-flame? Or then again, he could just be imagining things to support his ardour for the mysterious foreigner.

Only one way to find out, Jahan told himself as he pressed his palm against the door panel and a chime sounded to alert the occupants that they had a visitor. He waited anxiously for the door to be answered, with a bunch of flowers and a few gifts in hand.

When the door dispersed, Fari was waiting to greet their guest, but seeing that it was Jahan he backed up and called into the next room, ‘It’s for you, Jaz!’

‘Who is it?’ came her curious reply, and as Jazmay stepped out into Jahan’s line of vision his heart melted in his chest.

Gone was her warrior façade, it had been replaced by some of the local attire — a long, sleek, hooded dress, in lilac, tied at the waist — which accentuated her slender height and the lovely colour of her eyes. Her dark hair, washed and untangled, cascaded down the front of her body in large, loose waves.

‘Jahan?’ she said, surprised, and then, spotting the flowers, she didn’t need to ask why he was here. ‘I didn’t think we were going to see you again.’ She smiled, and walked over to him.

‘And was that thought pleasing or displeasing to you?’ He figured he may as well ask and put himself out of his misery.

‘I couldn’t quite decide,’ she replied, still wearing half a grin.

Jahan considered that was better than a flat refusal. ‘These are for you.’ He passed Jazmay the flowers, which she appeared a little uncomfortable accepting. ‘Okay, so the flowers were probably a bit obvious and not really your thing, which is why I also brought you this.’ He passed her one of the boxes he was carrying.

‘What is it?’ Jazmay placed the flowers on a bench to give the parcel her full attention. ‘I can’t remember the last time I got a present.’ Her voice was a little raspy with sentiment, but when she opened the box and pulled out the sheer dark catsuit, clearly she wasn’t too sure what to make of it.

‘It’s an organic fibre suit,’ he told her, ‘it adjusts itself to prevailing weather conditions, it will keep you dry, safe, warm or cool, it can even be as strong as armour if you will it, without the weight or losing any flexibility.’

‘Whoa.’ Fari caught wind of the conversation. ‘Way cool.’

‘I thought you’d think so.’ Jahan tossed the other box he was carrying in Fari’s direction. ‘It will take anything you can dish out.’

‘Wow, clothes that are as strong as I am!’ The boy was super excited for a second and then calmed himself quickly. ‘I know you’re just trying to buy my allegiance,’ Fari accused, ‘and I want you to know … it might work.’ He wandered off to open his box.


‘The suit also adjusts itself to the size and shape of the wearer …’ Jahan turned back to Jazmay to finish explaining why he felt she could use one of these suits, ‘… and it will repair itself if torn. So, it would be perfect for practising your shape-shifting skills.’

‘This is a very thoughtful gift, thank you.’ Jazmay was rather taken aback by her emotions for a second and she appeared genuinely touched.

Jahan was pleasantly surprised to be doing so well and so ventured to suggest, ‘If you’d like, I can fly you to a place beyond the flight paths of our aircraft, where you can safely try it out … the Lord of the Otherworld mentioned to me that you had an urge to spread your wings a little.’

‘Do you know how to fly? I have certainly never flown before.’ Jazmay shook her head, preparing to decline. ‘If I crash, well, I am only mortal, after all.’

‘I have a few friends from the Falcon branch of the human tree, who you have no doubt seen around town,’ Jahan began and Jazmay’s eyes lit up.

‘The bird people, yes, I have seen them.’ She was excited but still hesitant.

‘Well, one of my Falcon friends is visiting town at present, and she said she’d be happy to give you a few pointers,’ Jahan concluded. From the awestruck expression on Jazmay’s face, clearly the prospect of a female teaching her was appealing. ‘Shall I tee it up?’

‘Oh yes, please,’ she replied with a huge amount of enthusiasm, ‘that would be amazing!’

‘Then let’s do it.’ He encouraged her to go and get changed.

‘I’d love to come,’ Fari piped up to say, ‘but Agent Juna is taking me to the beach with his kids today.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Jahan breathed an inward sigh of relief as Fari served him a grin and headed out the front door.

As he waited, Jahan’s eyes skirted about the apartment. There were no personal effects belonging to the occupants to catch his eye, which was probably why the two orbs on the bench stood out all the more.

The history and knowledge of the Chosen Ones were deposited on these thought-recording orbs, which were stored in the library at the institute of immortal history — as Jazmay had obviously discovered.

I wonder what she’s studying? Jahan walked over and placed his hand on the first orb to view its content; in his mind a voice advised that the orb title was ‘Cosmology 6.4 — Soul-mind evolution’. Jahan pulled a sour face and withdrew from the orb, having studied that text in primary school. His touch skimmed the orb alongside it. ‘Warning, this orb contains thought recordings from the Dark Ages on Gaia that are suitable for mature-age students only. Chronicles of the Dark Ages — Part three.’

‘Are you spying on me?’

The query startled Jahan to turn, where he confronted Jazmay. ‘Just curious as to what you are studying.’

‘Then just ask me,’ Jazmay said coolly.

‘I was there, in the Dark Ages on Gaia, you know?’ Jahan thought that might impress her. ‘At least, Urien, one of my past incarnations, was.’

In truth he’d avoided studying his past lives, not wanting to know who his Chosen other was, or what she looked like; and now more than ever he did not want to know.

‘Really?’ Jazmay seemed disinterested. ‘I was recommended that volume if I wished to study up on the history of our fair governor and his family.’

‘Oh.’ Jahan was deflated. ‘I’m a distant descendant of the Dragon clan, but I was there during that period of Earth history.’

‘I’ve not had the chance to look at it, but I assume you were an ally to our governor,’ Jazmay commented.

‘Mostly.’ Jahan skirted the issue a moment, and then confessed. ‘Actually I was the bastard son of a tyrant and sided with whomever was winning at the time. I did come through for Rhun when it counted though,’ he added in his own defence.

‘A survivor then,’ Jazmay concluded impartially.

‘Please …’ Jahan appealed, worried about what she might learn of him from the old chronicles, ‘… you cannot judge any of the Chosen by what we were forced to do in those barbaric times.’

‘I do not,’ Jazmay assured him. ‘What you don’t seem to understand is, my life and times have been just as barbaric. I am no lady, Jahan, I have done unspeakable things for my Queen and planet.’

‘It’s all history now, Jazmay,’ he stated to dismiss the gloom. ‘Today you are going to the most glorious beach in this quadrant of the galaxy.’

Jazmay could not keep a straight face any longer. ‘Well, I am ready.’

 

Off the north coast of Chailida city’s main landmass was a peppering of little islands, surrounded by deep green emerald waters that faded to pale jade colours in the shallows of the sandy island beaches, reflecting the aquamarine sky. Jahan flew Jazmay into the archipelago in his personal KEPA craft and the scenery took the Phemorian’s breath away.


‘Back in my planetary system, you would only see beaches even close to this beautiful on Frujia,’ Jazmay informed him. ‘And I never dreamed about being able to afford to go there.’

‘You’ve never been to the beach!’ Jahan emphasised the fact that he thought this was the crime of all crimes.

‘Nope, never.’ Jazmay laughed, excited. ‘I can’t swim.’

‘Can’t swim!’ Jahan was doubly shocked, but the thought of teaching Jazmay to swim was rather delightful. ‘Let’s hope you can fly, then.’

They were to meet up with Ibis, Jahan’s Falcon friend, on the island; she knew where it was as well as Jahan did, for it had been the secret getaway of their circle of friends through college.

Ibis-Swan was the daughter of Sparrowhawk and Gazelle, who ruled on Tarazean and represented the Falcon breed on the governor’s council. Ibis was the next in line of succession to rule on Tarazean, but you’d have never known from her scruffy beach attire.

Long quills of white fluffy plumage fell from her crown and down her back, and wings of similar colour sprouted from her shoulder blades. A creamy-coloured swimsuit was wrapped around her tanned body and covered only by a pair of old, worn shorts in the same bleached-out colour. She was a granddaughter of Tory Alexander and Maelgwn Gwynedd, though it was said she bore more than a fair likeness to her great-aunt, Candace.

‘Jahan!’ Ibis sprang from her squat on the beach and ran at Jahan to greet him with an overwhelming hug. ‘I missed you, man! How’s life at KEPA suiting you?’


He let her go, stepped backwards and held out his arms. ‘You be the judge?’

‘Still as handsome as ever,’ she noted.

‘And how is the world of politics treating you?’ Jahan was pleased to see her also; he’d missed his friends from university days, they never caught up often enough.

‘They all want me to find my twin-flame and marry, but no luck so far.’ She seemed rather happy about that.

‘This is Jazmay Cardea.’ Jahan brought Ibis’s attention around to his company so that he could introduce them.

‘Whoa.’ Ibis took a step backwards to emphasise her amazement. ‘I thought Jahan was exaggerating, but you really are gorgeous!’

‘Behave,’ Jahan uttered aside to Ibis, as she was renowned for finding men and women equally attractive.

Jazmay was not angered, but because the statement had come from another woman, she blushed. ‘No,’ she declined the flattery, ‘where I am from, I am really rather ordinary.’

‘Well I definitely want to visit there sometime,’ Ibis grinned.

‘So do I,’ Jahan concurred, to the amusement of all. ‘So, Jazmay, I hear you are a shape-shifter,’ Ibis queried and Jazmay nodded to confirm. ‘But in order to get into the air you’re going to need some wings.’ Ibis pulled a dark feather quill from the end of one of her costume ties and handed it to Jazmay. ‘Lord Avery asked that I present this to you. It is the feather from a falcon female, long-deceased, so absorbing this DNA in order to manifest some wings will not be in breach of your promise to the governor.’

Jazmay choked on the happiness the lovely gesture filled her with. ‘My Lord Avery’s generosity is overwhelming.’ She found it a battle not to be overcome by emotion.

‘We can find a way around anything here,’ Jahan commented and made Jazmay smile.

‘You certainly can,’ Jazmay agreed, serving Jahan a look that acknowledged the part she knew he’d played in ‘teeing up’ this gift.

‘It’s no worries,’ Ibis emphasised and stepped back to give her some room. ‘So then, let’s see you do your thing.’

Jazmay laughed again. ‘No one has ever invited me to “do my thing” before.’ She sniffled back her emotion. ‘As a Valourean I was ordered to do “my thing”, and as a prisoner of the MSS I was restrained from doing “my thing”. Whoa!’ She exclaimed her joy unexpectedly. ‘I feel so liberated!’

She held the feather to her heart and, with a deep inhale, the molecules of her body went into a frenzy as she assumed the form of the woman to whom the feather once belonged. Wings, dark like her hair, sprouted from between her shoulder blades and the strands of her hair fell straight and grouped together to form long, dark quills. Her long, slender body shortened and her facial features changed, but still her form continued to mutate and after a moment Jazmay’s own body and facial features returned. Jazmay maintained only the parts of the Falcon form that she chose — the wings, the hair quills and the knowledge of how to fly.

‘Woo-hoo, sister!’ Ibis staggered about with a huge smile on her face. ‘And I thought you were gorgeous before!’ Ibis backed up, and with a finger beckoned Jazmay to follow. ‘Let’s fly!’ She turned, ran and took off into the sky.

Jazmay had taken several steps in pursuit, when she stopped and looked back to Jahan, obviously feeling guilty about taking off and leaving him behind. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘Don’t thank me.’ He laughed and stripped his shirt off. ‘Go and have fun. I’m going to.’ He bolted off down the sand and dived into the water.

Sure, Jahan would have liked to have had Jazmay all to himself for the afternoon, but not until that was what she wanted too.

When he surfaced Jahan turned back to see Jazmay launch herself into the air, and although the first few flaps of her wings were laborious, once the wind was beneath her she took off with a screech of delight in pursuit of Ibis.
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NO AVOIDING DESTINY



It had been one month since Rhun had consulted the Tablet of Destinies, and with each day that passed and the souls of his late, great parents did not arrive, he became more disgruntled and sceptical.

Kila’s contact with Maladaan had remained minimal, and Maladaan had insisted on sending its own ships and pilots to collect and deliver Kila’s aid. Zelimir Ronan had assured Rhun that it was fear that kept his people so unhospitable and mistrustful, and although Rhun preferred to maintain good relations with other planets, at least Maladaan’s fear would prevent them from invading Kila. Rhun, upon Zelimir Ronan’s advice, had continued to correspond with Maladaan through the chief of the MSS and his science officer.

‘If they don’t know what you look like, they cannot make you a target,’ Ronan had insisted. ‘Open war has never been the way of my people … I urge you not to underestimate Maladaan’s covert operations capability. Even I could be a threat to you, for we use mind games to make people do things against their will and conscious knowledge, as Kestler found out. The sleeper agent within can be triggered from a very long distance away — any form of communication can activate an agent — so indeed anyone from Maladaan is a threat to you, Governor.’

‘It’s a good thing I’m immortal then.’ Rhun had shrugged off the threat, remaining mindful of the chief’s words. For it was almost as if Maladaan was being a little too quiet, contented and trusting of their lot. If nothing was done there would be war, the Tablet of Destinies had foretold this, and no progress had been made on a solution to the planet’s displacement. Avery had been unable to find the elusive Grigori and so he was still none the wiser as to when Taren Lennox, whom they suspected held the key to Maladaan’s solution, was going to show up.

‘Why the worried face?’ Sybil inquired as she entered with morning tea.

‘You know why,’ Rhun grumbled, rising from his seat to take in the calming view beyond his balcony doors.

‘Everything is going to be fine,’ Sybil assured him, placing her tray on the desk to approach her husband and hug him from behind.

‘Do you know something I don’t?’ Rhun queried her carefree attitude; he’d told her of the Tablet’s predictions and until this morning she’d been as concerned as he was.

Sybil had to chuckle at the question. ‘I imagine I know a great many things you don’t,’ she toyed with him, and ducking under his arm she slinked around in front of him. ‘And I assure you again that everything will be fine.’ She kissed him passionately, but not in any rush.


Rhun was pleasantly surprised by her amorous mood, although he wondered what had happened to Sybil’s stance about keeping their work and love life separate. ‘Do we have time for this?’

‘About an hour,’ she whispered, sucking his earlobe and undoing his belt at once.

Rhun almost lost his train of thought at this point and, lifting his wife up, he carried her to the large window seat that they favoured. Once settled on the seat Rhun’s hands were freed to sneak up under Sybil’s gown. ‘What happens in an hour?’

Sybil could only grin at first. ‘Everything will be fine,’ she suggested at last, whereby Rhun was filled with joy by what he suspected she meant.

‘They’re here, aren’t they?’ he prompted, more excited than he’d been in a long time.

‘Let me put it this way …’ Sybil took hold of his face and directed all his attention and enthusiasm her way. ‘You are about to become very distracted, and we may not get this chance again for some time, so … make the most of it.’ She kissed him again and Rhun fell into her seduction gladly, inspired by pending events and, ever thankful for her foresight, he showed his appreciation in the most pleasurable way he knew how.

 

Within his Otherworldly realm, Avery was deep in meditation, as he’d been for many weeks on and off. He was basing himself on Kila for the time being; not in the city, but as far from it as possible. He was focused upon his task of attempting to contact the Grigori and he knew damn well that the causal angels heard his calls for an audience, but they were not compelled to comply.


Rhun would be hitting the roof by now, and Avery wanted some good news to give his brother before he reported back to him. A hopelessness had begun to creep into Avery’s attitude and even he was beginning to wonder if the Grigori had just dumped their problem in his quarter along with a lot of false promises and pissed off.

There you are.

His father’s voice drew him from his inward focus and Avery opened his eyes to find the same Grigorian angel who had visited him before, only Azazèl was wearing the masculine form today, and had Armaros and Sammael with him. ‘What do you mean, here I am?’ Avery directed his frustration at Azazèl. ‘I’ve been trying to contact you for a month!’

We’ve got something to show you. Azazèl smiled and their surrounds went into a spin.

 

When the environs came to a standstill, Avery was standing alone inside a spacecraft and through the large shield window before him was the planet Maladaan.

‘Oh shit! You’ve brought me into one of Maladaan’s spacecraft?’ Avery was horrified, sure that if anyone caught him here he’d cause an international incident.

The answers you seek are before you.

Avery heard Azazèl’s reply in his mind, and if the Grigorian was anything like his father he was probably being quite literal. He cast his sights downward and lying at his feet were two bodies, both of whom he recognised at once. ‘Holy mother of creation!’ It wasn’t often that the Lord of the Otherworld was stunned, but he could scarcely believe his own eyes.


He knelt beside the young couple to see if he could scrutinise any differences between these two and the parents he remembered. This man was his father, yet not the huge hulk of a man Maelgwn Gwynedd had been, but rather slender, fit and every bit as tall. The woman lacked the warrior form of Tory Alexander and was a brunette, where his mother had been a blonde, but otherwise she was just as he remembered her.

A huge emotional wave flooded Avery’s senses as he realised how much he’d missed his parents and how heartening it was to see them again. Even though technically they had no idea who he was, or who any of the Chosen were for that matter, their presence would bring much joy back on Kila.

Avery stood and looked about, through the ship walls, down through several decks, and the ship appeared to be deserted. It also appeared to be heading straight towards Maladaan.

What to do? Avery pondered, and as no answers were forthcoming from the cosmos, the Lord figured the Grigori had left him to it.

The big question was, did anyone know these two people were here? Would anyone know if he just transported them back to Kila? The ship, too, was it close enough to the planet to be on their scopes yet?

I need Ronan, Avery decided, and Rhun. And with that thought, he was gone.

 

After some time to rest and adjust to his new outlook, Ronan had responded to Kestler’s request for a meeting and the aged professor suggested they meet in the courtyard of the healing complex.

The chief expected to be confronted with anger and hostility from the man he had wronged. But when he spotted the professor sitting in the shade of a large tree with a chequered board game on the table in front of him, his fear ebbed.

The professor invited the chief to be seated at the table, where game pieces were aligned in two rows at opposing sides of the board.

‘This is a local strategy game,’ Kestler advised, ‘care to learn?’

Only two weeks ago the chief would have told the man to ‘fuck off and get to the point’, but Ronan was so far removed from his old mentality that he smiled, genuinely delighted by the offer. ‘I would like to, very much.’

It took a half an hour of being beaten in only a few moves by the professor for Ronan to learn the game’s complexities, and he was now taking far longer to access his moves.

‘You don’t seem at all the monster I took you for, Ronan,’ commented Kestler.

‘Oh, I was,’ Ronan assured him, carefully moving his queen into position to take Kestler’s castle, but keeping his finger on the piece as he checked again that she could not be taken by his opponent.

‘But surely you were not born ruthless?’ Kestler reasoned.

The chief shook his head to confirm. ‘The diagnosis seems to be that I shut off my heart when I lost my son. I then vented my frustration at his untouchable psychic girlfriend upon any bloody psychic I could find, which finally culminated in a massive heart attack and a near-death experience.’

‘But I am not psychic.’ Kestler wondered why he had been targeted.


‘You were a threat to secret service covert interests.’ Ronan finally let go of his queen and looked to Kestler. ‘I know that sounds cold, and it was … but I can assure you that that decision was the second-worst call I have ever made …’ Ronan’s emotions began to well and he did not bother trying to repress them. If he looked like an idiot in front of the professor, humiliation was a small price to pay for what he’d nearly done to this brilliant and distinguished gentleman. ‘I have had cause to regret that decision on many levels in the past few weeks. When our planet shifted, you were the only person I needed. Your expertise cannot be replaced, and I should have considered that. In fact, all life is a precious and mysterious thing!’ Ronan corrected himself. ‘But I see now that I did lose all regard for life along with Yasper … the worst call I ever made resulted in his death.’ The chief’s voice rasped and he hung his head to quickly wipe his face with his robe sleeve and catch his breath. ‘I can only thank the Chosen that we are both still alive,’ he raised his head and looked directly at Kestler, ‘so that I can beg your forgiveness, Professor, for I am indeed sincerely sorry for all the wrongs I have done you.’

‘Be at peace, Chief, do I look worried about where your offences have landed me?’ the old professor asked, light-heartedly. ‘It seems to me that you have suffered enough without me adding to the torment. There is no ill will here.’

‘You are too forgiving.’ The chief felt such an easy absolution was not befitting his offences.

‘Life is too short,’ the professor said as he looked back to the game. ‘If you wish to make amends, then focus on the game and give me a little bit of a challenge!’ Kestler used his knight to take Ronan’s queen.

Ronan was stunned a moment. ‘Those bloody knights!’

The Lord of the Otherworld manifested alongside their garden setting, nearly scaring both men out of their wits.

‘Sorry to intrude like this, gentlemen, but I urgently need to consult with Chief Ronan.’ He placed a hand on Ronan’s shoulder.

‘I shall return.’ Ronan raised a hand to wave to Kestler, having grown accustomed to being whizzed off by the Chosen from place to place over the past month or so.

‘Not to worry,’ Kestler waved off the interruption, ‘I would have had you in checkmate in the next move anyway.’ He turned up both hands in conclusion and Ronan was gone before he could dispute the professor’s premonition.

 

Avery arrived in the governor’s office to find both Rhun and the secretary of state appearing a little flustered — their dress was in a dishevelled state and their hair was tousled. Some of Sybil’s rouge had found its way onto Rhun’s cheek, and she was in the process of trying to remove it as Avery and Ronan arrived.

‘Ah, Avery …’ Rhun pulled himself from the scrubbing to greet their guests, ‘… we’ve been expecting you.’

‘Just lost track of the time then, did we?’ Avery mocked, as clearly his brother had been focused on more personal matters.

‘Just a little make-up malfunction,’ commented Sybil, with much amusement, as she quickly moved to retrieve the tray of cold, un-poured tea from the governor’s desk.

‘I need you to come.’ Avery strode over, dragging Ronan with him, and took hold of his brother.

‘Where are we …’

 

‘… going?’ Rhun eyed the control bridge in the craft where he’d landed and gazed out to the planet beyond. ‘Are you insane?’ He realised they were on one of Maladaan’s ships.

‘Good heavens!’ exclaimed the chief as he looked around. ‘This is the Astro-Marine Institute Explorer! I thought it was still back in our original universe,’ he explained his excitement. ‘If it could get here, then maybe Maladaan has some hope of getting back there!’

‘So no one on Maladaan knows that this vessel is here yet?’ Avery got the answer he was looking for.

‘I doubt it,’ Ronan commented, ‘as the crossover took out all our satellites, our deep space radar capabilities are a bit limited at present.’

‘By the Goddess.’ Rhun spotted the unconscious pair on the floor and when Ronan saw them he gasped.

‘I should leave,’ he said resolutely. ‘This woman and I have a history, and if she wakes to find me here with you, she is going to assume the worst.’

Avery understood the caution. ‘Governor?’ he called for Rhun’s instruction.

‘Take him back to Chailida,’ he instructed, ‘I’ll hide these two.’

Avery didn’t bother asking where; the Lord could find them with a thought now that he knew they were here. ‘What about the ship?’

‘I’ll shut it down and leave it, just in case it’s been spotted,’ Rhun advised. ‘We’re the only ones who know that there was anyone on board, and I want it to stay that way.’

All three men nodded.

‘See you soon,’ Avery advised as he vanished with the chief.

There was only one place in Rhun’s mind where he could take these two and ensure they remained a secret. He placed his hands on both the unconscious souls before him and brought to mind an image of the interior of the remote lake house.

 

Noah was just in the process of packing to head back to his city abode for the start of the school year, when he heard a noise downstairs and went to investigate.

He’d been very anxious since he’d spoken with the governor last — a whole month and still no word on any of the Tablet’s predictions.

Needless to say he was relieved to find Rhun standing in the middle of his lounge room, wearing a smile from ear to ear. ‘Guess who I found?’

‘No.’ Noah couldn’t believe it and rushed down the stairs into the sunken living area, to behold two unconscious bodies on the floor, who were the very image of their dearly departed leaders. ‘There is truly no avoiding destiny,’ he uttered, amazed.

‘I need you to hide them for me,’ Rhun instructed, ‘no one must know they are here.’

‘But the school term starts in little over a week.’ Noah knew he would surely be missed then.

‘Hopefully they will come out of this coma and we’ll have some kind of plan before you are required to return.’ Rhun was making this up as he went along. ‘Is Rebecca here?’


‘No,’ Noah replied, ‘she left to return to KEPA yesterday.’

‘Good,’ Rhun decided, ‘all the simpler … if any of my siblings get wind of this, we’ll have all and sundry dropping by and that might be a little distressing when these two have no idea who any of us are!’

‘I understand,’ Noah concurred. ‘But these beings are not immortal like us — don’t you think Cadfan should take a look at them?’

Rhun was thoughtful a moment. ‘If they don’t emerge by tomorrow, I’ll send for him.’

‘In the meantime, they might be more comfortable upstairs,’ Noah suggested, and then assisted his governor to move them both.

When the pair were comfortably laid out beside one another in the master bedroom, Rhun had Noah submerge the lake house to await their guests’ return to consciousness.

‘It’s a while since I beheld a true miracle,’ Noah commented, as he and Rhun gazed at the couple, the light in the room dimming as the lake house sank into the lake.

‘Since they left, I think you’ll find, En Noah,’ Rhun bantered, unable to wipe the smile from his face.

Noah’s expectant grin broadened also. ‘Now we must not have too high an expectation of these people; they may not be at all as we remember them.’

Rhun shook his head to disagree. ‘Adventure, in the pursuit of knowledge and justice, is their soul essence; that will never change.’ He looked to En Noah in the fading watery light. ‘So, I’m reckoning that we had best prepare for action.’








PART 2

MALADAAN ‘PLANET OF SECRETS’
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BACK HOME



Zeven Gudrun trudged his way back home to the small but exclusive apartment that he shared with his girlfriend here in the government sector of Heavensgate on Sermetica. Since his employment with the AMIE project had come to an end, President Anselm of Sermetica had conscripted him into the United Systems Secret Service, and Zeven had been running secret missions for him ever since. As a psychic he had little choice but to assist the USSS, or he’d be restrained and would certainly never see the inside of a spacecraft again. Zeven still loved flying fast craft more than sex, and that was really saying something!

He was not looking forward to telling the little woman that he was being sent on another long mission so soon; they had very few close friends left since the crew of AMIE had disbanded and Aurora got very lonely during his long absences. She had not been a happy camper of late; in fact neither of them had found planet-bound life very much to their liking, and moving in together might have been their biggest mistake. He loved Aurora, but she limited his options considerably. He’d be a top-level government operative by now, if he’d still been single; in fact he probably wouldn’t even be in this universe, as he would have stayed with AMIE.

But he’d made his choice, in a traumatic moment of emotion and turmoil, and now he had to live with that decision for the rest of his born days. A memory of waving his captain and Taren Lennox goodbye filled him with remorse, but, heaving a heavy sigh, he shook off the memory and opened his front door.

Zeven expected to find Aurora in the kitchen murdering dinner, or watching something in the lounge, but an eerie silence hung in the apartment. ‘Rory?’ He moved into the bedroom to find her zipping up her bags. ‘Are you going somewhere?’ he asked, before jumping to conclusions.

Rory rolled her eyes. ‘Look, we both know this isn’t working, Starman, so please don’t make out like this is a big surprise.’

Zeven felt she had a nerve. ‘If you were just going to leave, then why did you make me stay?’

‘Ooooh!’ The comment made her furious. ‘I had no intention of leaving you! But then I didn’t realise that you would forever resent me for making you stay,’ she yelled, as if she’d been dying to get that off her chest for a while; but then she calmed. ‘I’m sorry … my bad.’ She held up a hand in truce. ‘You are a free spirit, Starman, and I should never have asked you to stay.’

‘I wanted to stay,’ he said, ‘at the time, I truly did.’

‘And now?’ Aurora asked, her eyes tearing up as she already knew the answer in her heart.

‘Now, I —’ He stopped to consider his answer and found that he could not answer without hurting her.


She was his perfect match and he knew it. Her independent, classy, cyber-punk style had been a turn-off for him once. She was loud, proud and smart. But he’d grown to love her stocky fit form, her short bleached hair, her leather gear and vibrant make-up. He’d really miss her no-shit approach to life and love — she was one in a million so far as women were concerned — yet, the truth was, he needed to be single to pursue the things he most desired.

‘That’s what I thought.’ Aurora sucked back her emotions and cooled again. ‘I’ve called my brother and he’s coming to get me.’ She dragged her overloaded bag from the bed and although Zeven knew better than to offer her assistance, he did and got his head bitten off.

‘I’ll do it myself, thanks.’ She dragged everything to the front door and dumped it.

Zeven headed for the kitchen to make himself a drink.

‘Yes, thanks,’ Aurora ordered one over the bench and Zeven obliged, handing the shot glass to her.

‘I’m sorry how things turned out.’ Zeven didn’t want to part on bad terms. ‘I really didn’t know how much I wanted to go, until I stayed.’

Aurora waved off his apology, drank her shot and forced a smile. ‘It was never going to be as fun without Kalayna anyway.’

‘It was still pretty fun,’ Zeven conceded.

‘But Kalayna’s betrayal confused everything and then her death …’ Aurora took a deep breath, ‘was difficult on us too.’

‘It was real good fun while it lasted though,’ Zeven agreed, his heart filling with yearning for those happier times.


‘Neither you nor I were cut out for normal planet life,’ Aurora stated honestly. ‘I quit my embassy job, it bores me to tears.’

‘What will you do?’ Zeven was surprised; she’d assured him that she liked their life here.

She shrugged. ‘The only good thing about living on Sermetica was you, really, and you’re never here, so …’ Aurora shrugged again. ‘Maybe I’ll head back to Frujia and check out a bit of that island lifestyle for a while.’

Zeven nodded in accord with her, he didn’t know what else to say.

‘Just promise me that you won’t try to find them,’ Rory added, knowing the subject of seeking AMIE was a touchy one for him.

He could find them with a thought if he wished it, at least he suspected he could. Zeven hadn’t actually ventured to try to teleport himself to AMIE, as where he would find them, or if indeed they were still in existence, remained a mystery.

‘I know I am the only thing that has been stopping you from going there,’ Aurora pushed when Zeven did not commit.

‘You … and the fact that I might die!’ he added, to comfort her without making any promises.

‘You’re a fool if you do it,’ Aurora pointed out.

‘Don’t you wonder what happened to our planet,’ Zeven queried, repressing his annoyance, ‘to AMIE and the captain?’

‘Of course I do!’ Aurora barked back. ‘But I’m not prepared to sacrifice my life to find out.’

‘That’s where you and I differ.’

‘Kill yourself then!’ Aurora slammed down her glass. ‘I am beyond worrying about you any more.’ She moved to the door, pulled on her shoulder bags and then grabbed hold of her larger bag.

Zeven did her a favour and opened the door for her.

‘See ya, Starman, it’s been a blast.’ She kissed him passionately in parting and then left before she burst into tears.

‘Bye,’ Zeven muttered, numbed by the sadness of the moment. There went the girl of his dreams; he knew that he loved her and that he missed her already, yet they couldn’t make it work? Why?

‘My bad.’ He held up his hand to confess to himself.

He just couldn’t stop himself wondering where Lucian and Taren were now. What he’d be doing right now, if he were with them.

‘I’d probably be missing Rory,’ he answered himself, as he watched the lift doors close behind her. ‘Idiot!’

 

Zeven thought that securing his freedom would have simplified his life, but it only confused him. He’d never wanted to work for the secret service and now that he had the opportunity to advance further up the ranks, it was not sitting well with him at all. He hated life without Rory already, which seemed to indicate she had not been the problem. He was his problem and he knew it! What he needed was the serious advice of someone he trusted and Zeven knew exactly where to seek it.

AMIE’s former medical officer, Dr Kassa Madri, was in the process of setting up a practice in Heavensgate. She had begun working out of the residence that she and her partner, Leal, were occupying. Leal Polson had been Zeven’s co-pilot, navigator and best friend during his time with AMIE and Zeven had learnt to trust him implicitly. Leal had found work running joy flights over the city and had recently proposed to Dr Madri — they planned to wed within the year. Kassa may have been quite a bit older than Leal, but she was still a very beautiful woman whose affections Leal had secretly been pursuing for years, so Zeven was glad that at least they’d got their happy ending.

It was Kassa who opened the door and, thrilled to see the young pilot, she threw her arms around him and gave him a huge squeeze. ‘It’s so good to see you.’ She let him go to invite him in. ‘Where is Aurora?’

‘We split up,’ he said with a wince, and headed inside.

‘Already?’ Kassa was stunned, as she closed the door behind him. ‘It’s only been a month.’

‘My heart isn’t here,’ Zeven said by way of an explanation.

‘But you love Aurora?’ Kassa was confused.

‘Strange, I know.’ Zeven agreed with a shrug. ‘Where is Leal?’

‘He’s working today …’ she said, absorbed in deducing the real reason behind Zeven’s visit and then she gasped, startling Zeven. ‘You’re not thinking about going after AMIE,’ she said in a lecturing tone.

Zeven threw both his hands up, he couldn’t lie to a telepath — and both Leal and Kassa were telepaths, that’s why he’d come to them.

‘We’ve had no word from AMIE,’ Kassa pointed out, ‘you don’t know what’s happened —’

‘That’s the whole point!’ Zeven cried. ‘That question is driving me to distraction! It’s destroying my life!’

‘Okay,’ Kassa got the picture and held out both hands to urge him to calm and take a seat.


‘I mean —’ Zeven was seated and back to a composed state, ‘— if something bothers you that much, are you not compelled to do something about it?’

Kassa nodded, as it was true to a point. ‘But then not many people are as insanely heroic as you are.’

Zeven gave a laugh. ‘Granted, I’m a bit of a risk taker —’

‘Ha!’ Kassa thought this a huge understatement.

‘— but, if I don’t find out what happened, who else will?’ Zeven asked.

Kassa was one of the few who knew what Zeven, as a psychic, was capable of. His psychokinetic and teleportation capabilities were unique to the royal line of the Phemorians, which seemed to indicate he was a bastard prince of that royal and highly psychic line, and one of only a handful of living beings who possessed such a talent.

‘Zeven …’ Kassa hesitated to second his view, ‘… you’re looking for someone to give you permission to go, and there is not a soul in this universe who has the authority to do that … only you.’

Zeven took a deep breath to curb the rising anger of being read like a book, knowing that was why he’d come here — to find out if he was contemplating the insane.

‘But if you want my opinion,’ Kassa leant forward, ‘I agree with Aurora — you’re a fool if you attempt it.’

His frown deepened as he realised Kassa had probed a little more of his memory than he would have liked.

‘I cannot help what I see … your thoughts are racing all over the place.’ She explained the extent of what she had perceived.


‘I know!’ Zeven stood. ‘I have no peace! At least if I try, I would finally have some peace whether I live or die.’

Kassa shook her head in sympathy with his inner turmoil. ‘There is still so much we don’t know about space, so many uncertainties that I —’

‘I know.’ Zeven held up a hand to prevent her becoming distraught. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stress you out. It was a bad idea,’ he said. ‘I just needed to air it with someone, and now I have, I shall go.’

‘Come back for dinner?’ Kassa was quick to get a follow-up appointment. ‘Leal will be so disappointed that he missed you.’

‘Not tonight,’ Zeven declined, ‘but soon,’ he assured as he approached and kissed her farewell.

‘Please don’t do it.’ Kassa grabbed both his hands and her appeal was so heartfelt her voice went husky.

‘I won’t,’ he told her surely.

They both knew he was lying.

 

There was only one other person Zeven really wanted to see before he left this universe, and possibly this life, and that was the other survivor of the AMIE debacle, Ringbalin Malachi.

In the cluster of floating cities that was Sermetica’s capital of Heavensgate, there was a city known as Heavens-gardens and as a botanist and horticulturist who had graduated from Heavens-gardens University, Ringbalin had naturally sought employment there.

Like all the cities in Heavensgate, Heavens-gardens was a floating city unto itself, positioned higher up in the hemisphere of the desert planet where the living conditions were cooler. You reached the gardens by shuttle from any of the main cities and Zeven, having never visited there himself, admired the layout on approach.

There was one huge, domed central island that was circular in shape and eight walkways branched out from around it to other islands that were open to the sky, each of which appeared to have a different purpose. Some were for harvesting, other islands were for pleasure and others for experimentation and scientific study. Only one of the outlying platforms was enclosed, as this was where Heavens-garden’s port, shops, offices and apartments were located.

‘Ringbalin heaven,’ Zeven uttered as he observed the setup.

Once he’d disembarked, Zeven fed Ringbalin’s address to a taxi driver, whose hover-cab deposited him in front of the Heavens-gardens staff apartments.

Zeven inquired at the front desk after Ringbalin’s whereabouts and the receptionist there advised that he was not in the building at this time and that she would have him paged.

As Zeven took a seat to await the arrival of the botanist, he was painfully aware that at the present moment he should be reporting to President Anselm for a mission briefing. ‘Yep, I’m officially AWOL,’ he muttered to himself, as he checked his watch.

‘Hey, plant whisperer …’ The receptionist greeted Ringbalin warmly as he entered through the front doors and then nodded towards Zeven. ‘Who is your handsome friend?’ She grinned amicably, hoping for a formal introduction.

But when Ringbalin turned and spied Zeven sitting there, he was too stunned to oblige. ‘Starman?’ Balin was excited to see him and as he approached he turned back to the receptionist to warn: ‘Stay away from this guy, nothing but trouble.’

‘Aw,’ she whined, disappointed, and Zeven was flattered as she was young and beautiful and it seemed an age since anyone had pursued him and not vice versa.

‘He’s right,’ Zeven confessed to her as he reached out to shake Ringbalin’s hand. ‘I’m nothing but trouble.’ His sights turned to the botanist, who appeared as scruffy and filthy as ever.

‘So, what trouble have you brought my way today?’ Ringbalin joked, as he shook Zeven’s hand.

They were such unlikely friends, but during the last month that they had spent aboard AMIE, they had saved each other’s lives countless times, shared many secrets and a firm bond had formed between them. Ringbalin had ‘the Powers’ too; he was a telepathic sympathetic, which meant he could convey his feelings to others through touch and sometimes sheer will — his hatred could kill and his love could cure just about anything in the natural world — which was why he was such a fantastic horticulturist and botanist.

Even as they shook hands, Zeven could feel Ringbalin’s goodwill and excitement pouring into his body, and when the botanist embraced him, the happiness was overwhelming.

‘Surprisingly enough I’ve really missed you,’ Balin said, letting Zeven go to hold him at arm’s length.

‘Really?’ Zeven was actually surprised by how deep their friendship had become and he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

‘I haven’t had anyone to hassle me about my love life … not that I have one at present,’ Balin jested.

‘Me either,’ Zeven concurred, to Ringbalin’s surprise and the receptionist’s great delight and frustration.

‘A crying shame on both accounts.’ She grinned. ‘If you don’t mind my saying so.’

‘We don’t,’ Zeven answered on both their behalves.

Ringbalin was still recovering from losing the love of his life, who’d been a Phemorian spy shot down by her own people before Ringbalin’s eyes. Hence, he was still awkward around women, who were constantly coming on to him because of the lovely energy he exuded. Zeven used to wonder what women saw in the quiet, small-framed gardener-cum-scientist — who appeared more like a boy than a man — but adore him they did. Zeven had yet to meet a woman who wasn’t instantly attracted to Ringbalin; even lesbians went gooey in his presence! Now Zeven was no slouch in the looks department either; he appeared every bit the young, fit, rebellious pilot-cum-secret agent that he was. Admittedly, he was a little shorter than most men, as was Ringbalin, but he had all the muscle power his buddy lacked. Balin had straight, shoulder-length blond hair, where Zeven’s hair was dark. Zeven was naturally heroic, Balin was sensitive, and having spent some time with the botanist Zeven had learnt a lot about how best to relate to the fairer sex.

But it was only now, as they were strolling through the gardens chatting, that Zeven noticed what a stir with the ladies they were creating — there was not a woman who passed them that didn’t take a second glance and smile.

‘We should definitely go clubbing some time.’ Zeven grinned as yet another gaggle of females passed them by, waving and smiling in invitation.


‘You haven’t changed one bit, have you?’ Ringbalin shook his head and grinned. ‘You’ve just ruined a perfectly great relationship and you are already fishing to destroy some other poor girl’s heart.’

‘Hey, Aurora left me,’ Zeven pointed out, as they came to a stop in front of a large circular premises, nestled in among the gardens. ‘I’m the heartbroken one in this scenario.’

‘Rory loves you, and I know you love her, so …’ Ringbalin punched a code into the lock pad and the door opened, ‘you must have done something to screw it up.’

‘I want to go after AMIE,’ Zeven blurted as the door closed, and Ringbalin was a little lost for words. ‘Everyone thinks I’m nuts to try …’ Zeven stood staring at Balin in expectant silence.

‘Are you asking me my opinion?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, I’d like your opinion,’ Zeven encouraged, as Ringbalin turned and headed into a large lab, where many of his bonsai bio-domes in different sizes and shapes sat in various places and stages of construction. Each dome contained different species of bonsai plants and trees at various stages of development. Some of the bio-domes were being bombarded by sunlight, others had their own tiny storms brewing inside, which rained water down onto the tiny gardens. Balin had found a market on this desert planet for his little bio-domes as no one could get anything to grow here.

‘While the love of your life is still living, why risk your life?’ Ringbalin said at last, as he sat on a stool by one of the work benches. ‘Or is it that you have become so addicted to risking your life, that even secret service missions can’t satisfy your craving for danger any more?’

Zeven tucked his head to one side to think about that. ‘Could be … but I think the truth is, I just miss AMIE and want to know what happened to her, the captain and Taren.’

Ringbalin hung his head and took a deep breath. ‘I have also regretted not staying on board and going with them.’

‘Really?’ Zeven was thrilled to hear this. ‘Then you understand where I am coming from?’

Balin nodded and looked to Zeven. ‘At the time, I felt I should leave and see to Ayliscia’s funeral, but now I think that no matter what had become of me, I would have been happier than I am now.’

‘Yes.’ Zeven slapped his hands together. ‘That’s exactly right.’

‘But —’ Ringbalin held high a finger, ‘— had Ayliscia still been alive, I would surely have stayed to ensure her safety and I would at this moment be in her arms, thanking the universe for my good fortune.’

Zeven winced, as he was brought back down to Earth. ‘So you think that in the scenario of love versus your destiny, you would choose love?’

‘Is it your destiny to hunt AMIE down?’ Ringbalin queried.

‘If it’s not my destiny then why can’t I just be happy with what I have here?’ Zeven was perplexed. ‘Why would I have been given this Power, if I was not meant to use it? And why do our higher selves all hang out together, if we are not supposed to look out for one another?’ Zeven wasn’t a very spiritual bloke but he knew that truth must have some relevance in the great scheme of things.


‘The Grigori,’ Ringbalin uttered, to acknowledge what he meant.

‘What happened to them?’ Zeven wondered out loud. ‘It seems to me that they disappeared around the same time Lucian and Taren did.’

‘Not that we’d know,’ Ringbalin pointed out, ‘as Lucian was the only one who could see them … in a conscious state,’ he added, as he had met the Grigori himself while he was in a mild coma — three celestial beings who appeared remarkably like Zeven, Lucian and himself.

‘Well my higher soul-mind, or whatever you’d call it, stopped possessing my form and whisking me about willy-nilly, after AMIE left; I haven’t had an episode with it since,’ Zeven stated, annoyed, and he was even more irritated when Ringbalin started to chuckle. ‘What is so amusing?’

‘You, being dragged by that Grigorian into the presence of President Anselm, your captain and the Queen of Phemoria, completely naked.’ Ringbalin laughed every time he thought about it, and he didn’t laugh a whole lot these days.

‘Well, the son-of-a-bitch never gave me any warning.’ Zeven smiled, amused in retrospect. ‘One minute I’m having wonderful sex, the next I’m standing before the leaders of the galaxy in my birthday suit.’

‘I wish I’d been there.’ Balin wiped the tears from his eyes.

‘But seriously,’ Zeven appealed once Ringbalin’s chuckling came to an end. ‘I cannot bear to go on in this limbo … this waiting around to see if they ever come back is driving me nuts! And it hasn’t been a month since they left.’

A buzzer alerted Ringbalin that there was someone at the door and he moved to check the security camera to see who it was. ‘Government agents,’ Ringbalin advised Zeven with surprise.

‘How do you know?’ Zeven moved over to the screen to take a look, and saw the badge being held up to the camera. ‘Shit.’

‘Friends of yours?’ Ringbalin queried.

‘Could be.’ Zeven winced. ‘I’m supposed to be at a mission brief right now.’

‘Then why aren’t you there?’ Balin implored to know. ‘Aurora said you loved being in the service?’

Zeven shook his head. ‘I’ve never liked being told what to do.’

‘But you are a pilot,’ Ringbalin said, pointing out that he had to take orders from someone to be employed.

‘Freelance pilot,’ Zeven emphasised. ‘I used to pick my assignments, now the USSS does that for me … not quite the same thing.’

The buzzer sounded again and Ringbalin moved to speak with the agents outside through the intercom. ‘One moment, gentlemen, I have to get these plants under light,’ he stalled.

‘Make it snappy or we will break this door down.’ The man in charge was losing patience.

‘If you are planning on cutting out on the USSS, you are going to have to flee to the next universe.’ Balin realised the irony.

‘You wouldn’t be hiding illegal substances in there, would you?’ The government agent was becoming vexed as he waited.

‘I’m going to get you in trouble, I should go.’ Zeven was reluctant.

‘Back to your place, or do you mean you’re actually going to attempt this foolish quest of yours?’ Ringbalin forestalled him.

‘You want to come,’ Zeven realised, rather pleased to not feel alone in his aspirations.

Balin shook his head. ‘Yes, I do,’ he contradicted himself, having regretted his last opportunity to possibly travel beyond this universe. ‘But let’s go somewhere and talk it over first,’ he suggested, realising he was scared out of his mind, but hungry for adventure nonetheless.

‘Oh no,’ Zeven insisted as the government agents began pounding against the door. ‘We’ll talk ourselves out of it and why risk getting caught by the USSS? Nope, it’s now or never, Ringbalin, are you with me?’ He held out his fist for Balin to place his hand upon — Zeven needed to be touching Ringbalin in order to teleport him.

Ringbalin was still hesitant. ‘But what if I weigh you down, or —’

The door to the complex slammed open and Ringbalin threw caution to the wind, gripped hold of Zeven’s fist and was swept away in a blaze of quantum light.








9

PAST LIVES — FUTURE LOVES



The first sensation that registered to any of Taren’s senses was the soothing sound of water lapping against a hollow structure. It felt as if she lay on a soft cloud, and an exotic scent in the air made her smile before she’d even opened her eyes. She was aware of a body at her back, moulding into the curves of her own. Lucian. Taren’s eyes parted, whereupon she gasped at where she found herself.

It was a huge, circular white room, with horizontal oblong windows all around the rim of the large, domed ceiling, and the portholes looked out into water, where schools of fish were swimming overhead. A beautiful blue-green light flooded the room through these portholes, as filtered sunlight penetrated the water above and shed refracted rays all over the floor of the interior. ‘Wow,’ she mouthed the word quietly, then turned about to find Lucian unconscious on the bed beside her and her heart soared with elation. We made it … somewhere? She gently kissed his face and neck, and Lucian began to stir. ‘Welcome to the universe parallel, my love,’ she whispered and kissed him on the lips, to which he responded with fervour.

‘Did we make it? Where are we?’ he asked when they came up for air. He eyed over the stunning architecture, without losing the hold he now had on Taren’s behind.

‘No idea,’ Taren admitted. ‘But we’re not on AMIE any more, and this sure isn’t Maladaan with water that clear.’ She referred him to a porthole above. ‘But we are still alive and that’s something to be thankful for.’ She kissed him again and the moment became rather heated until the thought occurred. Taren pulled back to ask, ‘Do you think we are being watched?’ and the notion put an end to their rollicking.

They both rose to have a better look around the large bedroom, and as Taren viewed the architecture she began to get chills of recognition. ‘I had visions of the planet we’d find on the other side of the universal tear. It had beautiful curved dwellings,’ she recalled, extending her arm out and up as she traced, in midair, the arch of the perfectly domed ceiling. ‘And all the windows were rounded.’ She admired some of the oval portholes from directly underneath.

‘Did you see anything else?’ Lucian queried — any information might prove helpful to them at this stage.

‘I did, actually.’ Taren hesitated to voice what she’d seen but could not repress her smile as it came to mind. ‘I saw a man here.’ She looked to Lucian to be sure he didn’t get the wrong impression of why she’d come, and she found him frowning. ‘I felt I knew him, and he rather reminded me of you.’

‘Sounds like trouble.’ He grinned.

‘He seemed very pleased that we were here …’ Taren went on.


‘That we were here?’ Lucian quizzed playfully. ‘Or that you were here?’

‘Hard to say, really.’ Taren was honest. ‘But he claimed to need my help, our help?’ She shrugged in conclusion. ‘That’s it.’

‘Is that a stairwell?’ Lucian looked to where the wall of the room curved at a more extreme angle and sure enough there was a curving staircase beyond that led down. ‘Shall we?’

Taren gave a shrug and nodded; they’d have to find out their situation sooner or later.

They exited the stairwell into a huge open living area, one quarter of which was a large open kitchen, wherein a fellow was juicing fruit.

They were both taken aback upon sighting him, as the fellow in question bore more than a striking resemblance to AMIE’s botanist, Ringbalin Malachi, only this man seemed more worldly and mature.

He was fair like Balin, but his hair was cut very short and he had a tiny pointed beard in the middle of his chin and a slender, well-trimmed moustache. Although this fellow was more physically fit than the manifestation of him that Taren was more familiar with, he still appeared more like a scholar than a warrior.

With the resemblance so striking, Lucian figured that their host might be the Grigorian who claimed to be Ringbalin’s higher self.

‘Armaros?’ He drew the man’s attention from his fruit and he smiled broadly.

‘Not quite,’ the man said, ‘but I am another manifestation of him, just as you and Dr Lennox are manifestations of the Grigorian Azazèl.’

‘How do you know that?’ Taren was delighted and fascinated, as she approached the outside breakfast bar, opposite where the Ringbalin lookalike was preparing his drinks.

‘My name is Noah Purcell.’ He smiled, passing Taren and Lucian a large fruity drink each, for which they thanked him. ‘I know so much about you both, because, as you have known another manifestation of me, I have known other manifestations of you,’ he advised, causing his captivated audience to gasp with surprise and fascination. ‘We have lived many lives and had many adventures together.’

Taren sipped the fruity drink through a thick straw and the dose of vitamins in a delicious liquid form was just what she needed, but then she suspected that Noah already knew that. He spoke their language very well and had a distinct confidence about him.

‘Where are we?’ Lucian inquired between sips. ‘If you don’t mind my asking?’

Noah was happy to oblige. ‘You are in the universe parallel to your own, on the planet Kila, which is native to this universe. You were once both very influential citizens on this planet several hundred years ago, the first Governor and Governess of Kila, Tory Alexander and Maelgwn Gwynedd.’

‘Whoa,’ Taren exclaimed.

‘That is why our current governor had you both brought here, and kept your presence on Kila a secret,’ Noah outlined, ‘because you both have many friends and family still living on Kila who would wish to see you.’

As Noah had mentioned that their soul-mind had ruled on Kila several hundred years ago, this raised a point of interest with Taren. ‘So your citizens obviously have a life span similar to our own, of several hundred years or longer.’


Noah shook his head. ‘We are immortal.’ He smiled. ‘And are psychics one and all. We do not die, but can choose to ascend into the ranks of the Grigori, as your soul-minds here have already done.’

Both Lucian’s and Taren’s jaws dropped at this point; Taren was considering the implications of these citizens trying to deal with the closed-mind mentality of those in power on their lost planet, and she suspected Lucian was too.

‘Fear not,’ Noah assured them. ‘The relations between our planet and Maladaan have been amicable so far.’

Again both Lucian and Taren gasped at the news; this fellow was obviously telepathic.

‘You’ve found Maladaan!’ Lucian got the query out first.

Noah nodded. ‘And now we have found you —’ Noah looked back to Taren, ‘— the key to the solution for getting Maladaan back to where it should be.’

Taren wasn’t sure she understood. ‘You think we hold the solution?’ She nearly laughed. ‘The Grigori told me that you would have the solution!’

Noah was a little surprised, but had to laugh and shake his head. ‘The Grigori and the Tablet of Destinies told us that it is you who hold the key to this dilemma.’

Taren didn’t know what to say as she was temporarily disillusioned.

‘Not to worry.’ Noah placed a hand on her arm in comfort. ‘We’ve never failed to find a solution in the past and this instance will prove no different.’

Taren was filled with hope upon his touch, and looked to him, stunned to find he was more akin to Ringbalin than she’d imagined. ‘I believe that.’ She returned his smile, and tried to sound as positive as she could to return his hope in kind.

Lucian cleared his throat, clearly a little discomforted by the closeness of this stranger to his beloved, and Noah quickly removed his hand from Taren’s arm. ‘Is Noah the man you saw in your vision?’

‘What vision?’ Noah was intrigued.

Taren shook her head in response to Lucian’s query. ‘No … I told you that he reminded me of you. I’m a pre-cog,’ Taren explained for Noah’s benefit.

‘Interesting,’ he said.

‘You also said that you felt you knew him.’ Lucian was subtly referring to how friendly she already was with Noah.

Noah smiled, guessing the identity of the man that Taren had foreseen meeting. ‘The man you saw was most likely our governor, Rhun. And the reason you feel you know him is,’ he paused and took a deep breath, ‘and I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable, but in your lifetime here on Kila, he was the first-born son of Tory Alexander and Maelgwn Gwynedd.’

‘Our son!’ they both echoed in horror at once — they’d been lovers barely a month, so this was a little overwhelming.

‘Was he our only child?’ Lucian ventured to ask — half relieved that the fellow would not have any romantic interest in Taren.

Noah shook his head and grinned, hesitating to offer any further information.

‘How many children did we have?’ Taren warily ventured to ask.

‘Six —’

‘Six!’ Taren and Lucian gasped on the shock.


Noah nodded. ‘Four boys and two girls.’

Taren and Lucian couldn’t help but grin, horrified but intrigued by this other life they’d led. ‘What are their names? Tell us everything!’ Taren looked to Noah, wide-eyed with wonder now.

Noah boggled at the task of telling the epic tale. ‘I can tell you some, but I have recorded many chronicles of your adventures which you are both welcome to view for yourselves.’

‘Were we really that influential?’ Taren was taken aback that her past life had been so notable as to be chronicled.

Noah was so amused by her naivety that he had to pause a moment. ‘You two cut the deal that obtained Kila for our people; you are the founding father and mother of our entire nation.’

Taren went white for a moment.

‘Too much information?’ Noah queried their shocked silence.

‘No.’ Taren shook off her stunned state and smiled. ‘Tell us everything, starting with the names of our children.’

Lucian was keen to know more also, and sat down on a stool beside Taren, to hear the amazing tales of their lives gone by.

 

Jahan was still sleeping off the night before when his door chime sounded to alert him to a guest’s arrival.

His head was still a little foggy and weighted from the Buhula he’d been drinking during dinner at Patrick’s — the restaurant he’d taken Ibis-Swan and Jazmay to for dinner, following their day at the beach. There, they’d met up with a few of their old friends from university days as Patrick’s was the campus hangout. Jazmay had had the time of her life meeting the locals, eating, drinking and dancing. At this stage of the game, however, she seemed far more disposed towards Ibis than himself. That being the case, Jahan felt a little discouraged this morning. On the other hand, Jazmay had certainly warmed to him and was no longer treating him like an enemy.

The door chimed again, and Jahan was forced to rise and hunt up a pair of trousers to put on before he answered. He was surprised when he opened the door to find Jazmay, alone, awaiting him.

‘Good morning, Jahan.’ She smiled broadly, having anticipated his shock.

‘Well, good morning to you, Jazmay.’ Jahan fully awoke, and stepped aside to allow her into his sparsely furnished, and thus very neat, apartment. He then scampered to the bench to grab his communicator, before he lost track of the conversation. Jahan remained very calm as he put on the communication headset, although inside he was greatly encouraged to see her. ‘What can I do for you?’

Jazmay was eyeing the place over with approval. ‘Ibis and I are going to the beach again today, and I was wondering if you wanted to come?’

Jahan’s excitement cooled a little at the news that she was going out with Ibis again; was this just an obligatory invitation? ‘Well that’s a lovely invitation.’ He considered how he might better know her true intentions. ‘But Ibis is a very fine bird, I’ll just be in the way … but thank you anyway.’

Jazmay appeared a little bemused by his response and so boldly ventured to add, ‘I would really like for you to come.’

If she was giving up a day alone with Ibis, then Jahan figured he was certainly onto something here. ‘In that case, I’ll be ready in five minutes.’ He headed off to his bathroom. ‘Make yourself at home.’ He motioned her towards the kitchen as he entered his bathroom, closed the door, looked in the mirror at his image and gave a silent scream for joy. ‘Yes!’

 

They met Ibis at the island as before, only this time she had a girlfriend with her, who was also of the Falcon kind, and Jazmay was not at all surprised as she was introduced to Ibis’s latest love interest. The pair hung for a little while to chat and then took off, leaving Jahan and Jazmay alone — his greatest wish come true.

‘So it looks like you’re stuck with me for the day,’ he noted, sounding sorry for the Phemorian.

‘That was the plan.’ Jazmay brushed the sand off her hands, as she rose to stand over Jahan.

‘Surely not.’ Jahan played the sceptic. ‘Unless you’re planning to kill me?’ he joked warily, and Jazmay laughed.

‘The plan was not to kill you, but to thrill you,’ she said emphatically.

‘Really?’ He grinned. ‘That does sound promising.’

Jazmay rolled her eyes, having predicted his conclusion. ‘Get up,’ she encouraged, grinning in return.

So Jahan stood and faced her.

‘Turn around.’ She turned him about so that his back was to her.

‘It will never work this way,’ he commented seductively, as Jazmay placed her arms about his waist and pressed her body against his back — heaven!

‘Just relax,’ she whispered, as Jahan’s feet left the ground.


‘Whoa!’ he cried, as their rise got off to a shaky start; he was heavy, and Jazmay had only just got used to carrying her own body weight through the air.

‘Think, “light-as-a-feather”,’ she suggested, and as he did, they began to soar smoothly to greater heights.

‘Woo-hoo!’ he cried, as they left the beach miles below. ‘This is awesome!’

‘I know,’ Jazmay replied. ‘And if it wasn’t for you I would never have experienced this, so … thank you.’ She pressed her lips against his cheek.

Jahan wanted to turn around and seduce her that instant. Just that kiss on the cheek set explosions off in his chest; it was like being run over by a spacecraft!

Coincidentally, there was a spacecraft up ahead and it was heading straight for them.

‘Ah!’ they both cried out upon spotting it.

‘I thought you said we were out of the flight paths here?’ Jazmay squeaked.

‘It shouldn’t be out here!’ Jahan yelled back.

Once again Jahan found himself frustrated at not having assumed his immortal form as yet — if he had, he would have been able to teleport them out of the way.

‘Stay calm,’ Jazmay suggested, more for her own benefit, as she took a dive beneath the oncoming vessel and skimmed under it.

‘Oh no,’ Jahan muttered, foreseeing a disaster, for as the craft passed over them they were hit by the backblast of the engine and Jahan was ripped from Jazmay’s grasp and went plummeting back to Earth. Here it comes, he told himself as he tumbled towards the water below. ‘Ya-hoo!’ Jahan cried to avoid his fear as he crashed onto the ocean surface that shattered his body as efficiently as if he’d landed on cement.


 

Left rolling in the air, Jazmay panicked as she was tumbling too fast to regain her balance and catch the wind beneath her wings. She was utterly petrified of landing in the water, and her fear of dying was equalled only by her guilt at allowing Jahan to drop to his death.

He’s immortal! She shook off the shock that had a grip of her.

She had seen the shadows that the huge sea creatures inhabiting the deeper ocean here on Kila cast upon the surface of the water, and if Jahan became a meal for one of them his immortality wouldn’t mean much.

Jazmay came out of her fearful tuck and straightened up to see the surface of the ocean racing towards her. She began flapping her wings madly to slow her descent and prevent an impact, knowing that if she wet her wings she was as good as dead. Her dive slowed, but her wing muscles proved not so strong as to prevent her plunging into the water.

Submerged in the unfamiliar substance Jazmay’s panic amplified, as her saturated wings weighed her down, despite her struggle to reach the surface. In a moment of clarity, she thought to resume her Phemorian form, but by the time she felt herself lighten, she was already starting to black out from holding her breath. She was determined not to breathe in, and with her last conscious thought Jazmay felt something grip her — she was dinner for a local predator, no doubt.

 

Back on the beach, Jazmay awoke to find Jahan leaning over her. ‘I thought you said that you weren’t going to kill me?’ he jested, whereby Jazmay gasped with relief.

‘I am so sorry, I —’

Jahan held up a hand to prevent her apology. ‘You’ve done me a favour,’ he assured, as Jazmay staggered up to stand.

‘You don’t need the communicator any more.’ She noted how well he spoke her lingo.

‘No.’ He smiled, pleased that she seemed pleased. ‘I understand you perfectly well.’

As the moment seemed uncomfortably intimate, Jazmay looked away from Jahan; she knew she should be thanking him for saving her life but seeing Ibis’s girlfriend flying into the beach waylaid her. ‘Look.’ She diverted Jahan’s attentive gaze.

‘They took her!’ She came to land on the sand and continued running on foot, pointing off into the fair aquamarine yonder. ‘The Princess of Tarazean has been kidnapped!’

‘The rogue craft?’ Jahan clarified. ‘How did they take her in midair?’

‘They netted her like an animal!’ The girl collapsed in grief for her royal highness. ‘Please, you have to do something!’

‘It was the MSS.’ Jazmay had recognised the craft as she avoided it. ‘They may be backwards in many regards, but they excel at entrapment.’

‘Well, thanks to my recent demise, I can pursue them.’ Jahan tried to put some distance between Jazmay and himself.

He’d never tried teleportation before today, but he’d been trained at university in how to employ the talent once his immortality had been assumed. Still, he was confident, as he had teleported Jazmay and himself from the ocean depths to the beach.

‘Not without me.’ Jazmay gave pursuit and took hold of his bare wrist and would not let go.

‘You’ve been subjected to enough from the MSS,’ Jahan declined her help, attempting to loosen her grasp on him. ‘And you’re not immortal!’

‘On Phemoria I was a Valourean, one of the Queen’s personal guard! I am a better warrior than you will ever dream of being, and I know how to fly that craft.’ She pointed up with her free hand.

Jahan pulled away, with a look of apology for doing so forcefully — Jazmay’s grip was rather strong. ‘I’ve already saved your life a few times now —’

‘Then you must give me the chance to return the favour,’ she demanded, ‘so I am not indebted.’

Jahan took offence. ‘I am not going to let you get yourself killed, just so you can appease some strange notion you have that you can’t be grateful for a man’s help! You don’t owe me anything for saving your life, a simple thank you would have sufficed,’ he said in disbelief. ‘But the truth is, it was my pleasure to save you, end of story.’

‘And what about the pleasure I might derive from knowing you have me covering your arse?’ Jazmay changed her tack suddenly, and her anger turned sultry.

‘The Princess!’ Ibis’s companion yelled, to remind them that there were greater perils unfolding at present.

Due to the time restraints Jahan backed away, shaking his head.

‘I’ve touched your bare skin,’ Jazmay blurted out, ‘please don’t make me commit treason to follow you.’

‘Jazmay, tell me you didn’t steal my DNA blueprint!’ Jahan was disappointed by her tactics.


‘Let’s not find out,’ she suggested. ‘Just take me.’

‘Must I fly after my princess myself?’ Their company demanded immediate action and Jahan resentfully caved, and extended his hand to Jazmay, who took firm hold.

‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered as etheric light enclosed them, ‘I was bluffing.’

 

When Jahan and Jazmay arrived in the rear cabin of the spacecraft, they found four MSS agents all huddled around their netted catch, ogling over her.

Before the agents realised they were there, Jazmay had gripped onto the overhead handrails that ran the length of the aisle and, raising herself upwards, she did a split kick that knocked two of the agents unconscious. She grabbed two laser guns from her victims and aimed them at the remaining two agents.

‘Now let’s all calm down a second.’ Jahan positioned himself on the sideline between Jazmay and her targets, knowing a death could start a war. ‘We only kill if it cannot be avoided,’ he advised her of Kila’s policy.

‘Big mistake,’ said one of the remaining agents, as he pulled his weapon and fired. A laser blast tore through the air towards Jazmay but Jahan knocked her off balance and took the shot in the gut — Jazmay’s head collided with the wall and her weapons went flying out of her hands.

Jahan saw Jazmay’s mortified expression as she lay on the floor beside him. ‘Jahan?’ she uttered, and then screamed as she was yanked to her feet by her hair.

Ouch, Jahan protested the all-consuming pain of his injury, but now that he was immortal he recovered quickly.


In front of him the cockpit door opened and another agent entered the rear cabin. ‘What the hell is going on here?’

Jahan lay still on the floor.

‘Where the hell did he come from?’ He kicked Jahan a couple of times, but when he heard women’s cries from the back of the plane, he moved to investigate.

Jahan rose quietly behind the agent and, noting the hatch in the floor to the cargo hold just ahead of the agent, he willed the hatch to open and was rather stunned by his own power when the metal hatch complied. Jahan grabbed hold of the overhead handrails and booted his target off balance and into the cargo hold.

At the sound of tearing fabric, Jahan raced towards the remaining two agents at the rear of the cabin and ripped them one by one from their activity and, with a swift punch to their jaws, tossed them into the hold which he then locked shut.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked from his squatting position next to the hatch, too afraid to look and see for himself.

‘I am,’ Jazmay replied, sounding groggy but not as distressed as expected.

Jahan, given leave, looked to Jazmay, to find her a little ruffled and bruised, but otherwise intact.

‘It was this suit you gave me — they couldn’t tear it off, as it kept repairing itself.’ She burst into laughter, and then tears.

Jahan scrambled quickly over to embrace her, but she held him off.

‘I’m good.’ She took a deep breath to hazard an uncomfortable yet sincere smile that held Jahan spellbound.


‘Jahan!’ Ibis squawked from her tangled filament restraint, to entreat some assistance.

Once freed, the princess hugged Jahan tight. ‘Thank the universe you came, I’ve never been so scared.’

‘I got you.’ He embraced his friend tightly to reassure her. ‘You’re safe.’ He pulled back to get a nod from her.

‘But how did you get here?’ Ibis queried with concern, knowing there was only one answer. ‘You died?’

Jahan knew what Ibis was thinking. ‘I wish it was as heroic as you think, but the truth is, we had a run-in with this craft also.’ He set the princess to balance on her own two feet. ‘I’d best go deal with the pilot, I guess?’ Jahan headed to the cockpit.

‘But you’ve saved my life,’ Ibis called after him. ‘I will see that you are justly rewarded.’

‘No need.’ He turned back to emphasise his frustration. ‘What is it with you women? Just a “thank you” is fine.’ Jahan left before he said something he’d regret.

 

‘He’s saved my life today too, twice,’ Jazmay muttered to Ibis on her way past, as the princess appeared bemused by Jahan’s hostility. ‘I find it difficult to express gratitude.’

‘That explains a lot,’ Ibis commented, after Jahan slipped inside the cockpit, and a scuffle was heard to erupt. ‘Can’t you just admit that you’re fond of him? Cause to me it’s as plain as day!’

The Phemorian appeared affronted.

‘Come on.’ The princess did not back down. ‘Not even concern for me would compel you to confront these bastards again, so why did you do it?’ Ibis raised both brows in conclusion.

‘I owe him,’ Jazmay defended, ‘that’s why.’

‘Come on,’ Ibis appealed, ‘you’ve got to admit he’s a wonderful person.’

‘Then you date him,’ Jazmay whispered harshly.

‘I would.’ The princess flashed a cheeky grin. ‘But I’m not the one who saw him in a vision of my —’

Jazmay cut her off. ‘You promised you’d never mention that.’

‘To another living soul.’ Ibis motioned to the empty cabin around them. ‘Just give him a chance, can’t you?’

The Phemorian was still hesitant to comment, when the plane started to tilt downward.

‘Hey, Jazmay, a little help, please,’ Jahan yelled from the cockpit, and Jazmay used the excuse to escape.

 

Once the morning’s stately responsibilities were out of the way, Rhun disappeared from his office to check whether Taren Lennox and Lucian Gervaise had come out of their comas.

He arrived in the lake house lounge room to find the two people in question quietly absorbed in viewing some of the telepathically recorded accounts of the lives of the Chosen that were stored on hand-held orbs from Noah’s vast library of immortal history. Both Taren and Lucian were so absorbed in the telepathic transference that they remained completely oblivious to Rhun’s arrival.

Noah was there to greet him, however, and led Rhun aside to a quiet corner, where they could talk without disturbing their guests.


‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ Rhun referred to the historical orbs being viewed by the pair.

‘They were curious,’ Noah defended with a shrug, ‘and I couldn’t think of a better way to familiarise them with the Chosen and Kila. And they do need to know everything if we are to solve the Maladaan crisis.’

‘You mean they don’t have the solution?’ Rhun was deflated. ‘But I thought that was the reason that the Grigori sent them to us?’

‘I am sure it was.’ Noah raised both brows. ‘But, cosmologically speaking, you should know by now that answers are never that simple to come by. I believe Taren still holds the key, we just haven’t discovered it yet. But we will,’ he added surely.

Rhun nodded to accept that they had quite a bit of brainstorming ahead of them yet.

‘Taren informs me that she is precognitive,’ Noah said, ‘and I believe she saw you in a vision she had before she’d even left her own universe.’

‘Whoa, really?’ Rhun was fascinated and looked back to the young, brunette version of Tory Alexander. ‘That was something my mother had a talent for, too.’

‘Indeed,’ Noah gave a wee chuckle, ‘it’s all very interesting.’

Rhun looked to the historian who was as happy as a clam, despite the imminent threat of war he had foreseen if they failed to come up with a brilliant plan. ‘You get more and more like Taliesin every day.’

Noah found this flattering and laughed again. ‘How is our young friend, Telmo Dacre, doing?’

‘Very well,’ Rhun replied, ‘he’s remembering more every day.’


‘What does he have to do with all this, I wonder?’ Noah pondered, still grinning. ‘Surely it is no coincidence that his old soul has shown up at this dire time?’

Rhun began to understand En Noah’s good mood; all he could see was the grand mystery of it all — one huge puzzle before them, to be solved. ‘We should get all the puzzle pieces together, do you think?’

‘One piece at a time,’ Noah suggested.

‘I don’t know how much time we have.’ Rhun was still anxious — that was his job. ‘The powers that be on Maladaan must be getting very restless and paranoid by now.’

 

‘Oh, my Goddess!’ Taren came out of her trance state and placed the orb she held on the table before her. ‘Who would have thought that horrid witch was me!’ she commented to herself with a laugh and looked up to En Noah as he approached her. ‘Or that that awful wizard was you!’

‘We must all experience the darkness as well as the light,’ he conceded with a smile.

Taren looked past Noah and noted they had company. ‘You must be Rhun?’ She recognised him from the histories she’d been viewing, and even though he was not her son in this life, she was very honoured to make his acquaintance.

‘I am,’ he replied, with an awkward smile. ‘Noah tells me you have foreseen our meeting?’

As Taren moved past Noah on her way to greet the man from her vision, she served the historian a smile, thankful to have been spared a long explanation. ‘I did,’ she confirmed, ‘and at the time I had no idea who you were …’ She paused to look at him and was unexpectedly overcome with emotion. ‘But now I do.’ Taren bypassed the hand he was holding out to her, flung her arms about him and hugged Rhun tight.

After a second of startled surprise, Rhun hugged her back. ‘I missed you both, so much,’ he admitted quietly, obviously a little emotional himself. It took a second to pull his emotions into check, but when Rhun had, he withdrew to extend a more formal greeting. ‘Welcome back to Kila … Goddess knows, I really need you now.’

Taren gasped as she witnessed the vision she had foreseen of Rhun unfold before her eyes. ‘You are the one I was destined to meet.’ Not that she’d doubted it, but now it couldn’t have been surer in her mind.

‘We’ve certainly landed amid friendly company,’ Lucian commented as he approached the governor and held out a hand to him to introduce himself. ‘Lucian Gervaise.’

‘I know.’ Rhun grasped his hand and shook it with both of his own. ‘Rhun Gwynedd.’

‘I know.’ Lucian referred back to the orb he’d been viewing. ‘That was a hell of a time on Earth, the Dark Ages,’ he commented, ‘makes me mighty glad to be here.’

Rhun was amused by the comment. ‘I concur.’

‘I see many similarities between your Earth and our Maladaan, I can only thank the cosmos that my people never discovered religion!’ Lucian emphasised what a debacle that would have been, and made everyone chuckle with the comment.

But the laughter ceased as Avery, wings flapping in panic, suddenly appeared in the room. ‘There you are …’ He was looking at Rhun but was distracted by their guests. ‘You’re awake?’ His wings immediately dropped to a restful position against his back.

‘You have no idea,’ Taren commented, recognising the character as one of their other sons. ‘And you are the Lord of the Otherworld.’

‘Why yes, I am.’ Avery puffed out his chest, proud of the fact. ‘How did you guess?’

Rhun rolled his eyes. ‘Well the wings and pixie features might have been a wee clue … our visitors have been viewing En Noah’s chronicles.’

‘Splendid, that does seem to save a lot of mucking about.’ Avery slapped his hands together, well pleased.

‘You aided the Grigori to save our planet …’ Taren added, having gleaned that information from En Noah and feeling that deserved a hug of thanks also, ‘… making you a legend in my eyes.’

Avery too seemed overwhelmed by her energy, as he immediately began shedding tears. ‘Thank you, Mother —’ He pulled himself away to scold himself. ‘I did not say that!’ He looked to Taren to explain. ‘It’s just that your energy is like —’

‘Relax.’ Taren held up both hands to urge him to calm. ‘I know, and we are perfectly okay with it.’ She looked to Lucian to include him in the equation, but he did not look so sure.

‘Didn’t we know any women on this planet?’ The comment said it all to Taren, and she walked over and gave him a hug, as Avery chuckled.

‘Still as jealous as ever,’ Avery explained his amusement.

‘Avery.’ Rhun clicked his fingers to get his brother’s attention. ‘You were looking for me?’


‘Oh, yes, I was.’ He turned his mind to more serious affairs. ‘Jahan and Jazmay have captured an MSS craft they found speeding through our no-fly zone. The craft in question nearly kidnapped the Princess of Tarazean.’

‘What in the name of the universe are they playing at?’ Rhun was annoyed. ‘I told them I would consider any unannounced craft as an act of war!’

‘Oh no.’ Taren realised the situation between the two planets was already turning sour.

‘Don’t worry,’ Rhun assured her, ‘we have this under control.’ He looked back to Avery. ‘Better fetch Ronan to my office, to aid with the questioning of the crew.’

Taren gasped, panicked by the mention of the name. ‘Not Chief Ronan, the head of the MSS?’

Rhun cringed at his error in mentioning him.

‘We are aware you two have a history,’ Avery cut in, ‘but I can assure you that Zelimir Ronan is a different man since his death.’

‘What?’ Taren was a little confused.

‘No time to explain, we really need to go.’ Avery bowed out. He looked to Rhun, who nodded in accord.

‘I’ll be back as soon as I can,’ Rhun advised Taren and Lucian, before vanishing from their midst. Taren grinned broadly in their wake, despite the news that Ronan was on the planet.

‘I thought the chronicles were exaggerating, but our boys really are some of the most gung-ho men you’re ever likely to meet.’ She shook her head in wonder, unable to keep her thoughts from drifting to Starman. She had seen him in En Noah’s chronicles too and felt it wasn’t any wonder she felt an affinity with him — in her life as Tory Alexander, Zeven Gudrun had been Brian Alexander, her brother. ‘This place is just amazing!’ Taren’s eyes watered as she realised how much, as a psychic, she could learn from these people, and a mass of excited energy welled in her chest.

Lucian nodded, in tune with how she felt. ‘Feels like home.’

 

In his office, Rhun was greeted by the six detainees, Jahan and Jazmay. ‘So.’ Rhun looked directly at the crew, who were all still stunned by his sudden appearance before them. ‘To what do we owe the honour of this visit, gentlemen?’

Predictably, all the men maintained their stunned silence.

‘Shall I fetch some Nerguz modules, Governor?’ Jahan queried, ‘This may take some time otherwise?’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ Rhun advised as Avery appeared with Ronan.

‘How can I be of aid, Governor?’ the chief of the MSS questioned.

‘Why are you here?’ Jazmay was immediately enraged to see him, although she barely recognised him in the local attire and he’d dropped several pounds since last she’d seen him.

‘Chief Ronan?’ the agents queried with disbelief and relief.

‘Do not trust this man!’ Jazmay pointed a finger at him. ‘Allow me to kill him for you, it would be my pleasure.’

Jahan was forced to restrain Jazmay as she took a flying leap in Ronan’s direction and managed to slap the chief across the cheek.

‘Let me go!’ she hissed at Jahan.


‘Not until you compose yourself in the presence of the governor,’ he whispered softly. ‘Please.’

She calmed, and took a deep breath, before looking back to Rhun. ‘My apologies to you, sir.’

Rhun nodded to accept. ‘I respect your view, Miss Cardea, and I understand your concern and confusion in this instance. But I assure you, I have the situation well in hand. You are both dismissed.’

‘Thank you, Governor.’ Jahan escorted Jazmay from the room.

‘Now,’ Rhun slapped his hands together, ‘let’s get down to business.’ He looked to Chief Ronan, to find his jaw dropping in shock. ‘I’m sorry about Miss Cardea, I should have dismissed her sooner.’

‘No, it isn’t that.’ The chief snapped out of his daze. ‘That young man reminded me of someone I used to know.’ His voice wavered a little and then he cleared his throat to get down to business. ‘Do carry on.’

Rhun looked back to the captured agents. ‘I’ll ask you again, to what do we owe the pleasure of this visit?’

The agents were confused by the presence of the chief, but remained silent.

‘Answer the man!’ Ronan ordered impatiently, just as he normally would, and the agent in charge didn’t dare defy him.

Apparently Maladaan had received an automatic SOS communication from the AMIE vessel before Rhun had shut it down. ‘The communication advised that there were two humans on board, but when we arrived at the vessel, it had been shut down and vacated. There was an aircraft missing from the hangar bay, which did not land on Maladaan, and so we were sent to Kila to scout for it,’ the agent concluded.


‘And kidnapping the Princess of Tarazean?’ Rhun queried. ‘What did that have to do with your mission?’

‘Sorry, sir.’ The agent in charge remained focused on Ronan. ‘But we didn’t know she was a princess, we thought she was just a local bird.’ His men suppressed chuckles at his pun.

‘Why did you not announce yourselves?’ Ronan was furious and all the agents sobered once more. ‘This is completely unacceptable, it breaches the treaty we made.’

‘With all due respect, Chief Ronan,’ the agent piped up, ‘I don’t give the orders, I just follow them.’

Ronan inhaled to calm himself and turned to Rhun. ‘I apologise for the breach in protocol,’ he advised. ‘I shall travel back with this crew to Maladaan and inquire into this further.’

‘That would be appreciated.’ Rhun knew how much Ronan did not want to leave. ‘I shall have Avery go with you.’

But Ronan held up a hand in decline. ‘Thank you, but no. I feel that will only escalate the situation.’

‘I wish to ensure your welfare,’ Rhun informed, and Ronan nodded, understanding that he did.

‘I shall stay in communication,’ he assured.

‘If I do not hear from you every twenty-four hours I will be sending the Lord of the Otherworld after you, and his minions will not be so easy to deal with as mine.’

‘I shall make that perfectly clear, Governor.’ Ronan bowed out of the meeting and ordered his men after him.

‘The war begins,’ Avery commented in an aside to his brother.


‘I fear it does,’ Rhun concurred. ‘So we had best hurry up and figure a way around it.’

 

‘Why is our good governor consorting with the likes of Ronan?’ Jazmay waited until they had left the governor’s building before she voiced her concern to Jahan. ‘Ronan will poison his mind!’

Jahan laughed off her concern and she frowned. ‘I think you shall find it is the opposite way around, and our governor’s ways will rub off on Ronan, just as they did on you!’ he said and Jazmay stopped frowning. ‘That’s why he is the governor, and I’d trust in his word, if I were you.’

Jazmay was inclined to believe Jahan. ‘I cannot help but be fearful.’ She defended her behaviour. ‘Kila is so wonderful, I want to protect it from the corrupted ways of our universe.’

‘We developed from a corrupted society just like yours. I have memories of past lives that would make even a hardened warrior like you sick.’ Jahan walked backwards in front of her as he spoke. ‘But we came through it, and so can Maladaan, and every other planet in your universe!’ he claimed, but she looked doubtful. ‘Sooner or later your people will work out that it just pays to do good by others.’

‘I guess I am learning that,’ Jazmay admitted, her mood taking an upswing. ‘And if it is true that Zelimir Ronan is learning that too, then —’ she shrugged, ‘— I guess anything is possible.’

‘Like you accompanying me on a date?’ Jahan jumped at the opportunity to ask.

Jazmay sobered again, and was thoughtful. ‘Why are you so persistent?’

Jahan did not take offence, but remained upbeat. ‘Because I want to show you stuff, take you places, teach you things, and bring a little joy into your life, but I can’t do that unless you agree to hang out with me.’

The Phemorian’s hard exterior began to crack. ‘I’m not really a hearts and flowers kind of girl, Jahan, you know that,’ she advised surely and then melted into a smile. ‘Just take me back to your place.’ She moved in for a kiss, which he forestalled.

‘What if I need the hearts and flowers?’ he asked and grinned as she began to laugh. ‘No, seriously,’ he insisted. ‘I like a little romance, and you could certainly use some.’

‘Oh really?’ She broke away from him, pretending to be affronted, but smiling all the while.

‘Yes, really,’ he insisted, with a nod in agreement with himself.

‘Have it your way, then.’ She strutted off, in a playful huff. ‘Pick me up at dusk.’

‘I’m not planning that kind of date. I’ll pick you up at dawn, but only if you put Fari on a leash!’ he called after her.

‘Your call,’ she granted and walked on.

Jahan was compelled to smile as he watched Jazmay stroll away, her long, dark hair blowing in the breeze. ‘There goes my life after death.’
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REMOTE SABOTAGE



In Chailida harbour marina, to be found on the city’s outer island ring, Jahan had a yacht he’d built himself moored. The vessel was his life’s work, and so it was naturally his choice of a romantic, secluded location for his date with Jazmay.

As they approached the jetty dock, Jazmay appeared wary. ‘Why are we here?’

‘Because this is where my yacht is.’ Jahan motioned to his vessel up ahead.

‘Not another water adventure, Jahan.’ She winced in disapproval, still not recovered from her last near-death experience in the ocean.

‘That’s odd, I took you for a “feel the fear and do it anyway” kind of girl,’ Jahan challenged, and Jazmay was clearly torn. ‘If something has spooked you, the best thing to do is confront it head-on.’

Jazmay pulled a face that indicated she agreed, but was not happy about it.

‘So today, Miss Cardea, you are going to learn how to swim,’ he announced winningly.

‘Out there!’ Jazmay freaked, pointing to the open ocean beyond the harbour.


Jahan laughed. ‘Hardly.’ He waved her on after him and headed up the jetty. ‘I know a great place just a little way up the coast.’

‘Oh.’

Jazmay sounded awkward for being such a coward about it, but when Jahan glanced back to find her still standing at the end of the jetty, he shook his head in disbelief. ‘How many times do I have to save your life, before you will trust me?’

The query at least got her moving in the right direction and once she beheld Jahan’s beautiful watercraft her apprehension dissolved into admiration. ‘You built this yourself?’

‘Every square inch,’ Jahan confirmed with pride, offering her his hand to help her over the gap between his vessel and the wharf, and to his great surprise she kindly accepted and took hold. ‘Allow me to give you the tour.’

 

As Jazmay was shown around the luxurious vessel she felt her anxiety ebb, as the yacht was amazingly steady in the water for a single-hulled craft.

‘I’m surprised you don’t live here,’ Jazmay commented, as she quickly exited the master cabin and headed back into the main living quarters. ‘I think even I could live here quite happily!’

‘But first you’d have to learn how to swim.’ Jahan brought them back around to the point of the day.

‘But I have no swimming clothes.’ Jazmay presented what she thought was a good excuse to give the swimming lesson a miss.

‘I have wetsuits.’ Jahan raised both brows in a cheeky fashion, as he headed past her towards the helm. ‘So let us away.’ He disappeared up the stairs and Jazmay inhaled a huge breath for courage.

She hated how Jahan kept encouraging her to step out of her comfort zone, but it sure beat being forced out of it. She had to admit that besides nearly dying a few times, she’d been having the time of her life and secretly wanted more.

Inside every fear is a secret wish.

Rhiannon’s words came back to haunt her, but in this instance the notion made Jazmay smile, for now she understood it — it seemed the Chosen knew her better than she knew herself.

‘Come up,’ Jahan yelled from the helm. ‘You should see this!’

Usually such a command from a man would annoy her, but Jazmay found herself hurrying to see what wonder Jahan had in store for her now.

Under full sail, Jazmay felt so exhilarated by the feeling of the ocean wind ripping at her hair, as the sun warmed her face and body, that she was a little sad to drop anchor. Still, the little bay, surrounded on three sides by tall cliffs overflowing with tropical rainforest, was host to a large waterfall that poured into the far end of the bay.

‘This is an amazing spot.’ Jazmay shaded her eyes to admire their surrounds.

‘Yes, it is,’ Jahan agreed, ‘but what is most amazing about this place lies under the water.’ He grinned in challenge and Jazmay got goose bumps at the thought. ‘Look, I promise you that if you brave the water you won’t be sorry.’

Her emotions wavered between fear and excitement, and at last Jazmay smiled. ‘Okay … I trust you.’


‘Well h-a-l-l-e-l-u-j-a-h!’ Jahan exclaimed, with a clap of his hands.

Although Jazmay did not understand the expression, he certainly sounded pleased.

‘That’s a good start,’ he clarified, and waved her after him to get suited up.

Her wetsuit was very fitted and Jazmay was all too aware that Jahan thought she looked good in it. She had hoped it might not fit, since she was taller than most of the locals, but it was made of organic fibre so one size adjusted to fit all.

‘Come on then.’ Jahan was dangling his feet in the water off the swimming platform at the back of the yacht, with snorkelling gear in a pile beside him.

‘What about the big sea creatures?’ Jazmay came and sat beside him, but kept her feet on deck.

‘This entire bay isn’t much more than six feet deep in any place, and a ridge at the mouth prevents any big predators getting in here,’ he explained.

Jazmay was relieved. ‘I cannot drown if I can touch the bottom.’ She dropped her feet into the water.

‘Well see, that’s the thing …’ Jahan hesitantly fronted up with the bad news, ‘… the bottom is mostly coral reef, which is not really good on feet, we’ll need to float over it.’

‘Float!’ Jazmay objected. ‘I don’t float, I sink!’

‘Is that a fact?’ Unconvinced, he fell into the water and then surfaced to float on his back. ‘Just think “light-as-a-feather”,’ he suggested.

‘Show-off!’ She kicked water at him to disturb his peaceful moment.

‘Come on,’ he jeered. ‘It’s much easier than flying as there is hardly any effort required on your behalf.’


Jazmay served him the evil eye and a determined grin, as she turned her body about and lowered herself into the water.

The cool relief from the sun was nice, but not being able to see what was below her and the liquid slowing the movement of her limbs, was off-putting. ‘I don’t like it.’ She gripped the stepladder, preparing to pull herself back out, when Jahan clutched her waist.

‘I’ve got you, you’re perfectly safe,’ he said gently.

Jazmay recalled him saying the same thing to Ibis as he’d freed her, and the look of relief and contentment she’d seen on Ibis’s face as she’d held Jahan ignited a desire in the Phemorian’s chest that nearly took her breath away.

‘Just let go,’ he encouraged, and with a gentle tug from him, she released the rail and drifted backwards into his hands.

‘Very impressive.’ He trod water, struggling to keep her sinking body afloat. ‘Now.’ He reached down and caught up her flailing legs to get her more balanced in the water. ‘Apologies in advance, but in order to aid you to master this little challenge, I may have to touch your arse.’

Jazmay gasped at his gall. ‘Nice that you waited for me to be at a disadvantage to tell me that.’

‘Hey,’ Jahan objected in his own defence, ‘that’s just the way it is.’

‘And why is that?’ she challenged.

‘You stretch out and try to float and I’ll show you why,’ he proffered, whereby she served him a displeased look and did as he suggested.

When she laid herself out flat on the water’s surface and Jahan let her go, her bum was the first part of her to give way and sink, and Jahan placed a hand on her behind to prop it back up. ‘Ah,’ she conceded his point. ‘It’s not so bad,’ she decided with a grin and Jahan gave a laugh.

‘Being in the water, or my hand on your behind?’

Jazmay’s smiled broadened, but she did not reply, only gave a shrug.

‘Try placing your arms above your head,’ he suggested.

‘Ah yes.’ Jazmay felt herself come into balance, and when Jahan let her go and she continued to float, she could hardly believe it. ‘I’m doing it.’ Her joy got caught up in her throat, and she shed a quiet tear of amazement.

‘You’ll be snorkelling within the hour,’ Jahan assured her.

And so she was.

The beauty of the world beneath the waves was a complete revelation to her. Jazmay had seen pictures of sea life in books back on Phemoria, not dissimilar to here, but even the most beautiful images paled by comparison to how wondrous it was to see such creatures and their coral cities up close.

With every new wonder she beheld, Jazmay felt her heart open a little more and by the time Jahan dragged her back to the swimming platform at the rear of their vessel, Jazmay felt as if all the goodwill in her heart would explode right through her chest if she didn’t release some of it. As Jahan pulled her up beside him on the dry platform, her urge to express her appreciation overwhelmed her and before Jahan even got a word out Jazmay planted a kiss on his lips, fuelled with all the passion she was feeling. ‘Thank you.’ She could finally say it and the words were heartfelt. ‘Thank you for saving me in so many ways, that I cannot even count them any more.’

‘No need to keep score,’ he said, running his hand down the side of her face, ‘this is not a game, not to me.’

Jazmay could see that now, and the fact was not frightening at all, but rather comforting — arousing even. ‘But that doesn’t mean that we can’t have fun.’ She grinned, sliding her body closer to his. She had never voluntarily given herself to a man, and had never imagined she would ever feel as compelled as she did now.

‘You got that right.’ Jahan held her face in both hands and as he engaged her lips with his in a deep sensual union, Jazmay let her inhibitions go and stripped the wetsuit from her body.

 

It was a lovely morning at the lake house. Noah had brought the structure to the surface so that Lucian and Taren might enjoy the view over breakfast, which they most certainly did.

Afterwards, as Lucian was getting a little restless waiting around for Rhun to return with news, Noah offered to accompany him on a walk through the forest and left Taren happily basking in the sunshine on the main deck, with a few more of the historical orbs.

She’d just made tea and sat herself down when Rhun appeared beside her and she nearly spilt the hot fluid all over herself.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Rhun assisted her to steady the teetering cup and place it safely on the table. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘I’m fine.’ She waved off her fright. ‘How did you go with the MSS agents?’


Rhun had to smile at being put immediately on the spot: his mother had never been one for beating about the bush.

‘I’ve sent them back to Maladaan with a firm warning,’ he advised.

Taren wasn’t sure that was the best course of action, but was not about to question the ruler’s judgement. She looked at the pristine landscape. ‘My people are going to want this place, and the very fact that you are all psychic will be the perfect excuse, in their eyes, for them to covet it.’

Rhun nodded and shrugged. ‘You must know from watching Noah’s chronicles that none of the Chosen will take that lying down.’

‘That won’t stop my people being arrogant enough to give it a try in any case.’ She forced a smile. ‘From watching those chronicles I feel I know both races fairly well … and what Maladaan lacks in technology and psychic expertise, they more than make up for in underhandedness and greed.’

Rhun nodded to accept her warning. ‘Then we had best put our heads together and come up with a plan to get your planet back where it should be.’

As they each expected the other held the answer, they just grinned and nodded, waiting for the other one to speak first.

‘Well, you must have had some plan to have pursued your planet through that tear in space?’ Rhun suggested and Taren denied this with a shake of her head.

‘I did it because the Grigori told me the answer would be waiting for me here.’ She shrugged.

‘There was nothing else on your mission agenda?’ Rhun delved.


‘Only to reacquire the memories that the MSS stole from me when I left their service,’ Taren divulged, ‘but that is a personal agenda and —’

‘Maybe there is something in your lost memory that will help us?’ Rhun suggested, for as En Noah had pointed out to him yesterday, answers to the big questions usually had to be dug for.

Taren frowned, doubtful. ‘I really couldn’t say.’ She shrugged.

‘Where are these memories of yours?’

‘Inside the MSS mainframe computer,’ she said in a strained tone. ‘Top-level clearance access only, and protected by a barrage of security precautions.’

‘Normally breaching such a computer would not be a problem for us … but if anyone from Kila was caught on Maladaan there would be an even more perfect excuse for war.’ Rhun was thoughtful. ‘It may still be doable, however; leave it with me.’

‘Does the Aten still exist?’ Taren made another suggestion.

‘What did you have in mind?’ Rhun was curious as to her interest in the time-hopping vessel that was built by the Nefilim Gods of Earth’s ancient past.

‘Perhaps I could take it back to my universe and then return to a time before we ever interfered with the being we found on Oceane?’

She gulped at her suggestion, as that would also mean that every event since that time would be undone! Lucian would still be married to his treacherous wife and blissfully unaware of the fact. The AMIE project’s precious research would still be being leaked to the MSS by Lucian’s even more treacherous brother! Her parents would still be at odds with each other and her mother would still be under the controlling curse of the Phemoray! On the upside, Maladaan would still be where it belonged, Kila would be safe and the AMIE project would still be in full swing, with all her crew alive and well.

‘You have seen how much trouble that vessel brought to our universe?’ Rhun thought better of the suggestion. ‘Do you think it would be wise to introduce such a powerful tool to yours?’

On second thought, Taren shook her head. She was even a little relieved by Rhun’s reasoning, as the thought of having to relinquish Lucian and go back to the beginning and start all over again was too gut-wrenching to even consider. ‘You’re right … we’ll keep looking. Besides, if Maladaan was never misplaced, then I would never have seen this place —’ Taren grinned as Avery manifested on the balcony before Rhun. ‘Hello there,’ she greeted him.

But Avery was very perturbed. ‘We have a situation.’

Rhun rose and walked aside with Avery who quietly conveyed his woes. Taren could not hear what they were.

‘Goddamn it!’ Rhun could not contain his frustration, not even for appearances. ‘I have to go,’ he looked back to Taren, ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Won’t you tell me what —’ Taren ceased her appeal as she found herself alone. ‘I might be able to help,’ she said, frustrated with being left out of the loop.

Yes, she was a guest, and yes she should abide by the wishes of her host and stay hidden. But, by the same token, she felt Rhun was severely underestimating Maladaan’s capabilities to do Kila harm, and thus she closed her eyes and thought herself after the governor.

 

Upon their arrival back at the wharf the next morning Jahan and Jazmay could barely keep their hands off one another, but as there were only a few people about at this early hour, it mattered not.

‘So what is on your agenda today?’ Jazmay queried as they strolled down the long jetty towards the marina.

‘Actually,’ Jahan checked his watch, ‘I’m due back at the Shutura Crevice in about a half an hour.’

‘Could I come with you?’ Jazmay asked. ‘Maybe I could apply for a job?’

Jahan was delighted by the suggestion. ‘You want to work for KEPA?’

‘If it means I can be with you,’ she smiled in conclusion. ‘But I could really use a shower and a change of clothes.’

Jahan offered to escort Jazmay back to her place, and planned on seeking permission from Rhiannon to take Jazmay to the Shutura Crevice while Jazmay freshened up.

They entered the apartment laughing and chatting, until Jazmay spotted Fari standing in the lounge room, staring at them with daggers in his eyes.

‘Fari?’ She was surprised to find him here. ‘I thought you were staying with Agent —’

‘You’re dead!’ he advised through gritted teeth and Jahan braced for impact as the boy came charging at them and unexpectedly rammed Jazmay backwards into a wall — the force of which knocked her unconscious on impact.

Jahan was stunned that the boy who claimed to love her would do such a thing! ‘You could have killed her!’

‘That’s the general idea.’ Fari turned his sights to Jahan. ‘But you first.’ The boy sprang at Jahan and a more experienced immortal would have just willed himself out of Fari’s way. But Jahan, inexperienced and in shock, was sent crashing into the wall opposite and was winded. ‘You can’t kill me, I’m immortal!’ he gasped, hoping to reason with Fari.

‘But I can kill her,’ the boy whispered in spite and swung a punch that shattered Jahan’s jaw.

The taste of blood filled Jahan’s mouth and nasal passages as he hit the floor — if he’d been mortal he would have suffocated.

The boy left him lying there in a pool of blood, and Jahan watched through blurry vision as Fari grabbed a large laser knife and headed towards Jazmay with it.

Jahan set his bleary sights on the knife and willed the handle into his possession, and immediately he grasped the item.

Fari was annoyed but not deterred as he ripped a spiky piece of metal art from the wall and immediately ran at Jazmay with that. Jahan felt his broken jaw snap back into place and he willed Fari to be still just as the boy thrust the sharp metal piece down towards Jazmay’s heart, freezing him only a heartbeat before he managed to take her life.

Jahan quickly found his feet and as he made haste in Fari’s direction he manifested a Nerguz module in his hand and slapped it around the paralysed child’s wrist. ‘Bad boy.’ These words and Jahan’s voice formed the lock code for the module and Fari was now completely under Jahan’s control. Jahan took the dangerous piece from Fari’s hand, and asking him to step back, he released the boy from his paralysis.

‘I will kill you,’ snarled Fari, upon finding he was unable to retaliate. ‘I will kill all of you!’

Jahan was disturbed by the intensity of the child’s hatred — even under the circumstances it was extreme. He understood that the boy might resent Jazmay and himself, but everyone on the planet? ‘Why would you want to do that?’

‘Because I can,’ he replied coolly.

‘Sorry to inform you, but you can’t scratch yourself without my say-so,’ Jahan advised, moving to see how Jazmay fared. ‘I forbid you to speak, or move, without permission, is that understood?’

When Fari remained silent Jahan was appeased and turned to see to Jazmay.

 

Chief Ronan was very tired and grumpy by the time he landed on Maladaan; he’d never noticed how much the surrounding environment affected his own moods before. But since acquiring his ‘Power’ not only could he see the vital energy of others, he felt the quality of energy they generated, and after being on Kila for over a month, Maladaan felt like being led to prison.

The agents returning from the rogue mission to Kila escorted the chief to a briefing with President Tallak. This was not a closed meeting as several of the president’s chiefs of staff were present, along with a very tall, handsome human male — at least, that is how the being appeared on the outside and no doubt how everyone in the room saw him. Ronan, however, saw through the skin-deep disguise to perceive a humanoid-type creature that had lizard-like features and an aura that was pure shadow and radiated negativity.


‘Ah, Chief Ronan, finally you return.’ The president greeted him in an apathetic manner.

‘Well, I have been recovering from a near fatal heart attack, as you are aware.’ Ronan didn’t like his president’s tone one bit.

‘You certainly appear all the better for your infirmity,’ Tallak warranted.

‘Why did Maladaan breach the treaty with Kila?’ Ronan really wasn’t in the mood for small talk. ‘If they decide to cut off all aid, where will we be?’

‘Where indeed?’ The president motioned to his new colleague. ‘Allow me to introduce Yahweh Shyamal.’

The stranger took a bow but said nothing.

‘The Yahweh’s people have been forced to deal with these Chosen before, to their great loss and detriment. But his people have since devised weapons that will ensure we need not bow down to their threats.’

‘What threats?’ Ronan queried.

‘The threat of having our aid withdrawn if we do not toe the line.’ Tallak stood, adamant. ‘Why should we rely on their charity, if we can take what we need to sustain ourselves? Surely you realise we cannot allow Kila to sit on all those precious resources when we have none!’

Ronan was shocked by their audacity, but felt it was typical. ‘And what of returning our planet to its rightful universe, does Yahweh Shyamal have a solution for that dilemma also?’ The chief made this sound like a simple inquiry, without hinting at the sudden resentment he felt for the creature.

‘Do the Chosen?’ Tallak shot the question back at Ronan and the chief’s stunned silence said it all. ‘That was never going to happen,’ the president stated realistically. ‘But living in a universe with a level playing field for all humans can be a reality, thanks to the technologies Yahweh Shyamal has brought to the table.’ The president was again seated. ‘Yahweh Shyamal’s people are very technologically advanced and have been specialising in genetic warfare. It seems that what defines a human’s resistance to mortality is additional DNA strands, and where you or I may be employing only two to four strands of DNA, most psychics have six to eight strands, and the Chosen have developed up to twelve strands!’

Ronan was feeling slightly ill as he listened, for he’d learnt this same information from Hatty in the healing temple on Kila.

‘This additional genetic armour is what grants them their power and immortal status,’ Tallak went on to say. ‘Yahweh Shyamal’s people have developed a particle beam that causes any additional genetic code to unravel, leaving any psychic target as mortal as you or I. We have already tested the weapon on those with “the Powers” in our penitentiaries and they have lost all their psychic expertise.’ Tallak rubbed his hands together, very excited; he’d been seeking just such a solution to their psychic problem for eons.

‘This is certainly splendid news,’ Ronan faked his delight. ‘But what does Yahweh Shyamal stand to gain from all of this?’

‘Yahweh Shyamal and his few surviving comrades find themselves without a planet at this time; with our armies and his weapons we shall easily overcome the small population of Kila, whereupon we shall share in her abundant spoils.’


‘And the residents of Kila?’ Ronan tried to make it sound like he didn’t give a damn.

‘Yahweh Shyamal will have dominion over them.’ Tallak looked to his new ally and grinned in a rather malign manner.

‘Then my work on Kila has obviously come to an end,’ Ronan concluded, ‘shall I recall my agents and staff still on the planet?’

‘No,’ Tallak insisted. ‘I’ll see that they are taken care of. We wouldn’t want to alarm our neighbours … which is why, my dear Chief Ronan, you will be a guest of the state until the situation is resolved.’

‘What?’ The chief was affronted. ‘You’re going to lock me up? Who will run the MSS?’

‘Your attaché, Mr Norward, has been doing a fine job in your absence and will continue as chief until our takeover of Kila has been completed.’

The chief stared down the strange creature behind the handsome human façade, wondering what hole in the universe it had crawled out from under; he certainly didn’t trust it. In fact now, Ronan didn’t trust anybody on this planet!

‘What, no protest?’ asked the president. ‘No objection to our course of action?’

‘You are the president,’ Ronan said, ‘where you want me, I go. You did not ask for my opinion, so I did not give it.’

‘Good man,’ said Tallak, ‘I will ensure you have everything you need while you finish recuperating from your recent illness.’

Ronan nodded and bit his tongue; if they were given the slightest hint of his allegiance to Kila, his stay in the state’s care would become a more permanent arrangement.


 

In pursuit of the Governor of Kila, Taren found herself in a residential abode, with dead bodies all over the floor, and she gasped in shock, which brought her presence to Rhun’s attention.

‘What are you doing here?’ He was very annoyed with her. ‘I didn’t know you could teleport.’ He looked worried and pleased about that.

‘It’s a new trick,’ she admitted, as another two young men she had never met before both gasped as they laid eyes on her, although one of the young men she recognised from viewing Noah’s chronicles as Tory Alexander’s grandson.

‘Governess?’ he said.

‘Taren Lennox!’ stated the other.

‘What?’ The two young men turned and looked at one other, wondering after the other’s words.

‘My son, Asher, head of defence.’ Rhun introduced Taren to the young fellow who looked like a younger blond version of himself. Rhun then advised Asher that he was not to tell anyone that he had met Taren.

‘I have not met her, she is not here,’ Asher confirmed with a grin in understanding.

‘And this is Telmo Dacre, science advisor and current envoy of Maladaan.’

This caught Taren’s interest. ‘You are from Maladaan?’

‘Yes.’ He came over to shake her hand, and despite their morbid situation, he was very excited. ‘I have read all of your work, Dr Lennox, you are an inspiration!’

‘You were on Maladaan when it relocated?’ She was far more interested in hearing about that.


‘I was in the very lab where the sample exploded,’ he boasted, wanting to impress her. ‘I was standing right next to Chief Ronan when it happened.’

Taren was finding it hard to repress her smile. ‘So Ronan is one of us now.’

‘One of us?’ Telmo queried.

‘Psychic,’ Taren enlightened, ‘any direct contact with that being heightens psychic awareness.’

Telmo appeared to be having an epiphany. ‘That’s why I’ve been having all these visions … I thought it was just me!’ Now he was grinning at the thought of Chief Ronan wielding a Power. ‘You don’t sound as though you like the chief very much?’ Telmo wondered after the underlining tone of discord in her voice.

‘I don’t,’ she replied surely. ‘Don’t ask me why, I don’t remember as I believe the reason for our dislike of one another was wiped from my memory by the MSS.’

‘Wow … that must be weird.’ Telmo clearly didn’t know how to respond.

‘Very,’ Taren assured. The young man looked vaguely familiar to her, and even though he was obviously MSS, she still felt well disposed towards him. ‘Have we met?’ she queried, and as Telmo shook his head, Rhun leant close to jog her memory.

‘Taliesin.’

Taren frowned as it took a moment to see the famous Merlin she’d been learning about in the young man — Taliesin had been Tory Alexander’s mentor and inspiration. ‘A bit of a role reversal then,’ she concluded and Rhun nodded to agree as he surveyed the dead. ‘Do you know what transpired here?’ Taren asked after his woes.


‘Normally I would not permit you to know.’ Rhun was annoyed by her taking liberties he’d not extended her, and it felt rather odd to be scolding this soul when in his experience it had always been the other way around. ‘But as you are here now, we may as well hear your views.’ He nodded to Asher to fill her in.

‘It looks as if Agent Chensee,’ Asher pointed to one of the dead men, ‘went crazy, killed everyone and then himself.’

‘These are not your people, obviously?’ Taren assumed, as Noah had claimed that all Kila’s residents were immortal.

‘No,’ Rhun was sad to admit. ‘They were agents from Maladaan to whom I gave asylum.’ He shook his head, disappointed in himself. ‘I should have heeded Ronan’s warning about sleeper agents. Chensee killed his entire team, as well as Agent Juna’s wife and children. I fear the only reason Mr Dacre is still alive is because this agent didn’t know he was here. Has anyone checked on Miss Cardea and Fari Doon?’ Rhun looked to Asher for a response.

‘Jahan alerted me that Fari had attempted to attack both Miss Cardea and himself and so he has been restrained with a Nerguz. Miss Cardea was knocked unconscious during the attack, but is recovering in the healing temple,’ Asher said. ‘It was then I came to check on our other guests and found this.’

‘So, it could just as easily have been Fari who did this and made it look like Chensee was to blame,’ Rhun put forward and Asher nodded. Rhun shook his head, disheartened. ‘He’s just a kid.’ He felt sorry for the lad.

‘The MSS does not discriminate … we need to hypnotise any personnel from Maladaan to check for, and break, MSS conditioning. Including Lucian and Mr Dacre,’ Taren advised.

‘Are you saying I could have done this?’ Telmo was very uncomfortable with the suggestion and Taren nodded.

‘It’s far from impossible,’ she assured.

‘I’ve never killed a bug, let alone —’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Taren said, ‘MSS conditioning represses all personal emotional responses.’

‘Walter Cadfan will be able to tell if your mind has been tampered with just by looking at you,’ Rhun assured Telmo and then looked to Taren. ‘But what about you?’

‘I have already broken my conditioning,’ Taren advised.

‘And Kestler’s was cracked by Cadfan when he first landed,’ Rhun added.

‘Kestler is here!’ Taren gasped at the news.

Rhun nodded to assure her it was true.

‘He didn’t perish, thank heavens.’ Taren breathed a great sigh of relief.

‘Have you had word from Ronan?’ Avery returned from viewing the crime scene, having noted it was over twenty-four hours since the envoy had left.

‘No,’ Rhun replied, rather concerned about the fact.

‘He is treacherous,’ Taren gave her view.

‘Not any more,’ Avery argued, ‘he would have made contact by now if all was well with him.’ Avery took Rhun and Taren aside to speak with them. ‘Something isn’t right. I have felt a darkness descend on Maladaan that was not there when it arrived … and I can only compare it to the kind of evil we encountered from our worst nemesis back on Earth.’


‘Are we talking supernatural? Extra-terrestrial?’ Rhun queried his brother.

‘Maladaan would never knowingly work with the supernatural, they fear it too much,’ Taren commented, and both men nodded to concur.

‘Extra-terrestrial then?’ Rhun stated the more likely conclusion.

‘I cannot think of any major adversaries who escaped justice or —’ Rhun was cut off mid-sentence by Avery.

‘I didn’t say it was one of them, I said it feels similar,’ he clarified. ‘Let me pay Ronan a visit.’

‘I’ll have Telmo announce your intention,’ Rhun concurred.

‘No,’ Avery insisted, ‘we cannot announce my visit or this new nemesis will be awaiting me. I need to find out who and what we are dealing with first.’

‘But if I do not announce your visit then we are in breach of the treaty we signed with Maladaan,’ Rhun objected.

‘The treaty they have already breached?’ Avery objected to Rhun’s protest.

‘Gentlemen, please,’ Taren cut in and they both calmed. ‘Can your dominions help you identify this dark character?’ Taren queried Avery.

‘There is not a trace of nature left on Maladaan,’ Avery explained the difficulty, ‘there are only the air elementals I called to form an artificial atmosphere around the planet, and it was they who informed me of what I know. Anything untoward is taking place inside the buildings on Maladaan, where the artificial atmosphere is still in use, and my air elementals won’t go near there.’ He shrugged at his dilemma.

‘What if I were to go with him?’ Taren suggested to Rhun, who appeared horrified by the notion.


‘Absolutely no,’ he decreed. ‘You are my key to a solution to the Maladaan problem, I cannot risk your safety.’

‘I don’t need a babysitter, and I can have my answers while you are all still discussing it.’ Avery took a few steps away from them.

‘Don’t you dare,’ Rhun warned, ‘I will bring the full judicial force of the allied council against you if you defy my —’

Avery vanished and Rhun nearly hit the roof.

‘Damn it all … you son-of-a—’ Rhun bit his tongue and calmed himself quickly.

‘Should we send someone after him?’ Taren wondered out loud.

‘There are only a handful of the Chosen powerful enough to pursue Avery to Maladaan via teleportation, myself among them, but I am not prepared to risk our safety for one of Avery’s impetuous stunts,’ Rhun said in exasperation. ‘By the time I track one of the elite down and brief them, Avery will be back!’

‘In that case, we can only hope his visit goes unnoticed.’ Taren tried to think of something positive to say, but Rhun’s thoughts were on another tangent.

‘I want you to return to the lake house, submerge and stay put.’ Rhun placed both hands on Taren’s shoulders to instruct her. ‘And I am serious this time.’

Taren nodded and would not dare defy him again after what his brother had just done. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I am going to a meditation chamber, to attempt a telepathic link-up with Avery,’ he advised. ‘He may be an arrogant little so-and-so, but that is all the more reason I need to look out for him.’


‘I think your mother would be proud of your resolve,’ Taren said as he backed up to take his leave.

‘I don’t think so,’ Rhun retorted, as his physical presence began to fade, ‘as I fully intend to smack him in the jaw when he returns.’

‘That’s the Dragon’s boys for you,’ she muttered to herself, recalling her previous gung-ho impression of them. I’d best let Noah know what is transpiring.

 

When Avery joined Ronan inside a detention cell he knew something had gone very wrong.

‘My Lord, leave,’ Ronan stated upon sighting him — he’d been expecting the Lord of the Otherworld to keep his promise to rescue him and had been vigilantly awaiting his appearance. As head of the MSS he knew the cell he had been placed in would be under constant video surveillance, so his government would now know him for the traitor he was. ‘This is a trap.’

‘Calm down.’ Avery took the short route for information and held a palm to Ronan’s forehead to perceive the cause. He was in the midst of receiving this information when Avery felt his older brother’s consciousness join with him, not to reprimand but to observe.

 

Ronan’s meeting with his president played out in Rhun’s mind and the second he saw Ronan’s perception of the new arrival on Maladaan and heard his name preceded by the word ‘Yahweh,’ Rhun’s heart sank into the pit of his stomach.

‘Orions,’ both Rhun and Avery concluded at once.

If the Chosen had a formidable foe in the universe, then the lizard people from the Orion galaxy would be it. The Chosen had been forced to deal with their kind before, during the fall of Atlantis and following the time of the Gathering on Earth. After hundreds of years of peace, the Chosen had thought they had rid this sector of the galaxy of these technological terror types, but obviously not. The weapon they boasted to have could well drive the Chosen to their knees.

‘I believe they mean my people harm, and your people even more so,’ Rhun overheard Ronan advising his brother.

‘Get out of there, Avery,’ Rhun instructed.

‘They are extremely hostile and view all human beings as inferior.’ Avery ignored Rhun to confirm Ronan’s hunch. ‘They are carnivorous in regard to our species and enjoy extracting fluid from the human brain, during extreme episodes of trauma — human fear is a recreational drug to them.’

Ronan was mortified by what he was hearing. ‘Maladaan’s entire government has been drawn in by them!’

‘That was the case on Earth also, but they are not invincible.’ Avery assured Ronan that all was not lost.

‘With that weapon they have, I wouldn’t count on that.’ Rhun was getting edgy. ‘Leave now, talk later!’

‘We have to go.’ Avery agreed with Rhun, and took hold of Ronan’s arm.

Ronan was stunned, as his eyes looked past Avery to the door behind him.

Avery turned about, and was knocked backwards by the force of a particle stream.

 

‘No!!!’ Rhun’s connection to Avery was abruptly severed, and Rhun was on his feet, fuming.


Had Yahweh Shyamal just successfully tested his new genetic weapon on his youngest brother and rendered him mortal? The notion made Rhun absolutely livid and immediately he wanted to retaliate — no backup, no comity. He missed the freedom to be as impetuous as Avery was. ‘If they kill him …’ Rhun couldn’t even consider the chaos that would arise in the Otherworld in the absence of a Lord and Master!

His mind in a whirl of emotional turmoil, Rhun’s first thought was to consult En Noah before doing anything rash.
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THE OLD CREW



At the lake house Taren was greeted by Noah and Lucian, who’d both been out of their minds with worry.

‘Where have you been?’ Lucian queried, embracing her rather more tightly than usual.

‘I was with Rhun.’ She hadn’t thought they’d even notice her missing. ‘Something terrible has happened.’

Taren explained as much as she knew, and with every sentence Noah grew more concerned.

‘Avery defied the governor and went anyway,’ she concluded, ‘thus the governor has retired to a meditation chamber to follow his brother’s movements telepathically.’

‘A smart move,’ Noah agreed, a frown wrinkling his brow. ‘A presence as dark as our worst nemesis,’ he repeated for clarity and when Taren nodded, Noah urged them both inside and immediately took steps to submerge the lake house.

‘Excuse me, won’t you?’ Noah left Taren and Lucian in the lounge room, and made haste downstairs to his office.


‘This is not good.’ Taren felt it in her gut — they may have only been here a little while, but they were already running out of time to solve their dilemma. ‘I need to get my memory back from the MSS … the governor suspects it might hold some answers to the Maladaan mystery.’

Lucian played devil’s advocate. ‘I don’t see how, being that you lost your memory long before Maladaan ever went missing.’

‘Well, I certainly don’t have any answers now,’ Taren cried in desperation, ‘and these people all believe I am the key to this mystery!’

‘And you were told they held the solution —’ Lucian voiced his understanding, but Taren shook her head.

‘Actually, no …’ she thought hard on it, ‘… I was told that I had a role to play in the return of Maladaan and that I’d find the answer to the problem here, in this universe. It’s just that I foresaw meeting the governor and so assumed he held the answers I sought.’ She began to pace. ‘This universe is where my memory is now, so perhaps the governor’s hunch is correct?’

‘Right then.’ Lucian made a move towards the stairs to the upper level of the lake house.

‘Where are you going?’ Taren thought this an inappropriate time to take a nap.

‘I’m going to see if I can summon Azazèl and get some straight answers out of him,’ Lucian advised with a sly smile. He had his own ‘Power’: he was a medium and as such had the ability to see spirits, deceased or celestial, and could see straight through all physical matter.

‘You can do that?’ Taren was stunned; she knew that Lucian was able to see the Grigori on the rare occasion they made themselves present, but she did not realise that Lucian could summon their guardian spirit.

‘It was only with the cooperation of the Grigori that I conscripted Zeven to aid me to rescue you from your demented uncle.’ He referred to an incident that had taken place before they’d left their universe of origin.

‘I didn’t know.’ Taren realised there was a lot that had transpired just prior to their hasty departure from the Sermetic star system that she had yet to learn about. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome,’ he replied modestly, backing up the stairs. ‘One day, when we find some time to sit down, I’ll tell you all about how Zeven appeared butt-naked in front of your parents.’

‘What?’ Taren may have been stressing, but that premise brought a smile to her face. ‘No!’ She thought he was surely pulling her leg.

‘It’s true,’ he assured, disappearing into the sanctuary of the large bedroom upstairs.

Taren gave a huge sigh, in the hope of ridding herself of the great hollow feeling that welled in her chest; she missed the old crew of AMIE, Zeven most of all.

‘He’s telling the truth …’

Taren grinned, sure she must be imagining Zeven’s reply.

‘… I did appear butt-naked in front of your folks.’

Taren gasped as she felt a hand on her shoulder and when she turned to find Zeven standing there, she jumped backwards in shock.

‘What, no hug?’ he prompted with a smile as Taren found her tongue.


‘Are you both insane?’ Taren noted Ringbalin beside him, and flung an arm around each of them. ‘What are you two doing here?’

‘We thought you might be in trouble.’ Zeven grinned.

‘You have no idea.’ She laughed, almost euphoric to see the pilot. But as her eyes turned to Ringbalin she frowned, wondering if there were implications to him meeting another manifestation of himself?

‘You don’t seem so pleased to see me?’ The botanist wondered at her frown and ebbing excitement.

‘No, I am,’ Taren assured, taking hold of both his hands, ‘it’s just that —’

A chime sounded, which brought their conversation to a halt. As there was no one else around, Taren wandered over to the intercom by the front door.

‘Are we …’ Zeven looked to the large windows to check out the view and Balin followed.

‘… underwater.’ Ringbalin smiled with delight as he finished Zeven’s observation for him.

‘Hello?’ Taren spoke into the intercom. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Who is that?’ asked a woman, sounding very surprised.

‘I’m just visiting,’ Taren replied, thinking it was unwise to disclose who she was. ‘Would you like me to get En Noah for you?’

‘Yes, I would.’

Taren was startled to find their guest had manifested beside her. She’d seen this woman in Noah’s chronicles but asked to be sure. ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m En Noah’s wife, Rebecca.’ The dark beauty stared her down. ‘Who are —’ She stopped herself short and then her eyes widened in recognition. ‘No, it can’t be?’

Taren ventured to smile, and held out her hand. ‘Taren Lennox, a.k.a. Tory Alexander, I’m told. En Noah has been kind enough to hide us here, upon the governor’s request.’

‘No wonder he’s not back on campus yet.’ Rebecca’s smile broadened, and it was then that Taren saw in this shorter, dark-skinned beauty, the woman that Ringbalin had lost not so long ago. ‘“Us”, you said? Is Maelgwn here, too?’ Rebecca looked about for him, but spied Zeven and Ringbalin by the windows. ‘Brian!’ She rushed to embrace Zeven, who was stunned, but not opposed to her attention.

‘Okay,’ he agreed.

Rebecca then looked to Ringbalin and Taren held her breath, unable to stop snowballing events. ‘Hello, darling,’ said Rebecca, as she kissed the botanist.

‘Why does he get a kiss?’ Zeven protested, as Taren rushed over to try and explain the misunderstanding to both parties, but as Rebecca pulled away from Ringbalin she realised her error.

‘Oh my Goddess … you’re not Noah, are you?’

‘Um, no.’ Ringbalin couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she apologised, embarrassed.

‘Don’t be,’ he said, still grinning.

‘I just thought you’d shaved, and grown your hair.’ Rebecca laughed, gazing at him in wonder and he at her. ‘You look just like Noah when I first met him.’

‘You also remind me very much of someone I used to know,’ Ringbalin admitted.

Rebecca looked over all the strangers in her summer house with a warm curiosity, realising that none of them were who she thought them to be. ‘So, who are you people?’

 

Noah had retired downstairs to consult the Tablet of Destinies on this matter once again. He was particularly interested in the crowning pyramid of the tablet, the one that had foreseen a war if nothing was done about their concern. Originally he had seen spacecraft, unknown to him, attacking Kila, but upon closer inspection there was one craft among these that his ancient memory did recognise.

‘Orions!’ stated Rhun as he appeared next to Noah, confirming Noah’s own observation.

‘I should have seen this earlier.’

‘They have Avery!’ Rhun emphasised. ‘They have created a genetic weapon that has rendered him mortal!’

Noah wrapped up the Tablet and placed it away.

‘I want to go after him,’ Rhun appealed, as if his colleague was in charge.

‘You cannot.’ Noah was the voice of reason.

But there wasn’t anyone Rhun was prepared to risk — all his greatest warriors and scholars were his dearest friends and family and now one of them was in great peril.

‘Goddess, why didn’t he listen?’ Rhun paced out his frustration, beyond all rational thought. ‘Why me for governor?’ He questioned his ability to handle the unfolding catastrophe. ‘Brian would have known what to do.’

‘Yes,’ Noah agreed, ‘he would have sent you.’

‘Exactly my point!’ Rhun was glad Noah saw that he was the best person for the mission.

‘But now you are governor,’ Noah added, ‘and you must send your best agent.’


‘Are you people mad … making me governor?’

Rhun thought he heard Brian say. ‘I want my uncle back so bad, I’m hearing his voice.’

‘I heard it too,’ Noah concurred, returning Rhun’s stunned expression, whereupon they both headed for the stairs to investigate.

 

Alone in the quiet of the upstairs bedroom, Lucian sat on the bed, closed his eyes and attempted to block out all outside stimuli. He could hear Taren conversing with someone downstairs, but resisted the distraction to focus his thoughts inward and summon Azazèl.

Immediately Lucian became aware of the presence of light in the room and turning to the source, he did not need to open his eyes to perceive the Grigorian. Lucian saw the entity with his ‘third eye’ vision. Thank you for coming, Lucian conversed with his guardian spirit using his mind.

I am always here, the spirit replied.

Then you are aware of our situation? Lucian asked.

I am.

Then what is our best course of action? Lucian asked what he thought was a straightforward question.

Azazèl seemed disconcerted. The best course of action for you would have been to stay in your own universe.

Then why did you advise Taren to come to this one? Lucian tried to temper his frustration.

Ah … Azazèl got to the heart of the query, … because that was the best course of action for the whole.

Lucian was glad to have that clarified, but at the same time it concerned him that what was for the greater good seemed to conflict with his personal good, and Taren’s. However, Lucian pushed aside the personal concern to pursue the subject of more urgent importance. Then what would be our best course of action to support our desire to return Maladaan to its rightful place in the universe?

It is not for me to imagine, the being replied, as if disappointed in his charges.

You mean you don’t know? Lucian was equally disappointed, and opened his eyes, stunned.

I am not the answers … I just supply the possibilities.

With his eyes open the professor could still see his guardian spirit, superimposed upon his physical reality, but Azazèl appeared more spirit-like to Lucian’s naked eye. Then how can you know that Taren has a part to play in returning Maladaan to its rightful place?

Because that is a possibility, Azazèl concluded, to Lucian’s frustration.

But the professor calmed himself and focused on keeping his queries precise. Taren believes that retrieving her lost memories from the MSS will help beget a solution to the Maladaan situation.

Azazèl nodded. Then you should listen to her, she is your intuition.

Lucian was seeking assurance that was not quite so vague, and Azazèl must have sensed this.

There is experience and knowledge in her past that she would find beneficial to her now … until she knows where she has been, how can she recall where she was going?

 

When Rhun entered the living area on the middle level of Noah’s lake house to see the dark-haired, younger, rougher persona of his uncle, he was overcome with nostalgia for a moment — for the man appeared much more like a past-life incarnation of Brian Alexander from the Dark Ages of ancient Britain. That man had been Maelgwn Gwynedd’s champion knight, King of Powys and possibly the greatest warrior of all time. ‘Brockwell,’ he uttered, stunned, and Noah had to chuckle for he quite agreed.

‘Hey, I thought I was Brian?’ Zeven was baffled. ‘Who is Brockwell?’

Taren could only laugh, having viewed Noah’s chronicles, but the thought of trying to explain was ludicrous!

‘The likeness is remarkable.’ Noah was upbeat until he spotted his youthful self, standing next to his wife.

Rhun spotted the anomaly also. ‘Good grief!’

‘We can explain.’ Taren was alarmed, as their host appeared to be in shock.

‘No need,’ Noah assured, melting into a calm smile as he approached himself to have a chat.

‘You must be Zeven Gudrun?’ Rhun queried the Brockwell look-alike, having already learnt his identity from Kestler.

‘That’s exactly who I am.’ Zeven shook Rhun’s hand, happy to have his own identity back.

‘What news of Avery?’ Taren interrupted the happy reunion, anxious to learn what had become of the Lord of the Otherworld.

‘Ah!’ Rhun held his head, his brief moment of happiness engulfed by the gravity of his problems.

He conveyed what he’d learnt from Avery about their new adversary and their weapon, before disclosing that Maladaan and the Orions had used the weapon on Avery. ‘I hesitate to send someone to retrieve him, in case the same fate befalls them, and if Avery has been rendered powerless, he cannot return of his own accord.’


‘So?’ Zeven shrugged, not seeing the problem. ‘If you are psychokinetic, which you must be in order to teleport … just will your brother back to you. I do it to my girlfriend all the time … works for me.’

Everyone was stunned to silence by Zeven’s simple logic.

‘What? It does!’ The pilot wondered at the reaction he received.

‘Of course,’ Noah said.

‘It makes perfect sense.’ Rhun wished the solution had twigged earlier, and prayed that his brother had not been killed in the interim, as he focused all his will on bringing Avery back to them.

Under normal circumstances Zeven’s solution would not have worked, as the will of one of the Chosen could not be overruled by another of the Chosen kind — so if Avery had not lost his powers Rhun could not have summoned him forth in this way. But the Chosen could overrule the will of anyone whose genetic make-up was less developed than their own. If Avery was mortal, Rhun’s will would prevail.

Within moments Avery formed in a quivering, battered ball on the floor before them.

‘Holy mother.’ Rhun dropped to his knees beside his brother, who, for the first time in his life, appeared ill. He had a fever, and shivered in a cold sweat. In the short time he’d been gone he’d been beaten to a pulp and his wings had been slashed to bloodied stumps on his shoulders. ‘Get Cadfan,’ Rhun called the order.

‘I’ll go,’ Rebecca volunteered and vanished at once.

‘I should have listened to you,’ Avery gurgled blood to concede.


‘And we would not know what we do now,’ Rhun whispered in response, wanting to make Avery feel he’d accomplished something for his sacrifice. ‘This deed shall be legendary.’

Avery forced a smile to disagree. ‘I’m an idiot.’ He began choking on all the blood he was swallowing and Rhun urged him not to speak. He looked up to see the visitor who was akin to En Noah approach and kneel alongside his brother.

‘I have a gift,’ he said, placing his hands upon Avery, whereupon his brother immediately calmed and ceased to shake — was this man a healer?

When the bruises and cuts upon his brother’s body began to heal and vanish, and new wings sprouted from the bloodied stumps on Avery’s shoulders, Rhun was overawed for the first time in an age. ‘My Goddess!’

The stranger left his brother completely healed and sleeping peacefully on the floor.

‘I have never seen anything like that,’ Rhun announced, ‘and believe me, I’ve seen a lot of miraculous events in my time.’

The healer smiled warmly. ‘I am glad to be of service. Ringbalin Malachi,’ he introduced himself, keeping his hands folded close to his chest. ‘Best not to make contact as my emotional states have a strong influence on others,’ he explained.

‘So I see,’ Rhun commented, looking over his brother’s form. ‘You are an amazing healer.’

‘Actually, I’m a botanist,’ he corrected the misconception.

‘You’ve missed your calling.’ Cadfan stepped forward, having arrived to witness the event.

Balin shook his head to disagree. ‘Where I am from, nature is even more in need of healing than humans, and at least nature appreciates the energy you put into it.’

Cadfan nodded and then looked to Rhun. ‘My apologies, Governor, I came as fast as I could but I see the emergency has passed.’ The healer cast his sights around the room, and seeing people long since departed from their world physically present, his eyes widened with surprise. ‘Should I even bother to ask —’

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ Rhun declined. ‘Please see to Avery, and I shall explain later.’

‘As you wish, Governor.’ Cadfan knelt down beside Avery and, placing both hands upon his sleeping form, vanished with him.

Rhun breathed a deep sigh of relief, for with their departure to the healing temple, he felt some of the weight lift from his shoulders — time was no longer his enemy. ‘Thank the universe that you good people showed up.’ He referred to Zeven and Ringbalin.

‘I told everyone it was a good idea, and no one believed me.’ Zeven nudged Ringbalin.

‘Okay, so this time you were right,’ the botanist was happy to admit.

‘Did you heal all my brother’s etheric bodies or just his physical body?’

Ringbalin shrugged. ‘I couldn’t tell you for sure as I am not very knowledgeable about such things. I do know that healing the body won’t take the memory of the attack away. So his attitude may have suffered, and in my experience, attitude is everything when it comes to healing.’

‘Well, I greatly appreciate your intervention,’ Rhun said, before looking to Taren, who was being unusually quiet. ‘Are you all right?’


‘No, I don’t think so,’ Taren replied, her emotions unstable. ‘This should never have happened. Those people are animals! What they did to him …’ She shook her head as tears flooded her eyes. ‘I am ashamed to have once called Maladaan home.’

‘It’s not your fault —’ Rhun attempted to calm her, but she was not about to be pacified and stepped away.

‘It is my fault, it’s all my fault!’ she insisted. ‘I used to work for those arseholes! I allowed them to steal the sample that started this whole mess!’

‘Hey,’ Zeven pulled her up, as he fearlessly approached and hugged her. ‘I was the one who actually retrieved that sample, so you had better count me in for some of that blame.’

Taren curbed her emotions but not her determination. ‘I have to do something about righting this.’

‘We,’ Zeven added. ‘I’ve been working for your dad since you left, and I’ve got a pretty good feel for how the secret service operate.’

‘I concur.’ Lucian drew everyone’s attention his way.

‘There you are, Captain.’ Zeven took his hands off Taren.

‘And here you are, Starman.’ Lucian shook his head and grinned. ‘You really know no fear, do you?’

‘No fear in regard to jumping universes, or manhandling your girlfriend?’ Zeven grinned.

‘You said you concur?’ Taren cut through their banter. ‘Did you contact Azazèl?’

‘Yes, I did,’ he confirmed, and both Rhun and Noah gasped, knowing not even Avery had managed to do that.

‘What did he say?’ Rhun was anxious to hear any advice on offer.


‘He said that I should follow my intuition.’ Lucian motioned to Taren and everyone looked her way.

‘I need my memory back.’ Taren voiced her gut instinct and they all nodded in accord.

Rhun was all for anything that got them moving towards a solution. ‘I shall assign my top —’

‘No!’ Taren cut Rhun off, at the risk of seeming rude. ‘Thank you, Governor, you have been more than kind, but no one else from Kila will suffer for our mistake.’

All those from AMIE’s crew nodded.

‘The only thing I really need for this mission, you cannot supply,’ Taren concluded vaguely, her mind already working overtime on the problem.

‘Try me,’ Rhun challenged.

‘I need top-level security clearance to access the MSS mainframe,’ Taren posed.

Rhun mulled over the obstacle only a moment and then smiled. ‘So that’s where Dacre fits into all this.’

‘The temporary envoy from Maladaan?’ Taren didn’t think he’d have a very high level of authorisation.

‘Ronan made him his chief science advisor in the wake of the Maladaan shift.’ Rhun grinned, as did Taren.

‘Top-level clearance,’ they all said at once.

‘Provided that hasn’t been revoked since Chief Ronan’s incarceration?’ Rhun added to put a dampener on things.

‘Ronan has been arrested?’ Taren was stunned.

‘They know he is already loyal to us,’ Rhun told her.

‘No one knows the MSS mainframe like Ronan.’ Taren’s mind was ticking over. ‘But my instinct is not to trust him.’


Rhun drew a deep breath to avoid their difference in opinion on that issue. ‘Well, one thing is for certain, I am not allowing anyone else to leave this planet half cocked. None of you …’ he referred to the visitors, ‘… have been allowed time to rest and gather your wits since arriving. So I am ordering you all to my private chambers within the healing temple, where you can replenish your sensibilities, formulate a plan, and have Cadfan cast his discerning eye over you all, to ensure none on your team is still under MSS control.’

Taren appeared uncertain about a further delay.

‘Even if your people plan to attack us, it will take them weeks, if not months, to manufacture enough of their prototype weapon to attack our city,’ Rhun pointed out.

Rhun took Taren’s silence to mean that she had accepted there was no need to rush off without strategy or forethought. ‘To the healing temple for you all then?’

Taren nodded — it was good idea.
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The governor’s chambers within the healing temple were a complex unto themselves, with their own private gardens, relaxation facilities, and over twenty private rooms. Thus everyone on AMIE’s crew, plus Telmo Dacre, was given their own quarters within the temple.

As Lucian and Taren were looking at each other mournfully, Rhun advised, ‘Some healing is best done alone, but you are not compelled to stay in isolation at all times.’

Taren couldn’t wipe the smile off her face; that was a polite way of saying, sex is not out of the question.

‘That is good news.’ Lucian raised both brows and grinned, catching Rhun’s meaning also.

‘Speaking of not staying in your own room,’ Zeven ventured, ‘are there any women around here?’

Rhun laughed out loud. ‘Sorry, I can’t help it, you’ll never change. Always, your only thought before or after battle was where to find the ladies.’

‘Yep, that’s him,’ Taren agreed with a laugh.

‘But the truth is,’ Rhun advised Zeven, ‘the only woman who’d really interest you departed this world with you, not too long ago.’


Zeven looked disappointed. ‘So the answer is no.’

Rhun nodded. ‘Even if that were not the case, given what I know about you, I would hardly let you loose on the unsuspecting females of my planet.’

All found the humour in the comment, but Zeven wasn’t sure if he was too amused.

Rhun didn’t want to offend his guest and so said, ‘But there are many pictures of your female half around here, if you’re curious to —’

‘I’m not!’ Zeven declined and everyone appeared surprised. ‘That would take all the fun out of looking, don’t you think?’

Ringbalin was far more interested in the garden beyond the windows in the corridor where their rooms were located. ‘May we go outside?’

‘You may,’ Rhun was happy to advise. ‘Security gates will prevent you wandering anywhere you might be seen … although most would just mistake you for En Noah! It’s these three I am more concerned about.’ The governor motioned to Taren, Lucian and Zeven, whereupon Ringbalin immediately made a beeline for the closest door leading outside.

‘Feel free to look around,’ Rhun invited Taren, Lucian, Zeven and Telmo, as he backed up towards the staircase that led upstairs. ‘I’m just going to check on my brother.’ The governor turned and departed to do so.

‘Just my luck that in this universe, I’m a frickin’ spirit.’ Zeven looked to Taren and Lucian. ‘At least you get stuck here together! Damn, I wish Rory was more adventurous.’

‘Are you still an item?’ Taren assumed they were as he kept talking about her being his girlfriend in the present tense.

‘Nope,’ Zeven confessed, exasperated.


‘I’m sorry.’ Taren regretted prying, as the topic made him agitated.

‘It’s not your fault.’ He smiled at her briefly. ‘I’m mad at myself. I knew if I took this trip I’d miss her, and sure enough, I do. She’d really dig all this.’ Through the window he saw Ringbalin wander into the foreign garden, full of the excited fascination that accompanies new discovery. ‘When I return and tell her about this place, Aurora is going to wish she’d come.’

It was clear to Taren that Zeven’s falling out with Aurora had been over him following Lucian and herself into the void. ‘I’m sorry that you were forced to choose.’

‘There was no choice,’ Zeven insisted. ‘At AMIE we are all about discovery, that’s what we signed up for … but Rory?’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know that she has the same lust for it as we do.’

‘She has no “Power” to make her brave,’ Taren pointed out.

‘But I was like this before we crashed on Oceane.’ The memory of Taren and himself alone together on the steamy, virgin planet still made him smile.

‘Yes …’ Taren knew he was thinking about their brief and only encounter as his bad mood suddenly lifted, ‘… but you’re insane.’

‘You are too,’ he bantered back, and Taren saw the admiration in his eyes. ‘If only all women were as adventurous as you.’

‘This is nuts!’ Telmo Dacre, who’d been silent ever since he’d been brought to join their party, suddenly spoke up and everyone looked his way. ‘I know I’ve never met any of you before, but I have all these memories of us — it’s like I’ve known you forever!’

‘And you started having these visions after Maladaan shifted?’ Taren established for the benefit of the others.

‘Yes,’ he confirmed. ‘But I don’t understand it really … I mean, what kind of “Power” is memory?’

Taren grinned. ‘That memory belonged to a spiritual master and Time Lord,’ she advised, ‘surely such wisdom will not go astray?’

‘So what’s your story, Mr Dacre?’ Lucian invited. ‘How did you get yourself appointed chief science advisor for the MSS?’

Telmo seemed overwhelmed by their attention, but did not hesitate to explain himself. ‘I designed the mechanism to contain the energy sample that, I have since learnt, was stolen from your project, Professor Gervaise.’

‘You seem very young to be placed in such a position of authority?’ Lucian wondered how he’d got so far, so fast in life.

‘Ah,’ Telmo blushed at being pulled up on that point, ‘but not too young to have a lover on the design team to feed ideas through. I lost all the credit for my design, but I gained three-quarters of her fee.’ He grinned, hoping not to be judged too harshly.

‘And got laid in the bargain,’ Zeven said. ‘I like this guy.’

 

Upstairs, Avery was awake, on his feet, and freaking out. ‘Get Rhun!’ he was yelling at Cadfan. ‘I need to see him —’

‘I’m here,’ the governor announced on his way through the door. ‘Why are you yelling at Walter?’

‘Who healed me?’ Avery demanded to know.

‘Why, do you wish to thank him?’ Judging from his brother’s disturbed state, he thought not.


‘Thank him? I’m still mortal!’ Avery was horrified; he’d never been mortal!

‘I told him,’ Cadfan began calmly, ‘it’s going to take time, compassion and love in order for his DNA to re-braid but —’

‘Compassion! Ronan is dead!’ Avery was fuming. ‘They killed him before my eyes and because I am mortal, I couldn’t prevent it.’ His voice broke over the true cause of his grief, and he sank to a seat on the bed and went into a stunned state of shock.

‘Whether you like it or not, Avery, you are traumatised,’ Rhun told him after a long silence. ‘Your powers will return once you have come to terms with your ordeal.’ This was what Walter had been trying to tell Avery, but now it seemed to be sinking in — his emotional and mental state had to stabilise before they would mend.

‘They really don’t like psychics on Maladaan,’ Avery commented as an aside and then looked to his brother. ‘They’re ordering the disempowerment of the only folk who could save them from the Orions once it all turns horribly ugly. The entire population of that planet will be Orion chowder before long.’

‘Not if we can help it.’

‘Is there a plan?’ Avery probed. ‘I want in.’

‘The team is Maladaan residents only.’ Rhun was glad not to have to hold his brother’s mortality against him. ‘So, rest up and I’ll let your wife know what’s happened and that she can find you here.’

Avery nodded to accept his lot. ‘If anyone will make me feel better, Fallon will.’

Rhun grinned and made for the door.

‘Thanks,’ Avery waylaid him, ‘for not leaving me to die in that hell hole.’


‘Thanks for not dying in that hole and leaving the Otherworld to run amuck.’ Rhun’s retort made Avery smile.

‘I’m sure the little woman has it all in hand,’ his younger brother replied.

Rhun nodded. ‘Get better,’ he ordered as he turned to leave.

 

‘Avery!’ Fallon manifested in a whirl of air elementals that sent the scent of a spring field in blossom through the room as they departed, leaving their mistress to rush into her husband’s embrace.

Her arrival stopped the governor from leaving — he was obviously as keen to hear news from the Otherworld as Avery was himself.

‘I would have come sooner,’ Fallon told them, ‘but I had to dissuade the air elementals you ordered to Maladaan not to retaliate or abandon their charge in protest of their mistreatment of you.’

Avery felt urged to kiss his wife for her efforts on his behalf and then looked to his brother. ‘I told you she would have things well in hand.’

Looking at him now, Fallon had clearly expected to find Avery in worse shape. ‘You have recovered quickly.’

‘On the outside, perhaps.’ Avery’s cheer waned and Fallon’s concern returned.

‘I’ll leave you, then.’ Rhun resumed his departure, and Cadfan decided to bow out at this point too, closing the door behind them.

‘I saw horrid images of you battered and bleeding, like a mortal,’ Fallon divulged, once they were alone.

‘I am mortal,’ Avery confessed. ‘Cadfan and Rhun both agree that my DNA will re-braid given time, but no one can say for sure.’


Fallon was speechless for a moment; the event was unprecedented. ‘How?’

‘A new weapon.’

Fallon gasped, not liking the sound of that. ‘A new enemy then, too,’ she assumed.

Avery nodded. ‘And my infirmity is going to mean a hell of a lot more work for you, my love.’

‘Don’t let that concern you.’ Fallon smiled in the hope of raising his spirits. ‘There is an upside to you being mortal, you know?’

The Lord did not even have to ask what the silver lining was. ‘With all that is going on in the world, you want to conceive a child now?’

Fallon nodded, wearing her best impish grin. ‘Right now, before you have a chance to get better.’ She began stripping off the little he wore.

She was truly his joy, and with her kisses he felt his trauma ebb a little. ‘You’re good medicine,’ he told her, pulling her onto the bed on top of him. ‘Be careful, or you’ll defeat your own purpose.’

‘Love is always the best remedy, my Lord.’

 

Although Taren swore to the governor that she had broken her MSS conditioning, she was scheduled an appointment with Cadfan in any case. She felt she had little need to see a healer, as physically speaking, she felt perfectly well.

‘Your aura is rather something to behold,’ Cadfan told her as he entered the small, round, white consultation room that was flooded with natural light from the skylight in the ceiling high above.

‘How so?’ she replied curiously, not recalling anyone ever speaking of her aura before.

‘Well, usually a person’s aura is primarily one or two colours, reflecting the vibrational frequency or sonic with which they personally resonate. For example, I am a healer, my aura is pink and green as the talent stems from a need to express compassion, which stems from my heart centre, the primary colours of which are pink and green,’ he explained. ‘But your aura is rainbow-coloured, indicating that you resonate, or can alternate, between many different frequencies, chakras and psychic talents.’

The healer’s words had Taren thinking about the great deva she had contained in her science lab on AMIE for a short time; it had communicated telepathically with her before leaving and had referred to her as, ‘a twelve-toned organism.’ She uttered the phrase out loud.

‘There could be twelve tones in there.’ Cadfan was squinting to discern between the many colours.

‘So what does that mean?’ Taren was hungry for the esoteric information of which she had been so deprived to date.

‘It’s like having the power of a mighty creation deva all packed into one little human being,’ Cadfan simplified things for her. ‘I have never seen this kind of spiritual potential in any being still abiding in the physical world, and for whatever reason you have come into being at this time, I feel you must have a very great purpose.’

Taren trembled as she listened to his words, not from fear, but from an inner knowing that he spoke the truth; the proof was in her life to date and there were more trials to come, that was certain. ‘Am I still beholden to the MSS?’ She wondered if she had indeed broken all her prior conditioning.


‘You are not.’ Cadfan smiled to assure her. ‘I see a being very much in control of itself.’

‘Now if I can just get my past back, I shall be complete,’ she concluded. Why it was so important remained a mystery, but she had never felt so compelled to do anything in her life.

‘You are a formidable leader,’ Cadfan told her.

‘You all see me as Tory Alexander, but I am not her any more … yet?’ Taren wasn’t sure how reincarnation worked. ‘I wish I had some of her warrior skills … I’d bring the MSS and the entire US council to justice for what they have done to psychics out of fear over the years.’

‘I feel sure that is well within your sphere of capability.’ Cadfan looked in a large circle around Taren. ‘Your aura is rather extensive; in fact I cannot see the end of its influence from here.’

Taren looked up and around herself but couldn’t see a thing. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well your aura is so large it escapes the confines of the room,’ he explained.

‘Is that normal?’ Taren wondered.

‘For a great cosmic master, yes,’ Cadfan concurred. ‘Would you like to accompany me outside and I can get a better idea of just how far your influence extends?’

‘All right,’ Taren grinned and frowned at once, as she followed the healer out under a beautiful glassed-over conclave and into the gardens beyond.

‘It is as I thought.’ Cadfan was amazed. ‘I cannot see the end of it.’ He laughed, excited for her.

‘But if I am so masterful, why can’t I see this huge aura I have?’ Taren challenged.

‘Maybe you can,’ Cadfan suggested, ‘but you just don’t remember you can.’


Taren had a short, vivid flashback to her early childhood: her father had told her something similar to what Cadfan had been saying. ‘I can see just by looking at you, that you’re different to other people, special.’ She gasped at the brief memory and tried to cling to it and see more, as she had not been able to recall any of her childhood for over ten years!

‘You’ve been encouraged to repress your gifts all your life,’ Cadfan pointed out, ‘and taught that your power is something to fear. But, on the contrary, it must be embraced to be fully mastered.’

Taren’s eyes were brimming with tears and at first she thought that was why she saw coloured spheres of energy around the plants and trees in the garden — there was even a faint bubble of energy around Cadfan! When she squeezed the tears from her eyes, the shimmering hues remained around everything. Taren’s heart leaped into her throat with excitement when she noted how Cadfan’s bubble was pink around his heart and faded to green around the outer edges. ‘I can see it,’ she gasped again, as she turned her sights onto her own form and was in awe of the huge transferrals of cosmic energy taking place within her being. ‘I see all of it!’ she exclaimed, rushed by a feeling of amazing expansion, of being suddenly connected to everything in existence, in this universe and the next.

 

When Taren awoke, Lucian was seated alongside her, smiling. ‘Did I black out?’

Lucian nodded. ‘You certainly did … that must have been some session you had with Cadfan.’

‘Oh my stars.’ Taren held her head, blown away by the memory of what she’d seen, and what Cadfan had said. ‘He is amazing!’ She was a little disappointed to note that she was not seeing auras now, but as she looked at Lucian and allowed her physical sight to slip out of focus, she began to see his auric hue that was indigo and violet. ‘I can see your aura.’ She grinned.

‘Can you now?’ Lucian brushed some hair from her face.

‘It’s all —’

The sound of a woman yelling in the corridor outside the room drew their attention to the open doorway.

‘I must speak to the governor,’ she said. ‘This was not Fari’s doing!’

‘The governor knows that —’ There was a man trying to reason with her, unsuccessfully.

‘Then why is Fari locked up?’ the woman challenged. ‘I’m going to kill Zelimir Ronan!’ she claimed with a passion. ‘I touched him in the governor’s office, so I can assume his form and I know everything he knows,’ she asserted, but she was lying. She had actually stolen the chief’s DNA blueprint many years before. ‘I can fool all of Maladaan to get to him, if I must!’

Taren and Lucian looked to each other, most intrigued to hear this, and, with Lucian’s help, Taren accompanied him out into the corridor to discover the source of the amazing claims.

It was a Phemorian woman and a young man that Taren had seen in one of En Noah’s chronicles of the Dark Ages on Earth. Their loud debate had stopped as the Phemorian woman spied the Lord of the Otherworld walking down the stairs.

‘You cannot kill Zelimir Ronan, as he is already dead,’ Avery told her solemnly.


Taren was shocked to hear this and a little saddened. She wasn’t sure if her deflated feeling was because, deep down, she had respected her nemesis, or because she had been denied the satisfaction of confronting him herself.

‘My Lord.’ The Phemorian woman humbled herself a little, and considering Avery was a man, that was rather unusual. ‘I am so sorry if my temper offended you, I did not realise you were here.’

‘I am a patient, just like you,’ he informed her as he descended the stairs to stand before her. ‘I was with Ronan when he died and can assure you that his death was every bit as painful and inhumane as anything you could dream up to satisfy your lust for revenge.’

The young, blond fellow who’d been arguing with the Phemorian appeared a little put off by the woman’s obvious adoration of the Lord of the Otherworld, but he stood out of the way as Avery addressed her. Taren stared hard at the young man; it was as if they’d met before but she just couldn’t place him.

Then the Phemorian did something unprecedented for her race: she began to sob. ‘How else am I to feel when I see injustice?’ she appealed to the Lord.

‘Compassion,’ he told her softly, whereupon the Phemorian shrieked in anguished frustration. ‘But where does that get me? Compassion will not stop the MSS from persecuting the innocent.’

‘No,’ Avery agreed, ‘but it will stop you from persecuting the innocent.’

The statement made the Phemorian gasp and she ceased to weep.

‘And when Ronan died,’ Avery stated, ‘he had repented, and he was innocent, Jazmay. There is no one man you can kill who will accomplish your goal, it is the institution, the mindset, that must be annihilated.’

‘So, how does one annihilate an entire network compassionately?’ the Phemorian was eager to know.

‘You do what you feel is in the best interests of all … love with your mind, think with your heart,’ he told her. ‘And if your goal is truly righteous, then you shall be supplied the means to achieve it, always.’

The Phemorian was bemused by this. ‘But I don’t know where to begin.’

‘I think I do,’ Taren spoke up to alert everyone to their presence.

When the three turned to find Taren and Lucian, only Avery knew them.

‘Who are you?’ the Phemorian asked, more curious than defensive.

‘I am an ex-MSS agent who seeks to break into the mainframe of my one-time employers and reclaim a large chunk of memory they stole from me,’ Taren began. ‘I believe my memory may hold some of the answers we seek in regard to getting our planet back to its proper place in the scheme of things. We are assembling a team of psychics from Maladaan to get me in and out of MSS headquarters, undetected hopefully. Ronan’s memory could prove very useful, if you’re interested?’

The Phemorian was stunned a moment.

‘Ask the right question, you’ll get an answer,’ Avery concluded, heading back up the stairs to his room.

‘I’m very interested,’ the Phemorian proffered, calmly.

 


After his consultation with Cadfan, Zeven had been given the all-clear from MSS conditioning, which was a relief, but he felt he’d learnt more than he wanted to about himself.

Without ever meeting Zeven, Cadfan knew all about his risk-taking, womanising and heroic tendencies, for his soul-mind had always been this way before he found his Chosen other. The healer had also predicted Zeven had a huge destiny to fulfil, and at that point in the conversation, Zeven specifically asked Cadfan not to mention anything about his love life.

‘But your entire life is love.’ Cadfan was amused. ‘Spirit is love, and the nature of spirit is to explore and push the boundaries of reality. You are so attuned to spirit that you will do anything to advance the common understanding of existence … and by so doing you serve the creator.’

‘So to try and prevent me from pushing those boundaries is wrong?’ Zeven had reasoned — having wondered many times if it was ego and pride that drove him to such extremes, or some higher calling?

‘There is no right or wrong,’ Cadfan replied, ‘only choices that prove to be constructive or destructive.’

‘But the woman I am meant to be with, my “Chosen other”,’ Zeven used Cadfan’s terminology, ‘she would never prevent me from fulfilling my destiny?’

‘I wouldn’t think so,’ Cadfan replied, ‘she will encourage you to be all that you can be.’

Now, in the shade of a tree in the temple garden, Zeven was contemplating this information and feeling a little lost. So Aurora is not my perfect match after all, he concluded. ‘But I was so sure,’ he muttered, bemused, as the sound of flapping wings captured Zeven’s attention and he glanced up into the sun to glimpse a large bird coming to land in the temple garden.

‘What the …?’ He had never seen a bird with a wingspan so large. But, as the sun was in his eyes obscuring his view, perhaps it was the Lord Avery? Zeven raised himself to go investigate.

It wasn’t the Lord Avery, but one of his ilk, maybe?

All Zeven could see from behind was the long white hair quills, a large set of white wings, a white miniskirt, suntanned legs, and white boots. ‘Are you looking for someone?’

The bird turned and Zeven was nearly winded to see Aurora — although clearly this magnificent creature was another incarnation of her. She was frowning when she turned, but upon setting eyes on Zeven she smiled winningly, held up a finger and began rummaging through her bag.

Fancy seeing you here? he thought to himself, his heart giving a little jolt at the unexpected event.

From her bag she produced a translation headset and placed it on her head. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, adjusting the mouthpiece. ‘You look a little shocked … have you never seen one of my kind before?’

‘It’s not that,’ Zeven clarified, ‘you just look so much like —’

‘My grand aunt Candace, I know.’ She waved off the fact. ‘I get told that all the time. Actually …’ She tilted her head curiously, and appearing a little startled, she decided to keep her observation to herself.

‘What is it?’ Zeven wondered as she eyed him up and down.


‘Nothing.’ She waved off her realisation as insignificant.

‘If you say so.’ He was curious and the grin on his face obviously said it all.

‘I just …’ She appeared a little flushed suddenly. ‘And I know this will sound odd, but, I feel like I recognise you.’

That’s a little freaky. Her comment sent shockwaves through Zeven. ‘From another life, perhaps?’ He could not stop himself from flirting, despite the little voice in his head asking him if he was a sucker for punishment.

‘I am Ibis-Swan, Princess of Tarazean,’ she announced, holding out a hand to him, ‘and you are?’

Princess? The title resounded in his mind, warning him to walk away immediately, but the seductive look on the exotic woman’s face had him enchanted. Ibis seemed more confident and game than Rory, and to Zeven’s mind that made her the perfect woman — the exotic features of her race only made her more attractive to him. ‘Zeven Gudren, bastard Prince of Phemoria,’ he replied, not to be outdone, as he took hold of her hand and held it, along with her fond gaze, until she reluctantly withdrew from his touch.

‘Phemoria,’ she queried, ‘the planet that Jazmay is from?’

‘Who is Jazmay?’

‘Another patient here,’ Ibis advised. ‘I thought you might have met?’

‘I’m pretty sure I’d remember seeing a Phemorian about the place, and I haven’t, I’m sorry.’ Zeven decided he should take his leave at this point, feeling that to stay and pursue the conversation would be a mistake — a mistake he’d made before.


‘I was actually here to see Jahan. Do you know where I might find him?’

‘I don’t really know anyone.’ Zeven shrugged apologetically, as he backed up. ‘I’m just visiting.’ He smiled in closing and turned to depart.

‘For how long?’

The princess’s query made his heart flutter, but he suppressed his excitement and turned back to reply. ‘A few days, a few weeks.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s hard to say.’

‘Are you ill?’ She was concerned for him.

‘No, no,’ he assured, ‘but I have friends recuperating here, so I was offered accommodation to be close at hand if they need me.’ He forced a grin.

‘That must be frightfully boring for you,’ she ventured.

‘It is, rather,’ he admitted, his gut churning with excitement that he really didn’t want to feel. ‘I’ve been secretly trying to escape and explore since I got here, but apparently I look too much like one of your past leaders to be let loose in public.’

Ibis found this amusing. ‘You do rather look like our late governor,’ she admitted. ‘But there are wonderful places on Kila that you could visit without risk of being seen,’ she suggested, ever so subtly.

Even though Zeven was now confident of where this conversation was heading, he made no attempt to divert its course, and he really should have. ‘But how would I find such places … a map?’

‘Most of the best spots aren’t on any map, only we Chosen know about them. But I’d be happy to show you,’ Ibis proposed.

‘What, now?’ Zeven was delighted as he was already bored with temple life. And what was the use of visiting another universe, if he didn’t get to see any of it?

‘If you like.’ Ibis beamed. ‘I can catch up with my friends later.’

‘But why would you trouble yourself, Princess?’ he wondered.

‘It’s no trouble,’ she advised, ‘I show visiting dignitaries around all the time.’

‘But you don’t know me,’ Zeven reasoned with her, ‘and as a princess, surely there are protocols about you accompanying strangers into the wilderness?’

Ibis had a good chuckle at this. ‘I can take care of myself,’ she said, but with a second thought, some of her confidence fled. ‘Or, maybe you’re right.’ She hung her head for a moment, and then forced a smile as she backed up.

Let her go, Zeven told himself. Not only is she the wrong woman for you, she is royalty! Going anywhere alone with her is just asking for trouble. But the look of disappointment on her face was plucking at his heart strings and he reached out to delay her. ‘I didn’t mean to frighten you … and don’t get me wrong, I would love to get out of this temple for a few hours, especially with someone so lovely as yourself.’ The comment brought the smile and excitement back to her face. ‘But perhaps it would be wise to tell someone that we are going and when to expect us back?’

‘Good call,’ she agreed. ‘But who?’

‘Hmmm, let me think,’ Zeven considered — who could be trusted not to tell, but did not have enough authority to prevent him from going? He clicked his fingers and headed off through the gardens. ‘Follow me.’

 


By the pool, Telmo was typing reports into his communicator to send back to Maladdan, when Zeven found him.

‘Hey, Telmo,’ Zeven called to him on approach. ‘That’s your name, isn’t it?’

The scientist nodded, more intrigued by the lady in Zeven’s company.

‘This is Ibis-Swan, Princess of Tarazean,’ Zeven introduced the pair. ‘Princess, this is Telmo Dacre, science advisor to Maladaan.’

‘Hello.’ She smiled winningly. ‘Nice to meet you.’

As Telmo gazed into the bird-woman’s face, a string of memories from the past ran through his mind that told him, not only had they met many times before, but that Zeven and Ibis had met before and had been lovers in many lifetimes. ‘Princess,’ Telmo found his voice and nodded to her respectfully. ‘What can I do for you both?’

‘Ibis has offered to get me out of this jail for a few hours —’ Zeven began.

‘I don’t think that would be wise.’ Telmo stood to voice his opposition nervously — as Zeven was by far the stronger and more forceful of the two of them.

‘I’m not asking for your opinion,’ Zeven clarified. ‘I just needed to tell someone I was going, in case anyone is looking for either of us.’

‘But the governor —’

‘— will be tied up for the rest of the day,’ Zeven cut in. ‘Don’t sweat, I’ll be back in a few hours; no one will even notice I’m gone.’

Clearly there was no point in arguing. ‘If you say so,’ Telmo caved, wondering if he should warn Zeven about what he knew of his history with this woman.

‘So, shall I fly us out of here?’ Ibis suggested.


‘No need.’ Zeven thought he’d show off. ‘Just picture where we are going in your mind,’ he instructed, taking hold of her hand.

‘Okay.’ She played along, and in the next moment they vanished.

‘Whoa,’ Telmo gasped, suspecting Zeven had teleported himself and the princess elsewhere. He’d never known any man from his universe to have such a ‘Power’ — teleportation was fabled to be exclusive to the ancient female line of the Phemorians.

Telmo was mind-boggled. If Zeven Gudrun did possess such a ‘Power’ then he was not to be messed with, and Telmo resolved to do his best to stay on his good side.

 

Ibis and Zeven arrived back at the healing temple a little later than expected, but Zeven couldn’t have cared less if he got in trouble. ‘I had a really great time today,’ he said, and as he was holding most of his clothes in his hand he placed them aside. His trousers were rolled up and still wet from swimming in the ocean, and fine, white sand still clung to his feet and shins.

‘We must do it again, soon,’ Ibis agreed in a whisper, kissing him passionately, as she had done many times this day.

‘I think that I would get in serious political trouble if we did.’ He grinned, having controlled his urge to fully take advantage of Ibis’s overly amorous nature.

‘I love trouble,’ she emphasised, kissing him again.

‘Well, I’m that, to be sure.’ He forced his hands away from her lovely curves and backed up. ‘I really, really have to go.’


‘I know.’ Ibis swayed her body in a cute fashion, as she suggested, ‘But you can find me with a thought, right? So … think of me sometime.’ She smiled in invitation, and spreading her wings she took off into the night sky, blowing him a kiss as she did so.

‘Dear universe,’ Zeven appealed to the heavens as she departed, ‘how is any man supposed to resist that?’

‘He puts the greater good first and says no.’

Taren’s lecturing tone made the hairs on the back of Zeven’s neck stand on end; he hadn’t felt this busted since he was in his teens.

‘We called a mission meeting this afternoon …’ Taren advised.

Oh no … Zeven turned to face her wrath … of all the rotten luck.

‘… to discover you had decided to go sightseeing, against the express orders of the governor, with a princess from another planet! Need I say this is so bloody typical of you? There is so much more at stake here than just your love life!’

‘Easy to say, when you have one,’ Zeven bantered, trying to skirt around the issue.

‘Zeven, please try and see the bigger picture,’ she begged. ‘Don’t you think we have enough political ill will about, without you adding to it? Please tell me you didn’t take advantage of her …’

‘You always assume the worst of me, don’t you?’ A fact that really pissed him off.

‘Well, look at you!’ Taren motioned to his lack of attire. ‘If her father, the King of Tarazean and the governor’s own brother …’

Zeven was stunned by that news.

‘… had seen what I just saw, with you appearing thus, what would he think?’


‘We went swimming!’ Zeven stressed his innocence, perturbed that he had to. ‘And flying.’ His angry expression softened with the memory.

‘Sounds like fun.’ Taren was sorry to have to be the voice of reason.

‘It was,’ he said a little bitterly, before saying what he knew Taren wanted to hear. ‘I won’t see her again.’

‘You have one just like her at home, Starman,’ she said softly, as he grabbed up his clothes.

He shook his head to the negative. ‘Not like this one.’ His voice broke over the statement, whereupon he looked away to contain the pain swelling in his throat.

‘I’m sorry.’ Taren was sympathetic. ‘The mission meeting has been rescheduled for the morning.’

Zeven nodded, and with a deep inhale found his voice. ‘I’ll be there.’

‘Goodnight,’ Taren bade him.

‘Is it?’ He plonked himself down on a chair to fully wallow in the moment, and when he looked up again, Taren had gone.

 

Taren Lennox, Lucian Gervaise, Zeven Gudrun, Ringbalin Malachi, Telmo Dacre and Jazmay Cardea sat around a large garden setting in the poolside courtyard of the governor’s healing temple — Rhun was chairing the meeting. All on the final team for the Maladaan mission had been given the all-clear by Cadfan and were discussing their point of entry to the Maladaan Secret Service headquarters in Esponisa.

‘I say we just materialise in one of the MSS memory banks and access the mainframe from there.’ Zeven felt it was easy.


‘We’d have to know what one of these memory banks looks like,’ Taren said.

‘Well, you’ve been in one — don’t you know?’ Zeven was annoyed she was shooting holes in his plan.

‘Nope, they took that memory too,’ Taren informed and then gasped as Jazmay transformed into Chief Ronan across the table from her.

‘I know what the memory banks look like,’ Jazmay said from inside of the chief’s persona. ‘And provided the codes have not been changed in the wake of Ronan’s death, I know how to access the information you are looking for.’

‘Why would they bother changing the codes if Ronan is dead?’ Telmo asked. ‘Isn’t that why they kill people … so they don’t have to bother changing codes, locks etc? There’s no security risk in a dead person.’

‘We might be in luck,’ Taren agreed. ‘But the memory banks are sure to be monitored, which won’t give us much time to extract the information we want.’

‘Take out the guards in the security station and then there is no one to raise the alarm,’ Rhun suggested; from past experience he knew this was a good move.

‘Exactly right,’ Zeven seconded Rhun’s suggestion. ‘Do you know how many guards that might be?’ He looked to the Phemorian still wearing the chief of the MSS.

‘About ten men,’ she replied.

Zeven scowled. ‘Bad odds … for them.’ His grave expression dissolved into a cocky grin. ‘No problem, I’ll see to it.’ Starman was showing off for Jazmay’s benefit, but she was ignoring him.


‘So, we need two teams,’ Lucian summarised. ‘Taren and Jazmay will head straight for the memory bank and the rest of us will see to the security station.’

‘After someone telepathically confers an image of the said station from his memory.’ Zeven pointed to the chief.

‘I can help you out with that.’ Rhun waved a hand to acknowledge.

Jazmay assumed her true form. ‘So, when do we leave?’

‘Tomorrow, before dawn, will be the dead of night in the Maladaan capital of Esponisa,’ Telmo informed, having worked out the time differences between the two planets shortly after he’d arrived on Kila.

‘Then that’s when we should go,’ Lucian suggested and looked to the governor for final approval.

Rhun gave the deciding nod.

 

By the time they discussed weapons and protocol, the meeting didn’t come to a close until early evening.

Jazmay was feeling lighter now. The governor had told her that Fari had been seen by Cadfan. The healer had broken through the lad’s MSS programming, but in the process had churned up terrible memories in the boy. Fari had been placed in the care of the healing temple where he was currently dealing with the adverse emotions of his dark past. Jazmay, having met with Cadfan and Hatty earlier today, had the utmost confidence that Fari was in the best of care. She was also excited that she was to be a contributing member of society again. Being a warrior was what Jazmay was best at and now she could use those skills to further the cause of her adopted planet. She had purpose and life could not be finer.


Through the common rooms in the healing complex Jazmay searched for Jahan, and feared he might have got tired of waiting for the meeting to end and left. She was delighted when she found him by the fountain in the garden courtyard to the other side of the governor’s healing complex. Jahan was sitting with his back to the water feature, deep in thought.

‘You waited.’ She came to stand over him and Jahan looked up at her — his serious expression in grave contrast to her joy.

‘Of course I waited.’ He took hold of Jazmay’s hands. ‘I need to know what you’ve gotten yourself into.’

‘I cannot discuss that.’ She took a seat beside him.

‘When do you leave, then?’

Jazmay looked at him apologetically. ‘I can tell you that I am at leisure this evening.’ She nudged his shoulder playfully and Jahan bowed his head, now knowing the answer to his query was tomorrow morning. ‘Please don’t be like this.’ The Phemorian was brimming with excitement, which she really wanted to expend on her new lover in the bedroom. ‘I am thrilled about this mission! More thrilled than I have been about anything in half a decade!’

When Jahan looked to her, a little hurt, she grabbed hold of both his hands to clarify.

‘I meant professionally excited. I’m a warrior, Jahan, a soldier!’ She stood, compelled by her conviction. ‘I have to follow my own path, isn’t that the general philosophy of this fair city?’

It was painful for Jahan to nod in agreement — at least, it appeared it was. ‘But couldn’t you choose a path that doesn’t involve placing yourself in mortal danger?’


‘Look, I know I said I wanted to work for KEPA and be with you … but I love extreme danger! I thrive on it!’

‘So I’ll be more risqué.’ Jahan attempted humour, but Jazmay was not amused.

‘If the governor called upon you to risk your life for the good of Kila, you wouldn’t do it?’ she challenged.

‘There would be no risk to my life,’ he insisted and stood, ‘that’s my point!’

‘Well, there is a risk now,’ Jazmay disclosed more than she felt she should have, but he had to understand all her motives.

‘What are you saying?’ Jahan frowned, even more concerned than before.

‘My people have developed a weapon that can render the Chosen mortal,’ she told him in a harsh whisper.

‘No.’ He backed away, stunned by the implications.

Jazmay neared him to maintain her hushed tone. ‘Why do you think the Lord of the Otherworld is in a healing chamber?’

Jahan was floored by the news.

‘So the threat to us both is now equally great,’ she stated in her own defence. ‘You see now, my motives are not entirely selfish.’

Jahan embraced her and squeezed her tight. ‘I wish I was going with you.’ When he pulled back, he saw her tears.

‘I’m so glad you’re not,’ she told him in all sincerity, and ended their dispute with a kiss.

 

In the wake of the poolside meeting, Taren, Lucian, Jazmay and Rhun had quickly dispersed, having other places to be. This left Telmo, Ringbalin and Zeven still picking at the feast that had been laid out and devoured during their mission brief.

The sun had almost entirely set now. The exterior solar lights that had accumulated energy throughout the long sunny day shed a dim golden glow to highlight the pathways around the courtyard and the exterior of the healing complex.

‘Well.’ Zeven licked his fingers, having stuffed himself. ‘Seeing as there are no women around here to offend …’ he stripped off his shirt to expose his muscle-bound torso, ‘… I’m going for a swim.’ He removed his boots and stood.

‘Do you think that is wise, after what you just ate?’ Ringbalin posed, as Zeven took a running jump up onto the diving block, and did a somersault and perfect dive into the water. ‘Show-off,’ he commented, while Zeven was still submerged.

‘Always was,’ said Telmo.

Ringbalin’s attention shifted to their newest team member, curious about these memories he was having about them. ‘So you know of our past in this universe?’

Telmo nodded. ‘And I think I have glimpsed some of our future in the next.’

‘What?’ Zeven caught the comment and Balin was stunned as well.

‘That implies that we get back,’ Ringbalin probed further.

Telmo could not say for sure. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Maladaan too?’ Zeven was so interested that he crawled out of the pool and took a seat.

‘Could be.’ He nodded.

‘But how do we do it?’ Ringbalin quizzed.

‘I don’t know,’ Telmo said surely.


‘Then how do you know that we do do it?’ Zeven was getting a little exasperated and a little cold.

‘Because I saw a vision of myself meeting with Dr Lennox back on Maladaan, and it is not a memory from my past,’ he explained a little guardedly. ‘But what was really strange was that in the vision I had never met her before — I stated I knew her by reputation only.’

‘But you’ve met Taren,’ Zeven was bemused.

‘Yes, exactly,’ Telmo agreed. ‘So am I brainwashed into forgetting her? Or is it another reality altogether that I see? It felt to me like it was the latter and that I was back on Maladaan working just as I had been before the displacement.’

‘Wow.’ Ringbalin raised both brows. ‘Your mind is a really amazing place, Mr Dacre.’

‘It’s freaking me out,’ the scientist agreed.

‘I don’t get it,’ Zeven complained at having got out of the pool for nothing, and got up to return to the water. ‘What did Taren want with you, exactly?’

Telmo appeared a little discomforted by the query. ‘She wanted to wake me up.’ He eyed his two new comrades, wondering if he should confide in them; he felt like he knew them and that they would never betray him, but did they feel that way? ‘Truly. That’s the only way I can explain it, without seeming disrespectful to Dr Lennox and the captain.’

Zeven’s eyes narrowed as he sensed controversy. ‘How about I beat you grievously until you tell me exactly what you saw?’

Telmo held up his hands to calm the short hulk of a bloke. ‘I’ll tell you, on the condition that it does not get back to Dr Lennox,’ the lad plea-bargained.

‘Deal.’ Zeven took a seat again.


‘Agreed,’ Ringbalin concurred and stared intently at Telmo, eager to know what the contention was.

Telmo was not very eager to be out with it. ‘I saw Dr Lennox in my room and I recognised her from pictures I’d seen. She apologised for being in a rush and then she —’

‘Yes?’ Both the men listening leant in closer.

‘She kissed me,’ Telmo confessed at last, whereby Zeven gave a laugh.

‘You’ve had a wet dream.’ Zeven blew him off.

‘It wasn’t a sexual kind of kiss,’ Telmo tried to explain and Zeven laughed again.

‘That proves my theory!’ he exclaimed. ‘Because there is no way a kiss from Taren Lennox cannot be considered sexual!’

Telmo looked to Ringbalin who was more open to hearing him out. ‘It was more like a huge transference of energy —’

‘You got that right,’ Zeven concurred and fell back into the water.

‘And I felt it stir whatever it was that awoke in me when Maladaan shifted universes,’ he concluded his case to Ringbalin, who sat frozen with a contemplative look on his face. ‘What do you think it means?’

‘I’m a botanist, not a quantum metaphysician … Dr Lennox is the one you need to speak to.’

‘I wouldn’t tell her about your little fantasy, if I were you.’ Zeven had surfaced and was treading water. ‘Lucian is the jealous type.’

‘It wasn’t like that.’ The younger man became frustrated and stood to defend himself.

‘Don’t listen to him.’ Ringbalin placed a hand on the arm of the lad and he immediately calmed and felt good again. ‘To Zeven the whole of creation was made so that people could have sex.’

‘Absolutely right,’ Zeven cheered his theory, and then curled into a ball, moaning as his stomach began to cramp.

‘Is he all right?’ Telmo was concerned as he saw Zeven disappearing under the surface of the water.

‘He’ll be fine.’ Ringbalin didn’t bat an eyelid.

Telmo watched the water for a few moments and when Zeven didn’t surface, he approached the edge and prepared to dive in, but Zeven was no longer in the water.

Zeven materialised right behind the young scientist. ‘Dacre?’

Telmo was startled right into the water, and surfaced to find Zeven smiling down at him, most amused. ‘Welcome to the crew,’ he said, his expression hardening. ‘I cannot warn her as I made a vow not to repeat what you told me, but stay away from Taren Lennox.’ Zeven glared at the lad in warning and then took his leave.

Telmo was left shocked by Zeven’s reaction. ‘He knows he was her brother, doesn’t he?’

‘It’s … it’s complicated.’ Ringbalin declined to explain.

‘I know.’ Telmo floated up onto his back, looking up at the night sky. ‘Nothing really changes,’ he concluded with a smile, feeling like he’d finally found his family. Despite the sibling rivalry, he felt more at home at this moment, in a parallel universe, on a foreign planet, with a bunch of people he’d never met before, than he had in his entire life! ‘How wonderful.’

 


It had been a truly romantic evening — the first time in ages that Taren had had Lucian to herself for any amount of time. So, to celebrate, they locked themselves in Taren’s room all night and made love until their muscles failed. Even with all that physical exertion, Taren still couldn’t get to sleep.

Once she felt Lucian had drifted off, she slid out of bed and moved to a large window at the other end of her chamber — attracted by the moonlight streaming through it. Kila had several moons and tonight the largest of these was full and glistening on the water of the canal, beyond the garden courtyard entrance.

Taren might have been gazing at the most idyllic view, but her mind and her heart were in turmoil. What would she learn about herself on the morrow? Would she find the Maladaan solution she was looking for? Would she still feel and think about things the way she did now, with many extra years of experience in her knowledge bank?

‘Anxious about tomorrow?’

Taren looked back over her shoulder, and although she could not see Lucian in the darkness beyond the moonlight she was standing in, she nodded to confirm. ‘Sorry if I woke you.’

‘You didn’t.’ He came into the light and hugged her from behind.

‘Will I still be as I am now, or someone else altogether?’ She voiced her concern.

‘I don’t care, as long as you still love me.’ Lucian kissed her head.

‘That’s a given.’ She turned, kissed his lips and then held his face between her hands to assure him. ‘We share the same soul-mind, I doubt we have much chance of escaping each other.’


‘So why worry?’ Lucian urged her to relax with a squeeze.

‘Why worry?’ Taren wriggled out of his embrace. ‘Only the MSS knows what I did in those missing years, or what I’m capable of, or what prejudice or passion I might hold?’

‘But worrying about it isn’t going to change the truth,’ Lucian pointed out gently, as Taren was clearly beginning to freak out. ‘We can only hope that the truth and the future hold promise.’

Fortunately Taren recognised her own logic in his words and took a deep breath. ‘I just can’t stop thinking about it.’

‘Well, we’ll just have to find something more important for you to focus on.’ Lucian came over and took hold of her again.

‘Like what?’ Taren couldn’t imagine.

‘Like what we hope to achieve for enduring this current debacle?’ he suggested and Taren was stunned to consider that was indeed far more important.

‘We want Maladaan back where it should be.’ Taren stated.

‘We want AMIE back where she should be?’ Lucian suggested something more personal.

‘Yes,’ Taren agreed, wrapping both arms about his neck. ‘And a huge grant so that we can get our crew back.’

‘Now you’re on the right wavelength.’ Lucian kissed her neck repeatedly. ‘Perhaps we could even finally get married?’

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Taren revelled, as his kisses made her neck tingle. ‘That would make me the happiest being in any universe.’


‘Then that is what we shall do,’ he vowed quite seriously. ‘We just have a few minor hurdles to negotiate before we get there, which will be better handled after sleep.’

Taren nodded, feeling a little better.

‘Just focus on our target,’ he urged her, ‘I’ve got a lot of faith in us … we will get there.’

Taren’s nod was more decisive this time.

When she curled up with Lucian once again, Taren’s mind was focused on positive outcomes and fantasies of the future life they would have together — no matter what happened on the morrow. It took no time at all to fall into a deep sleep.








13

THE TRUTH HITS EVERYBODY



The team for the Maladaan mission assembled poolside at dawn, and none were tardy — everyone was eager to see the mission accomplished by breakfast.

‘So why I am going again?’ Telmo queried his role, none too eager to return to Maladaan now it came right down to it.

‘You know the computer systems, codes, the way around the building,’ Lucian listed the many reasons why Telmo might be needed.

‘But the MSS may have blocked my access,’ Telmo said.

‘That’s a chance we may have to take,’ Lucian replied.

‘A bit of action might toughen you up a bit.’ Zeven punched the scientist’s shoulder and he winced with pain.

‘I’m a lover, not a fighter,’ he replied.

‘Hear, hear, brother,’ Ringbalin seconded, as he had the same philosophy. ‘But sometimes you just have to get involved, because you’re the only one who can. We’ll have your back.’ He winked at the lad.


Jazmay assumed the form of Chief Ronan, but there was a slight delay in the proceedings.

Rhun had realised that performing the telepathic transferences of the target sites from Chief Ronan’s genetic memory to Taren and Zeven would expose his genetic makeup and memory to Jazmay. Although he trusted her, the security risk was too great and so he had called in some outside help.

‘When were you going to tell me?’ Rhiannon stood at a distance, staring at her long-gone parents. ‘You weren’t going to tell me, were you?’

Rhun shook his head. ‘But I need your cooperation, no questions.’

Rhiannon seemed a little affronted by the request. ‘I heard Avery was hurt, what is going on?’

‘All hell is breaking loose … and all I need from you is —’

‘— my cooperation, no questions,’ Rhiannon chimed in and threw her hands in the air. ‘What do you want me to do?’

Rhun introduced his sister to everyone — Jazmay she already knew, but it was Taren Lennox who was left with her mouth gaping open upon being introduced to Rhiannon.

‘I’m sorry.’ Taren knew she was staring. ‘I know this is going to sound a little odd, but you are the spitting image of my mother.’

Rhiannon was shocked but not sceptical of her claim. ‘And you mine,’ she concurred with a smile.

‘I know.’ Taren was smiling too. ‘I have watched some of Noah’s chronicles but it’s only now, meeting you in person, that I made the connection.’

‘It’s comforting to know that we never really part.’ Rhiannon became rather sentimental.


‘It is.’ Taren had never really known her mother, but hoped to, one day in the not-too-distant future.

‘Makes you wonder if Cadwallon is Taren’s father back in that other universal scheme?’ Rhun commented out loud, whereupon both women looked to him, bemused.

‘Cadwallon,’ Taren uttered the name and she recalled his many incarnations as seen in Noah’s chronicles. ‘Yes,’ Taren conceded, ‘could be.’

The incarnations of the Grigori did not always appear exactly the same in each existence, Taren recognised them more by their energy than their appearance, which was why only meeting Rhiannon in person had triggered Taren’s recognition of her.

‘I hate to break up the family reunion, but we are on a bit of a tight schedule.’ Zeven shifted the focus of the group back to their objective.

Rhiannon did not need to be touching her subject to read their thoughts, nor to project her own thoughts into the minds of others. She performed the task of transferring the images of their target sites from Chief Ronan’s genetic memory to Taren and Zeven, but when she had done this, Rhiannon took Rhun aside once more.

‘You’re sending these people on a mission to Maladaan? Have you lost your mind?’ She didn’t beat about the bush.

‘Ages ago.’ Rhun forced a smile. ‘I have no choice, I’m all out of ideas … this needs to happen.’

‘Why not send our people?’ Rhiannon couldn’t understand why he’d put these mortals in harm’s way.

‘Trust me on this one,’ he urged her, ‘and if you can’t, go see Avery while you are here, he’ll explain. Right now I need to see these people on their way; as you can understand, they are eager to get this over and done with.’

Clearly, Rhiannon wanted to query him further, but she didn’t bother wasting her breath. ‘I’ll go see Avery.’ She let her frustration go. ‘If you need me —’

‘I’ll come and find you later.’ Rhun gave her a squeeze for reassurance. ‘And hopefully by then I’ll have some answers.’

As they were standing about waiting, Lucian approached Jazmay, who had resumed her own form to sit about in. ‘Take good care of my girl, won’t you?’ He lowered his voice to add, ‘She’s not much of a fighter.’

‘That I will, Commander.’ Jazmay smiled warmly at the captain, who’d been given charge of their mission. ‘I realise everything depends on her survival. I know exactly what I have to do, so don’t sweat it. You just worry about keeping the MSS off our backs long enough for us to do the download.’

Lucian gave a decided nod, although truth be known he was not much of a fighter either; he, like Taren, usually used intellect to win his battles. Still, he felt his ability to see spirits, and through walls, gave him some advantage over the trained killers they were taking on.

Rhun returned alone to give them leave. ‘Ready, all?’

A round of sure responses saw the two teams on their feet and ready to leave.

‘Be quick, be quiet, and be safe,’ Rhun requested. ‘Good luck.’ He looked at Taren in particular.

Taren was pulling on some of the gloves that the entire team were wearing to avoid leaving prints; this also put a barrier between Taren and Jazmay as Taren didn’t need skin contact in order to teleport her team mate.

‘May the Goddess go with you,’ said Rhun, for this had long been his family’s way of saying goodbye before a mission or battle.

‘Every time I get a goddess to accompany me anywhere I get in trouble,’ retorted Zeven dryly. ‘But thanks for the sentiment, Governor.’ The maverick vanished with his team.

‘Governor.’ Jazmay nodded in respect to Rhun, as Taren closed her eyes to focus and they sped to their designated destination.

 

In the locked security room at the Maladaan Secret Service Base, deep beneath the city of Esponisa, the agent monitoring the memory bank complex noted two people had gained access to a memory chamber. ‘I think I have a breach,’ he informed the rest of the surveillance crew in the room, but only his supervisor made a move to investigate.

‘Chief Ronan?’ The agent squinted, not believing his eyes.

‘It can’t be, the man died last week!’ his supervisor objected before he saw the image for himself. ‘We’ll I’ll be.’ He grinned as he saw the deceased chief on the monitor. ‘Time to play with our new toy —’

‘Sleep.’ No sooner had the suggestion left Zeven’s lips than the entire surveillance team collapsed where they were and fell into a fitful slumber.

‘Whoa.’ Telmo was impressed. ‘Now that’s a Power! Why didn’t I get that talent?’

‘Shhh,’ Zeven urged, ‘I have only put them to sleep.’

‘Oh, sorry.’ Telmo placed a finger to his lips to caution himself.


Lucian was already at the monitoring station that had spotted Taren and Jazmay. He motioned to the man asleep at the desk; Zeven held out a hand towards the sleeping agent and made a snatching motion, whereupon the fellow vanished.

Telmo muffled his own gasp with his hand and watched spellbound as Zeven then held his other hand out towards an empty chair and the agent reappeared in the new location, still deep in slumber. The supervisor on the floor beside the station was deposited in the same fashion, then they all huddled around the monitor to watch the women’s progress.

 

As Taren was strapped into the chair that housed the headset for the MSS memory bank, she was having a strange sense of déjà vu. Her instinct was to resist being restrained in the chair and it was making her anxious.

‘It’s okay, I know what I am doing.’ Jazmay obviously sensed her stress, but as the shape-shifter was wearing Chief Ronan’s form, Taren did not find her assurances very reassuring. ‘I know this must seem like a waking nightmare to you right now, but just try and remember that Jazmay is under here.’

As the headset was lowered down onto her head, its cold metal extension arms coming to rest upon her temples, Taren repeated over and over, ‘This is a good move, this is a good move …’

Jazmay reached for a lever and didn’t note that some of the smooth coating had chipped away to expose a sharp piece of metal, which tore through her glove as she flicked the lever down. ‘Shit!’

‘What is it?’ Taren asked, concerned. Jazmay was beside her and with the memory bank headset engaged Taren couldn’t turn her head.

‘I just tore my glove.’ Jazmay observed it, and when it did not repair itself she concluded that it was not made from the same organic fibre as their suits. ‘Not to worry, I’ll work around it.’ She used her other fingers for pressing buttons. ‘Okay, Doctor,’ Jazmay stepped back to ask her, ‘you ready?’

‘So ready,’ Taren emphasised.

‘Then I guess I’ll see you in about five minutes.’ Jazmay smiled from within the chief’s body, which looked ridiculous to Taren as she had never seen the man smile.

Taren gave Jazmay the thumbs up and then waited with bated breath to be reunited with her past.

‘I’m putting you under,’ Jazmay advised.

With a slight zapping sensation in both her temples, Taren sank into a deep trance state.

Jazmay stood back and folded her arms to wait out the download, her freed finger playing with the hole that had been ripped in her glove.

Her sights became fixed on the strip of bare skin left exposed between the end of Taren’s sleeve and her glove. Jazmay knew this was a very powerful woman — she had to be to have the power of teleportation! Back in their own universe, only the royal line of Phemoria had ever been known to have such a power.

The power to teleport. Jazmay’s freed finger began itching with anticipation, all she had to do was reach out her hand. The governor had stated that stealing the DNA of any of his people would be considered a treasonous offence, but Dr Lennox was not one of the Chosen, and no one need ever find out.


 

Childhood came flooding back, and at that time she was known simply as Taren A. She had been privately accommodated and tutored with no expense spared and so had led a rather solitary childhood. She recalled no close friends, no family except occasional visits from her father, which were conducted under absolute secrecy. Taren may have been lonely, but she had never been alone. There had been several bodyguards with her at all times, a nanny, and various school teachers and self-defence instructors that came and went. As soon as her aptitude for precognition became evident, Taren was further instructed in secret by the MSS, where she also received extensive weapons, equipment and vehicle training. This had been her own choice, although her father had suggested the move. Powerful man that he was, he’d seen to it that Taren would never be psychically restrained, so long as she worked in cooperation with the secret service.

Taren started out as a solo field agent, and during her time in the service had many short affairs with men, both on and off the job, all of whom had ended up dead, either by her own hand or at the hands of the MSS’s enemies. But each time she lost, or was made to sacrifice, a lover, Taren’s heart became more closed, and like a good soldier, she got on with the next mission.

Once Taren’s talent for foreseeing the future became known throughout the ranks, every agent wanted to be on her team and she was promoted to a command position. She was known as ‘the Timekeeper’, as she timed out every move of every man on every mission to the second before leaving. Her team, ‘the time-cheats’, were renowned for their success and zero casualties on both sides. Eventually, even Chief Ronan’s son requested a transfer to her unit.

Yasper Ronan was as exemplary a soldier as Taren had been a psychic, and they fast became known as a dream team. But when they crossed the professional line and fell in love, all that came to an end. Chief Ronan had his son transferred to another unit, and on his first mission out, Yasper was killed.

This was where Taren’s deep loathing of the chief had come from; prior to that she’d been his little golden girl and he wouldn’t have cared less who she slept with.

After hearing about Yasper’s death Taren had stormed into Ronan’s office to find him in a meeting with her father, President Anselm.

‘If you think my father is going to protect you from me, you’re wrong!’ she’d hollered as her father held her back from the chief.

‘We were just discussing your dismissal,’ the chief had replied, emotionless on the surface.

‘No,’ Taren objected, ‘you don’t have to dismiss me, I quit! I’m sick of working for you arseholes! Yasper was perfectly fine in my charge.’ She’d begun to weep. ‘Why did you have to reassign him?’

‘He was not fine with you!’ Ronan had roared in response. ‘You were poisoning his mind with your airy-fairy notions about how the cosmos works! “Time is not linear” … what rubbish!’

That was the moment that Taren had known what her true calling was. ‘You ignorant little man,’ she had said with contempt. ‘I will study every facet of science and I will make you eat those words when I go back in time and save Yasper from that fatal mission!’

‘You’re not going anywhere with all that MSS training,’ Ronan scoffed at her ambition. ‘If you want out, you must leave what you know about us with us.’

Eager to escape the clutches of the MSS, Taren agreed to relinquish all her training and mission information to the MSS memory bank.

It wasn’t until she was actually strapped in the chair and ready to be put under, that her father suggested that Ronan also remove all memory of his son’s death from Taren’s mind.

‘No!’ Taren had shrieked in protest. ‘Don’t you dare … I’ll forget my objective!’

‘It’s for the best,’ her father had insisted. ‘I’ll ensure the desire to study science stays — that is an excellent course for you — but you need a clean slate now.’

‘No, I don’t!’ She’d struggled to free herself from the chair. ‘Don’t make me hate you, Father.’

Her father turned to Ronan to advise, ‘And delete all memory of me as well.’

‘What?’ Taren didn’t understand; without her father she had no mainstay in her life. ‘Why?’

‘Because, if you don’t know who you are, then no one will,’ he replied.

‘He’ll know.’ Taren nodded her restrained head towards Ronan.

‘Ronan and I have a longstanding agreement, and the MSS will not interfere in your new life, I swear to you.’ He handed Ronan a data storage device. ‘I want a copy of everything you extract.’

‘I did not agree to this,’ Taren hissed, feeling betrayed, and, for the first time in her life, disempowerment. ‘If you do this, it will come back to haunt you, both of you,’ she spoke up for Ronan’s benefit, ‘that’s a promise.’

‘I love you, Taren, I always have and I always will.’

The last thing Taren saw was her father’s handsome face smiling down at her. She wanted to hurt him and Ronan, for the damage they were going to do to her mind, heart and life.

‘Sleep now, baby-doll,’ he uttered and touched her cheek fondly.

If she could have turned her head and bitten him she would have. ‘I’m not … your …’

 

It was the most anguished return to consciousness Taren had ever experienced, and according to her memory, she had experienced quite a few. Yasper was the first of her past insights to enter her conscious mind, and her heart ached as though he’d been torn from her life only yesterday. That was why she had been fascinated by science; an unconscious desire to go back to the past and save her lover’s life. She’d suspected long ago that time was non-linear and that she could change the past as easily as she changed the future.

As the memory bank shut down, Taren’s restraints automatically retracted, and Jazmay approached to check if Dr Lennox was okay.

When Taren opened her eyes, she did so with all her hatred and frustration fresh in her mind. Hence, when she saw Chief Ronan leaning over her, asking her if she was okay, her perception was somewhat distorted and she belted him with all her might and fury. Taren was shocked by her own precision and power when he fell dead to the floor. It was rather a rude awakening when the chief’s form dissolved away to reveal the beautiful Jazmay.

‘Oh no, I didn’t do that,’ she gasped, dropping to the floor beside Jazmay, devastated by the event.

Taren checked Jazmay’s vital signs, but her aim had been true and the fact that Taren Lennox was a deadly weapon was now an all-too-stark reality. Taren considered her belief that she could alter the past — she’d just never been able to figure out how she would accomplish the feat. However, since losing her memory Taren had learnt how to teleport. If I can teleport the molecules of my body from one place to another, then why not teleport them back into my own body just prior to waking up? But would she remember not to lash out at the chief?

‘Only one way to find out.’ Taren set her will in motion, and her world fell into darkness once more.

 

‘What is taking so long?’ Zeven was getting restless, staring at the monitor, waiting for Taren to awake.

‘Be patient,’ Lucian replied, eyeing the halls beyond the walls of the security station so as to raise a warning if anyone came their way. ‘Just keep your voice down, before you —’

They didn’t hear the weapon fire — it was silent.

‘Shit!’ Zeven hit the floor, covered in a glowing blue plasma that he fought to be rid of to no avail.

The commander who had fired upon Zeven lined up to take a shot at Lucian when suddenly everyone in the room was possessed by such a good vibe that the commander couldn’t fire. ‘What an arsehole,’ he referred to himself and threw the weapon aside. ‘Look what I have done to your comrade.’ He motioned to Zeven.


Lucian was bemused for a moment, until he looked to Ringbalin who appeared to be in a deep meditative state — he could now project his feelings on others remotely, it seemed, he had done this in a blind rage before, but never in a perfectly calm state — this was new. ‘What have you done to my comrade, exactly?’ Lucian asked the amicable commander, who was helping Zeven to his feet, as the blue plasma began to fade and Zeven was left shaking like a leaf.

‘The plasma deadens psychic talent, that’s all,’ the fellow explained with a smile.

‘That’s all!’ Zeven found his own feet and shoved the fellow aside. ‘I’m Powerless!’ The pilot was devastated. Zeven appeared to be the only one unaffected by Ringbalin’s energy; perhaps the plasma he’d just been bathed in was creating a barrier. ‘Now what are we going to do?’ he appealed to Lucian, as Zeven lost wilful control over the agents in the room and they began to wake up.

‘Taren is awake,’ Telmo advised happily, wondering why he was happy when MSS agents were waking all around him and they had lost their transport home.

‘She’ll come for us.’ Lucian was sure about that and upbeat. ‘I just hope Ringbalin can keep the goodwill going until she does.’

Both Lucian and Zeven began returning the waves of the security agents, who were politely introducing themselves.

 

When Taren awoke and saw the chief, her first thought was, It’s Jazmay. She gripped hold of the Phemorian’s arm and willed them both immediately back to Rhun.


‘How did it go?’ the governor asked the ladies as they appeared before him.

‘Good, I think.’ Jazmay looked to Taren, who was quivering like a leaf as she let Jazmay go.

‘Please assume your true form,’ Taren requested, and as Jazmay complied, she was greatly relieved. ‘Oh my stars!’ Taren gripped her head and then her stomach, overwhelmed by what she had just accomplished and doubly overwhelmed by the implications of the feat — it was one huge cosmic pat on the back, and at the same time, a winding punch in the guts. Taren leant forward to breathe, to avoid passing out from the adrenaline-fuelled panic that was coursing through her.

‘Please, Dr Lennox,’ Rhun was very anxious also, ‘did you find the answer we were looking for?’

Taren unfurled to an upright position to look the governor in the eye, and tears were dripping down over her devastated expression as she nodded to confirm. ‘I know a way,’ was all she could manage to say. The pain the solution caused her was suffocating, and she wanted only to find a solitary place to come to terms with her destiny alone. ‘Where are the boys?’

‘You beat them back,’ Rhun replied.

‘They would have seen me wake up.’ Taren shook her head, feeling something was amiss; Zeven would have planned to beat her back here because it was his nature to show off. ‘I’m going after them,’ she announced, and vanished before Rhun could have a say in the matter.

 

In the MSS security station on Maladaan, Taren found the male contingent of their team having coffee with the on-duty agents — this had been the last scenario she’d expected to find. ‘Sleep and forget,’ Taren willed their adversaries back into slumber, and again they fell where they were.

‘Thank heavens!’ Ringbalin finally emerged from his trance state and had a stretch.

‘What happened?’ Taren looked to Zeven.

‘This …’ He picked up the weapon that the commander had cast aside on the floor, ‘… happened.’

‘Are you all right?’ Lucian moved to support Taren, as she was visibly trembling.

Taren nodded, although she felt far from stable.

‘There’s someone coming,’ Lucian noted, seeing through the wall a group of agents and a very tall fellow approaching, who were armed with the same weapon Zeven held in his hand.

‘We need to go, quickly.’ Taren was afraid she might pass out before she got them home.

As the crew complied swiftly, linking arms to form a chain, the doors to the security room parted and Lucian was shocked to see a large lizard-like creature hiding inside the tall human’s form.

‘Yahweh Shyamal,’ uttered Telmo in a daze as he stared at the tall impostor.

The creature’s eyes opened wide upon hearing his name. ‘Taliesin,’ accused the tall human in mutual recognition. ‘Fire!’ he ordered the agents in his company.

Taren summoned what little strength and willpower she had left to teleport and they escaped, finding themselves poolside on Kila.

Lucian, Ringbalin and Telmo gave a cheer. But not Zeven — he dropped to the ground, the damning weapon still in hand, and hunched over to grieve the power he had lost.


‘Telmo, you recognised that creature?’ Lucian asked, curious to know how.

‘It seems so.’ Telmo scratched his head. ‘I associate him with desert and huge stone pyramid structures.’

Rhun could think of only one such place. ‘Egypt.’

‘There seemed to be a war going on.’ Telmo shrugged as that was all he had perceived.

‘The Pyramid Wars,’ the governor considered, having visited and lived during those dark times in Earth’s history. ‘There were quite a few Orions running riot on Earth during that time. Is that the weapon they used on Avery?’ Rhun looked to Zeven.

‘Him and me both.’ Zeven tossed the weapon to the governor.

‘I’ll get Floyd and Kestler to take a look at it,’ Rhun advised, ‘see if they can come up with a way to reverse its effects.’

‘I sincerely hope they can.’

Taren felt like she was coming apart at the seams, and she quickly made for her room inside the temple.

‘Dr Lennox?’ Rhun was the first to note her departing. ‘What about debrief?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ her voice wavered, as she turned back without stopping. ‘Just give me a few hours.’ Taren made it inside the temple door, out of the sight of her fellow crew members, before bursting into tears, and she rushed to her room to expel some of her pent-up emotion.

 

So, it was as Taren feared — only by bringing about her worst nightmare could she right the wrong that had been done her planet. The great irony of this was that Taren didn’t feel her planet was even worth saving, but Kila was, and in any case, it was not her place to make such judgements. But why, when she had worked so hard to create a wonderful life for herself, was the universe taking it all back? The MSS were ultimately responsible for the Maladaan disaster, so why was the universe making her pay for their crime? Because you are the only one with the power and knowledge to stop them doing it again. She had asked the Grigori for an answer and now that she had it, all she wanted was to give it back, ignore it, find another way around it!

She wept and wailed into her pillows long enough to expel her initial anguish and to realise that her tears were not going to change the situation — about all crying was going to do was dehydrate her. Drawing upon her extensive warrior training, she reined in her emotions and cast the pillow aside. ‘I need a bath.’ Not the first conclusion most soldiers would come to in a crisis situation, but Taren found hot water relaxed her and the reflective surface of the water was very good for contemplation and inspiration. ‘I need to wrap my head around this.’

The hot water did its job, and slowly Taren felt herself wanting to come to her senses. It was considering the numerous implications of her solution that kept driving her back into a panicked state. ‘It’s too big.’ She couldn’t bear the weight of knowing alone — she needed to talk with someone wise, someone unbiased — she needed to speak with En Noah.

Taren was out of the bath and dressed in a flash. She was just conjuring an image of En Noah, when Lucian’s voice delayed her and she gasped — she never thought she’d feel this, but Lucian was the last person she wanted to speak with right now.


‘Are you going somewhere?’ He sounded deeply concerned that she was so troubled and distant.

‘I need to speak with En Noah,’ she said, knowing that it would sound odd to her lover that she needed to speak with another man about her experience.

‘Could you please speak to me first,’ he appealed.

Taren was afraid to even voice her epiphany yet, for fear of making it concrete, and she shook her head. ‘I’m so sorry.’ She sympathised with his confusion and hurt. ‘But I have my past and possible future colliding inside my head, and I need time to sort through it.’

‘Let me help you.’

‘You cannot help me … yet,’ she thought to add and, suppressing her urge to start crying again, she found a more determined resolve. ‘But tell the governor I have his solution, and not to worry, as we have all the time we need.’

‘You just need time to come to terms with the solution?’ he asked gently and Taren nodded, unthinking, whereupon Lucian began to panic. ‘Won’t you please tell me what dire scenario you have foreseen, to come to terms with accepting it?’

‘It’s more than what I have to do, it’s what I have done, what I started out to do, long ago. It’s … it’s …’ She became so frustrated she couldn’t speak any more. ‘Please, just let me go and sort my head out. Please.’ She looked to him calmly to appeal. ‘I need space.’

‘Was there a man in your past?’ Lucian assumed.

Taren’s eyes welled with tears, and Lucian got his answer. ‘He’s dead,’ she advised, ‘feels like yesterday.’ Her voice went hoarse with hurt. ‘And I know I have had all this history between now and then, but now the memory I lost is fresher than my memory of the present, and it just feels weird.’


Now Lucian appeared a little more understanding. ‘I’ll let the governor know you’re going to the lake house.’

‘Many thanks,’ Taren replied, making no move towards him, nor he towards her.

‘I love you,’ he said.

‘And I you,’ Taren gasped, clutching her heart as she vanished.

 

En Noah was just bringing down the blinds at the lake house — Rebecca’s surprise visit had held him over a few extra days — and he was expected on campus within the hour for the commencement of the school year.

That was until Dr Lennox appeared before him in a hysterical mess. ‘Goodness, what’s the matter?’ He embraced the sobbing woman to try and calm her, and was surprised by how tightly she gripped him in response.

‘I know the Grigori solution.’ She pulled back to look at the historian.

‘Well, why the distress if we achieved our goal?’ Noah wondered, as he led her to a seat on the lounge.

‘The solution means I’ll lose everything I’ve achieved.’ She brushed the tears from her face, but they were quickly replaced. ‘And I must relinquish my love or see him perish like the others!’

Noah was startled a moment; it was one of the visions from the Tablet of Destinies — it had appeared in the segment depicting the worst that could happen. He’d never seen the worst that could happen manifest before. The Chosen always altered the course of events to avoid a worst-case scenario unfolding, but perhaps in this case it had manifested to let him know that this was as bad as it would get — it was all up from here. He certainly hoped that it did not indicate that they had failed. ‘What others?’ he asked at last; he’d never known this soul-mind to be with anyone but the man she was with.

‘I am a trained killer,’ Taren stressed, ‘an assassin!’

Noah’s eyes parted wide in shock.

‘At least, that’s how I started out, before my precognition kicked in and I began to figure out ways around the killing.’ Her gaze, which had drifted off across the floor, turned back to him. ‘I had many lovers in the course of my work for the MSS and they all died, murdered all.’

‘You think the MSS will try and kill Lucian?’ Noah couldn’t see them getting to him while he was under Kila’s protection.

‘If he becomes involved with me, they will,’ she replied.

Noah was bemused by her answer. ‘But he is involved with you.’

The look on Taren’s face was utter devastation. ‘When I awoke after regaining my memory, I killed Jazmay Cordea believing that she was Chief Ronan.’

‘Your team mate is dead?’ Noah was doubly shocked.

‘Not any more,’ Taren advised, ‘as I went back five minutes into the past and stopped myself from attacking her.’

‘You remembered not to attack?’ Noah was immediately intrigued.

‘That’s right.’ Taren nodded to confirm the good news. ‘I took my memory back in time with me.’

Noah gasped upon realising what her solution for the Maladaan dilemma was, and his heart went out to her.


‘I have to go back to when I first arrived on AMIE and prevent the project from taking the sample from Oceane in the first place … and thus all that I have accomplished since setting foot on AMIE will be undone.’ Taren’s emotions became unstable once again. ‘None of AMIE’s crew will know or support me as they do now … I’ll be alone, again. And worst of all, Lucian will still be happily married to his treacherous wife! And I can hardly attempt to seduce him away from her, so that he can be murdered by the MSS for his association with me!’ Taren held her stomach. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’ She drew deep breaths in an attempt to stop her stomach churning.

‘I have been a time traveller, many times.’ Noah attempted to give her a positive view of things. ‘And in my experience it has always been a grand adventure, the grandest! It is painful to consider having to start over, but it is an opportunity to make things better than before, a chance to get it right from the start.’

Taren was nodding to concede his point. ‘Were it not for Lucian, I would feel that way.’ Taren calmed a little. ‘In a way, it would be easier if we’d never met … I wouldn’t miss his love if I’d never known it.’

‘You need to get in touch with the spiritual warrior within,’ Noah suggested, ‘who knows that you will never truly be separated from him.’

‘But I cannot wish to be with him in the future, knowing what a danger I’d pose to his life. I’d rather see him happily ignorant with Amie.’ Taren’s eyes began to well with tears once more and she shuddered at the thought.

‘The universe will bring him back to you, whether you wish it or not,’ Noah assured her, ‘it always has, and it always will. The same goes for the rest of the crew … I promise you, I will always be disposed towards helping you, as will the others — it is our spiritual imperative.’

Taren was still appearing uncertain.

‘You still don’t seem to understand.’ Noah considered how best to explain this to her; coming from a universe with no concept of spirituality, it might be rather difficult to fathom how a soul-mind worked — and then the means to explain struck him. ‘You are a quantum physicist,’ he said and she nodded. ‘Well, the macrocosm that is our soul group operates in very much the same manner as the elementary particles of the quantum world do.’

‘Quanta,’ she referred to quantum in the plural to simplify matters and Noah nodded to confirm. ‘How so?’

‘Well,’ Noah began, ‘once quanta have been connected —’

‘They remain linked,’ Taren guessed the punchline.

‘And if one quanta in a system is measured?’ Noah prompted.

‘All the quanta of that system will shift from a virtual to a real state as well.’

‘Much like the other members of your soul group,’ Noah concluded. ‘And as you are certainly being measured at present, no matter what, all your soul group will come into reality to support you.’

Taren was actually rather mind-blown by the premise and would consider it more when she was at liberty to muse the wonders of the universe.

‘Why couldn’t I just be a normal person!’ she groaned, frustrated.

‘Because you don’t know how to be anything less than extraordinary,’ he said, inspired by her ambition, as always. ‘You are the master of your reality, you taught me that! It is the simplest universal truth there is. This challenge is a test of your character that you have presented yourself with … and for good reason! Dr Lennox, you have been denied the ability to fully judge anything that transpired in the past ten years of your life! This is the universe’s way of giving you back the time you lost, and the only thing you really need for your success you get to take with you.’

‘My memory,’ Taren concluded, deeply calmed and inspired by his words, but still not thrilled by any means.

‘Would this be a good time for tea?’ Noah asked, and Taren melted into a smile.

‘The perfect time,’ she replied, whereupon Noah nearly had a fit.

‘What is the time?’ He glanced to the clock and was not surprised to find he was running late.

‘Am I detaining you from something?’ Taren rose, apologetic.

‘No, no,’ he insisted. ‘Well, yes, induction day at the institute,’ he admitted. ‘But I am sure they’ll survive it without me for once, just let me call my —’

‘No, En Noah, you’re the dean of the institute!’ Taren exclaimed light-heartedly. ‘You go … but would you mind if I stayed on here for a bit?’

‘As long as you desire,’ he agreed, as he moved to collect his personal effects and shove them into a bag. ‘You know where everything is, and I’ll return as soon as I have my new students settled in.’ He was so sorry to leave right in the middle of such a riveting discussion, but duty really was screaming at him at present.


‘I’ll be fine … thank you.’ Taren waved him farewell.

‘Just remember, when you start to feel low, think exactly the opposite of what you’ve been thinking and you’ll feel much better,’ he suggested with a smile, as he directed his thoughts and presence to his office at the institute.

 

For the first time in a long time Taren found herself alone. She might have spent much of her life by herself, but she hadn’t had much alone time lately, and after the morning she’d just had, it felt rather liberating to be able to think without having to answer to anyone.

Upon pressing her palm onto the house’s telepathic control panel, the blinds retracted to let the sunshine in, and the door to the back deck unlocked and vanished.

Taren stepped into the sunshine and moved outside to take a deep whiff of the fresh warm breeze that was blowing directly across the lake at her. With her first deep breath she felt exhilarated, by the next deep breath bereaved — for the man she had lost and the one she was about to lose. All those beautiful dreams she’d had just last night lay in tatters, for if she really loved Lucian she must ensure her dream of being his wife was never realised, as all she would bring him was trouble.

Taren gripped onto an upright support pole, hung her head and wept for a moment. But as she plunged into that pit of despair, she considered Noah’s advice and tried turning her sad thoughts around.

If changing the past is the only way I can right this, then I will stop AMIE from taking that sample! I will expose Lucian’s wife, brother, and my mad uncle, for the liars and cheats they are. And once Lucian and the AMIE project are safe from them, I will go back and save Yasper, just as I said I would. Taren felt her resolve harden briefly. And then what? She shot holes in her own ambition, realising she would then have saved the two men she loved, and couldn’t live happily ever after with either without risking their lives again!

‘Damn,’ she said, breathing steadily once more. ‘Then there is my conniving father to deal with, my dear possessed mother, and the entire secret service network of persecution!’ Taren threw her arms up over her head in a subconscious attempt to hide from her own destiny. Then something snapped inside her, and the warrior in her emerged. ‘Own it, Taren.’ She knew if she stopped fighting off the inevitable, half her battle would be over. ‘As the Timekeeper you always wanted to go backwards and prevent disasters before they happened!’ Her past convictions fuelled her determination. ‘Well, you got your wish …’ She choked back her regret. ‘Now make it work.’









PART 3

CROSSROADS ‘OF TIME AND PLACE’
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LIMBO



To wake in the upstairs bedroom of the lake house was like a beautiful dream, and a little surprising considering that Taren was certain she’d fallen asleep downstairs on the lounge. Noah must be back, she concluded, as judging from the light it was early evening.

Downstairs she found the governor sitting at the breakfast bar while En Noah mixed drinks in his kitchen.

‘Talking about me, gentlemen?’ Taren announced herself and both men looked her way, seemingly pleased to see her awake.

‘Only to say that we have spoken, and that you have a possible solution to the Maladaan problem,’ Noah answered.

Taren cringed. ‘Well, I’m not too sure if I do have the answer any more.’

‘What?’ Both men were shocked.

‘I’ve been trying to shift backwards in time all day, and it hasn’t worked.’ Taren was sorry and perplexed.

‘Oh dear,’ mumbled Noah.

‘You moved backwards in time?’ Rhun was stunned.


The Chosen usually employed outside devices to move through time, although his mother had managed to employ such willpower once, under guidance from a spiritual master.

‘All by yourself, no Otherworldly aid, no technology?’ Rhun was completely envious.

Taren nodded, and finally gave Rhun his debrief of the mission. She told him everything she’d learnt about her past, of the fatal blow she’d dealt Jazmay upon waking, and of how she’d combined her past conviction and her present talents to transport herself back five minutes and refrain from killing her team mate.

‘So you didn’t go back to your past consciousness, you took your present understanding back into your past with you.’ Rhun was fascinated.

‘Exactly,’ Taren acknowledged, ‘but as a scientist I know the first thing to do when you have a breakthrough is repeat the experiment, and now I don’t seem to be able to do it.’

‘Maybe it only works under extreme duress?’ Rhun offered.

‘Or,’ Noah said, ‘the fact that your destiny is adverse to your true desire could be stifling your willpower in this endeavour. You really wanted to save Jazmay’s life, but you do not wish to leave your friends and loved ones to save Maladaan and Kila alone.’

Rhun finally realised the full implications for her if they followed her suggested course of action. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s karmic.’ Taren shrugged, there was nothing anyone could really do about it — she’d accepted that.

‘But it will all come out better in the end,’ Noah said surely, as if the life she were fighting to save was nothing compared to the life she stood to gain.

‘How can you be so sure?’ Taren wondered, wanting to believe he was right.

‘Because I have foreseen your victory.’ He smiled to reassure her.

‘In the Tablet of Destinies, of course …’ Rhun remembered the day he’d asked the historian to consult the tool.

Taren frowned; she knew what the Tablet was from viewing the chronicles, but she did not realise they had consulted it regarding her. ‘You asked the Tablet about me?’

‘No.’ Noah waved off her worry and reassured her. ‘We asked it about Maladaan. But it seems that planet’s fate and yours are very closely intertwined as both the worst that could happen, and the best that could happen to that planet, involve you.’

Taren gasped, although it was more her inner knowing than the claims that shocked her. ‘What did you see?’

‘I believe the worst thing that could happen is for Maladaan to stay where it is, for I saw the worst that could come of the Maladaan crisis yesterday when you spoke of losing everything you held dear in order to set things to rights,’ he told her, and handed her a drink.

Taren had a large gulp; something told her she was going to need it. ‘And the best thing that could happen?’

Noah smiled broadly, knowing the information was going to be overwhelming. ‘You are going to be revered by a vast number of people. In fact, in all my experience I have never seen such a vast crowd gathered to pay homage to one person. I believe this comes to pass if you follow your destiny and go back to prevent the Maladaan displacement.’

‘No.’ Taren stepped back to refuse the destiny, even in the knowledge that she was a Princess of Phemoria, however estranged. ‘Even if I do go back, no one will ever realise what I prevented,’ Taren argued.

‘You asked what I saw.’ Noah shrugged. ‘And that is really only my interpretation, I could be way off the mark,’ he conceded.

Taren looked at the historian with irony on her face. ‘Have you ever been wrong before?’ From what Taren had seen in the chronicles, she suspected not.

‘To my credit, no,’ Noah admitted with a twisted smile.

‘Okay.’ Taren attempted to stop fighting the tide. ‘Say I am resigned to doing this —’

‘Are you?’ Noah asked. ‘Or is this just a hypothetical?’

‘Not sure.’ Taren frowned. ‘But —’

‘I think it’s your will preventing your success to travel back, and that won’t change until your attitude does,’ he advised.

Taren frowned. ‘En Noah, could I please ask my questions before you answer them?’

‘Did I?’ Noah cringed; Taliesin used to annoy Tory by doing the same thing. ‘Sorry.’

‘Could there be other factors that might interfere with your moving backwards in time?’ Rhun voiced what he thought Taren was driving at. ‘I could get a bit of a think-tank formed to discuss the subject if you like?’

‘You’re doing it too!’ Taren pointed her finger at Rhun. ‘But yes, exactly, and that would be appreciated.’

Rhun merely grinned and Taren couldn’t help but consider how very attractive and responsible he was; he’d make any mother proud. She wondered, if Lucian and she ever had a son, would he look like Rhun, or even be him? No, it’s not going to happen. She told herself to be realistic. But then, if Lucian and she were destined to be together and have children, would it be fair to those children for her to avoid their potential father? ‘Ah!’ She gripped her head suddenly; she couldn’t take the weight of all the repercussions there were to consider.

‘Stop trying to fathom the big picture,’ Noah insisted. ‘Just take one step at a time as you have been doing. Trust that when you decide what the right thing is to do, you will attract whatever you need to achieve what you desire. Right now your desire is to return Maladaan to its rightful place, and you have been given the means to do that —’

‘But it’s not working,’ Taren stressed again.

‘Give yourself some time,’ Noah suggested. ‘If you’ve done it once, you can do it again, you just have to want to do it.’

Taren drew a deep breath, doubtful about that. ‘I can’t even decide if I want you to be right about that, that’s how confused I am!’

‘Give it a few days, talk to the people who will be directly affected and you’ll find clarity, I’ll warrant.’

‘Some clarity would be nice,’ Taren agreed, holding up her glass to ‘Cheers’ to that.

 

Over the course of the day that followed the mission to Maladaan, Zeven had been watching Lucian quietly go insane. His captain had never been the type to discuss his personal concerns, but Zeven couldn’t stand the silence and the boredom any more, and when he saw Lucian still sitting in the garden where he’d been most of the day, he wandered over to speak with him.

‘Zeven.’ Lucian saw him coming and forced a smile. ‘I’ve been meaning to come see how you are faring.’

‘I feel perfectly average,’ Zeven replied, uninspired, as he took a seat beside Lucian on the bench. ‘But I guess it could have been worse. The governor’s people are looking at the weapon to see if the effect is at all reversible.’

Lucian nodded, looking back to the garden. ‘Do you miss it?’

‘Shit, yeah.’ Zeven found his passion. ‘I’ve been doing nothing but trying to figure out how I am going to get it back.’

This made Lucian smile, considering how much Zeven loathed having a Power in the beginning. ‘Worse than never having it at all, really.’

‘Absolutely,’ Zeven agreed, suddenly wondering if they were still talking about his talent or Taren. ‘What do you think Taren means to do?’

Lucian shook his head, not wanting to speculate out loud, despite the fact that that was all he’d been doing all day. ‘Something tells me whatever it is, it involves sacrificing my relationship with her in some way.’ He looked to the ground to bring his welling emotions into check.

‘But you are the entire reason she did all this!’ It didn’t make sense to Zeven.

‘She is the heiress to the Phemorian throne,’ Lucian whispered hoarsely. ‘If she has figured out a way to put things to rights, then we are going to have to face up to that sooner or later.’

‘If Taren is forced to choose between her birthright and you, she’ll choose you.’ Zeven knew that, and suspected this was not Lucian’s real worry. ‘You were the one who liberated the Phemorians from the curse of the royal line, so I doubt very much —’

‘There’s another man involved now,’ Lucian blurted out and then wished he hadn’t, although he was frustrated, a little jealous and dying to vent.

‘What? Who?’ Zeven was floored by the information.

‘He’s dead.’ Lucian waved off further comment. ‘But something about his death has altered Taren’s feelings and priorities, I feel it.’

‘With all due respect, Captain, you’re wrong,’ Zeven stated. ‘You and Taren have the same guardian spirit, so unless this other guy is another incarnation of you, I wouldn’t worry too much.’

That knowledge was comforting to be sure. ‘But, be that as it may, I still fell in love with Amie,’ Lucian argued.

‘Her love was a cleverly disguised deception,’ Zeven pointed out. ‘I don’t know if Amie really cared for anyone besides Amie. But Taren, she’s different, she’d never abandon a friendship, least of all yours.’

Lucian smiled again; Zeven was a romantic at heart. ‘But what if you had to choose between your personal happiness and the greater good of all?’

Zeven was stumped by the question as he had already been given this ultimatum and had been compelled to choose the greater good.

‘Exactly.’ Lucian forced a smile. ‘That’s what worries me.’ He looked back to the water feature calmly trickling away in the centre of the serene garden, and Zeven did too.

The tranquillity of the moment seemed amplified by not knowing what the future held.

‘The tundrell that Ringbalin has raised since Taren plucked it from Oceane is still thriving in the bio-containment lab on AMIE, so far as I know,’ Lucian informed Zeven.

‘That’s how you turned your Power on.’ Zeven had never had the chance to discuss that miracle with his captain before now.

‘And Kalayna, too,’ Lucian advised. ‘We just spent twenty-four hours breathing the atmosphere in the lab and —’

‘Awesome.’ Zeven jumped to his feet, excited, until he realised. ‘How am I going to get back to AMIE? Do you think the governor would let me borrow one of his spacecraft?’

‘And fly into Maladaan airspace?’ Lucian raised both brows. ‘Ah, no, I think not.’

This was most frustrating for Zeven as the only other two people he knew who could teleport him were Taren and the Governor of Kila, both of whom had a lot on their minds at present. Ibis had not yet assumed her immortality and so could not yet teleport, not that he could get to her now that he’d lost his Power and he’d sworn to Taren he would not see the princess again. ‘Shit, I’ll have to find someone else to aid me.’ And it wasn’t easy meeting the locals when he was locked up in this temple.

‘Hello.’

Both men were elated to find Taren had materialised close by.

‘There you are,’ Zeven noted, as Lucian stood to return her welcoming smile. ‘I was just on my way to find … somebody.’ He pointed towards the temple and headed off in that direction.

 

‘I’m sorry if I made you worry,’ Taren began a little awkwardly.

‘You don’t make me worry, I do it voluntarily.’ Lucian grinned with one side of his mouth, an expression that Taren found incredibly attractive, and caused her to rush to hug him.

‘I love you, always …’ she said plainly, ‘… now, yesterday, tomorrow, in the next universe, the next life, another dimension! No one has, or will ever, rival the love I hold for you.’ Her conviction caused tears to well in her eyes.

‘Why are you telling me this?’ Lucian was concerned by the distress that she was trying very hard to control.

‘I have to go back in time.’ She shocked Lucian with her frank response and he sank to a seat on the bench; Taren sat beside him.

‘How?’ He frowned, confused; this was the last resolve he’d been expecting, but it certainly explained Taren’s aversion to her solution. ‘To when?’ The question shot fear through his entire being.

Taren opened her mouth to reply, but was forced to refrain to save herself from bursting into tears. ‘Shit,’ she muttered under her breath, ‘I thought I’d got a handle on this.’ She breathed deeply to compose herself.

Instead of hounding her to answer, Lucian began to rub her back in a large circular motion with his hand. ‘It’s okay,’ he choked on a realisation, having employed a little of his own logic. ‘I know to “when” you need to go to reverse this calamity … the day we took the sample from Oceane,’ he concluded, in shock, his gaze transfixed on the flowing water of the fountain once again.

Taren gasped at the relief of having fallen in love with an intelligent man, for she was spared the part of the conversation she’d been dreading the most and she hugged him tight as he processed the ramifications of the same epiphany she had earlier that day.

‘That was the day we met —’ Lucian gulped down his distress, realising they would have no time to build up any kind of a rapport before Taren would have to convince him not to do the very thing he’d flown her into deep space to do. ‘If you prevent us from taking the sample, then what will you do?’

‘About you and Amie, you mean?’ Taren guessed and then shrugged. ‘What would you like me to do?’

‘Without the stolen sample, you’ll have no evidence against Amie.’ Lucian panicked as he realised his entire past would play out very differently.

Taren nodded, she’d thought this through too, but could only get so far without Lucian’s aid. ‘It’s a problem,’ she agreed, ‘when you didn’t want to believe Amie was guilty, even when I did have evidence.’

‘Please tell me that you will not leave me married to that woman!’ Lucian looked to Taren who appeared perplexed.

‘But how —’

‘Seduce me,’ he begged.

Taren grinned. ‘It would be fun to try,’ she conceded, ‘but in reality, I think I would fail … you were really hot for your wife back then and —’

‘No. It might have appeared so,’ Lucian said, preparing to make a few confessions of his own, ‘but I was, in fact, lusting after you from the second you stepped on board.’

‘No!’ Taren felt he was just trying to give her false hope. ‘I don’t believe that for a second.’

‘Believe it,’ he said.

‘Perhaps if you’d met me before Amie, I might have stood a better chance —’

‘There would have been no competition,’ he assured her. ‘But as it was, you didn’t pick up that I was flirting with you?’

Taren had a think about this. ‘Well yes, a bit, in the beginning, but then —’

‘— Amie was murdered,’ Lucian concluded for her, ‘and you had that encounter with Zeven.’

‘That was something in the air on Oceane … and therefore a mistake.’ Taren took offence to him bringing that up.

‘So was my marriage,’ Lucian insisted. ‘Please, promise me, if you do this, you will wake me up to her somehow?’

Taren nodded. ‘I promise you, I’ll think of something.’

‘Oh dear heavens.’ Lucian stood, realising that he must have been the least of Taren’s woes. ‘Your parents?’

‘I know.’ Taren rolled her eyes, her list of wrongs to right was endless.

‘You have to let me help you.’ He sat down beside her once more.

‘I would love for you to help me,’ Taren agreed, ‘it’s just —’

‘I’ll be a mere mortal again,’ he guessed at her hesitation.

That had not been Taren’s first fear, but one to be considered nonetheless. ‘I don’t care about your Power, I was just into you for the sex.’ She dispelled the heavy mood with a sarcastic grin. ‘I was more worried about convincing you to leave your lifelong scientific endeavour and your beautiful wife to pursue a life of espionage with me, a total stranger.’

‘I know which I would choose now.’ Lucian kissed her while he still could, but at last had to concede, ‘Still, I see your point: we’ve got a bit of brainstorming ahead of us.’
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THE MALADAAN SOLUTION



The next day Taren called a meeting with the team she’d taken to Maladaan. The governor, En Noah and the Lord of the Otherworld were also present in the small, domed amphitheatre that Cadfan used for lecturing visiting healers.

Taren stood to explain what had happened during the mission while her audience sat about on the smooth marble stairs. She took the opportunity to apologise to Jazmay for killing her the day before, but the revelation of Taren’s time-travel ability caused much more of a stir than her killer instinct.

‘You went back in time?’ Jazmay was stunned by the premise, her jaw gaping open. ‘That’s unprecedented.’

‘None among the Chosen are so powerful,’ Avery noted, ‘not even me. It’s like the Great Watchers are compensating for the extreme evils operating inside your universe and have given you additional power with which to combat them.’

Noah nodded in agreement with the theory.


‘Do you plan on going back in time and preventing Maladaan from shifting universes?’ Telmo queried, saddened by the premise. ‘If you do, I’ll find myself back in the labs at Maladaan, unaware of this amazing place or that any of you fine people exist at all.’

‘No,’ Jazmay chimed in with her objection, now that the cat was out of the bag. ‘I’ll be back in prison, and I shall never meet —’ She gasped before she could say her lover’s name, not prepared to accept the fate.

‘I will get you and Fari out,’ Taren promised, but clearly Jazmay didn’t want to hear it.

‘I am happy for the first time in my miserable life —’ the Phemorian stood, ‘— and you want me to give that up?’

‘You think this is what I want?’ Taren challenged. ‘You don’t know the half of what I stand to lose, and what’s more, this may never happen as I have been unable to repeat the feat, yet. But this planet that you say you love so much, is under a very real threat and if I can prevent a disaster here, I will, despite the personal cost to me.’

Jazmay was still fuming, but breathed deeply a few times before nodding to accept what Taren was saying. ‘I will go along with whatever the governor decides is best.’ She backed up a few paces.

‘Jazmay, please, hear me out,’ Taren appealed, empathising completely with how she must feel.

‘What’s the point?’ Jazmay replied coolly. ‘What will it change? I’m going to be with the one I love, while I still can, for nothing you can do back in the past will bring him back to me.’

‘I’m sorry, Jazmay,’ Taren said before she left, ‘I truly am.’


Jazmay nodded to accept her condolences, before she turned and left the room.

Zeven wasn’t thrilled about the idea either. ‘Look, Taren, I hate to object, but I’ll have no hope of getting my Power back then, I won’t even remember that I ever had a Power!’

‘I know,’ Taren sympathised and looked to Ringbalin who was smiling.

‘Ayliscia will still be alive,’ the botanist explained his delight. ‘And I shall have my greenhouse in Module C back.’

‘We’ll never have a reason to become friends.’ Zeven looked to Ringbalin, who’d become his best friend during the Maladaan debacle.

‘I’m sure we’ll find one.’ Ringbalin smiled to reassure him, although they both knew that was wishful thinking — they’d been on AMIE for five years prior to that and never said two words to each other. ‘The important thing is that Maladaan would be back where it should be.’

‘You’ll have your career back.’ Taren offered an upside.

Zeven reluctantly nodded. ‘Still, I kind of liked being an outlaw.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Stop apologising to everyone,’ Zeven insisted, ‘this isn’t your fault.’

‘I’ve been dwelling on your failure to repeat the experiment,’ Noah piped up. ‘And I believe it might be more than a conflict of interest holding you back.’

‘Go on.’ Taren urged him to speak his mind, despite her fear that the scholar might solve her failure to launch.


‘In the instance when you saved Jazmay, you willed yourself from a conscious state back into an unconscious state, but when you attempted to repeat the feat at the lake house, I am guessing you tried to go from a conscious state back to another —’

‘— conscious state!’ Taren was struck by the revelation, for the claim was perfectly true; could the solution be so simple?

‘So perhaps you should try willing yourself back to your last unconscious state?’ Noah suggested.

‘Like before I woke up this morning.’ Taren mulled this over but a second, before her curiosity took over and her will kicked in, plunging her surrounds into darkness.

 

Awareness loomed amid the comfort and warmth of her sleep state, and the first thing Taren realised upon stirring was that she had confirmed her experiment. En Noah was right! She woke with a gasp, next to Lucian, and didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I did it again.

Taren slid out of bed, threw on some clothes, and left the room. ‘Oh shoot!’ she gasped quietly as she entered the corridor and headed for the closest common room — the gym — which was empty at this early hour. ‘Now I have no more excuses,’ she told herself as she took a seat on a weight bench.

The fact that Taren had to will herself backwards to an unconscious state meant that her precise destination in the past was now crystal clear — the day she first awoke from stasis on board AMIE.

‘Damn it!’ Taren stood and hit a punching bag and it felt so good that she did it again, and again. Then she kicked it, then she spun around in the air and kicked it harder.

‘Holy shit, Taren!’ Zeven wandered into the gym, amazed by what he’d just seen. ‘When did you become a street fighter?’

‘Yesterday.’ She grinned and approached him, eager to see how fast she really was. ‘Hit me,’ she invited.

‘I don’t hit girls,’ he declined, whereupon she kicked him in the upper leg and he retaliated with a strike, which she blocked.

‘Again.’ She beckoned him on with all eight of her fingers.

‘All right then, my cocky miss.’ Zeven backed up to the large sparring mat in the middle of the room, beckoning her forth with his fingers. ‘I’ll fight you, but if I win you have to give me a quick lift back to AMIE, agreed?’

‘Sure,’ Taren concurred. ‘Why do you want to go back to AMIE?’

Zeven came straight at her, and she avoided his punch to grab his attacking arm, twist him around, trip him over and wrestle him to a hold on the ground.

‘I was just being easy on you,’ he grumbled.

‘Well don’t.’ She let him go. ‘I want you to really go for it.’

‘I can assist.’ Taren looked to find the governor had entered the gym. ‘I used to spar with my parents all the time.’

‘Excellent.’ Taren beckoned him in.

‘Hey, what about our deal?’ Zeven protested to being ousted as a sparring partner.

‘Did I say you couldn’t play?’ Taren pointed out.


‘What … you think you can take on the both of us at once!’ Zeven scoffed as he got to his feet.

‘I wouldn’t doubt that for a second, if I were you,’ Rhun advised Zeven, as he stripped down to his trousers and kicked off his shoes.

Taren smiled, and it wasn’t just the heavenly male bodies she was about to beat into that had her so delighted, but a sense of the familiar — in the past she’d sparred with men a lot and she enjoyed it.

 

When Lucian awoke alone in Taren’s chamber, he was panicked, and rose to dress and find her. By the time Lucian entered the corridor, he was more awake and had calmed a little, having recalled Taren’s vow to him the night before, that she would not go anywhere without telling him first.

‘Good morning,’ said Lucian, noting Telmo and Ringbalin were both peering through the windows into the gym, but his greeting seemed to startle them.

‘Captain.’ Ringbalin found his smile. ‘I was just going to come and find you,’ he explained, with one finger pointing to the window he’d been peering through.

Lucian was curious enough to take a look for himself and could only marvel at the sight of Taren easily fending off the two incredibly fit men combating her. ‘Not much of a fighter, ha!’ Lucian had to grin at the statement he’d made only yesterday morning.

‘What a difference a day makes,’ Ringbalin bantered, as his captain made a move inside to get a better view.

As he watched the spectacle, Lucian observed a side to Taren that he’d only ever seen on Noah’s chronicles; she was more akin to Tory Alexander than either of them could possibly have imagined, and now it appeared she was more powerful and highly trained than she’d been in any incarnation!

But where was the warrior he was in that past life? He would have been of real benefit to Taren in her cause, but as it was, once she went back in time and changed the past, he felt he’d be of no use to her whatsoever.

‘I’m done!’ Zeven tried to pick himself up off the floor for the umpteenth time, but halfway to his feet, he decided it would be easier to crawl to the closest seat.

Taren was turning about to address Rhun, when she spotted her lover leaning against a column watching her. ‘Lucian?’ She’d barely got the word out when a punch to the gut caused her to keel over.

‘Dr Lennox, are you all right?’ Rhun was most apologetic.

‘My bad,’ Taren admitted. ‘I got distracted.’ With a few deep breaths, she straightened up again. ‘Thanks for the workout.’ Taren groaned in conclusion. She may have had the moves, but she sure needed to build up her body muscle again! She had just discovered that she could also employ her psychic will to make herself faster, more accurate and resistant to attack, but only when she was fully focused on what she was doing. Still, she did feel more confident in her own ability than she had in some time. ‘I need to call a meeting,’ she advised the governor.

‘You certainly do,’ Rhun concurred, pleased that she now felt ready to discuss their next move.

 

For Taren the meeting played out pretty much as it had the first time. Telmo guessed her intention, Jazmay protested strongly and left, Zeven was further depressed and Ringbalin was rather pleased.

‘I’ve been dwelling on your failure to repeat the experiment, and I believe it might be more than a conflict of interest holding you back,’ Noah piped up.

‘I know about your theory, En Noah,’ Taren interrupted, ‘you told me last time we had this meeting.’

‘Last time?’ Zeven was lost. ‘Are you saying we’ve had this meeting before?

‘You suggested I try willing myself back to my last unconscious state and I did,’ Taren explained to Noah, ignoring Zeven for the moment, ‘whereupon I awoke at this morning once again.’

The news raised a round of gasps from her audience.

‘So what happened to the me that was in the last meeting?’ Zeven was baffled by the premise.

Taren looked to him. ‘Well, nothing bad, you’re still here.’

‘So you are confident that you can do this?’ Rhun ventured to get a confirmation from Taren.

As much as it pained her to admit it, Taren nodded. ‘I know exactly when I need to aim for, so I guess it’s just a matter of when you want it done.’

The governor knew the event meant major life changes and sacrifice for all the AMIE crew. ‘I think you should all take a few days off, and then we’ll discuss the finer details.’

‘Agreed then.’ Taren was slowly coming to accept her destiny. ‘A few more days, to appreciate what we managed to achieve in this timeline, would be greatly appreciated.’

‘You’re welcome to the lake house,’ Noah offered. ‘I won’t be going back there until next summer.’


Taren looked to Lucian who gave a decided nod as Floyd appeared alongside the governor, Kestler with him.

‘That’s really something, isn’t it?’ Kestler had to say; he’d once been rather fearful of psychic power, but now he was embracing such new experiences as teleportation.

‘Professor Kestler …’ Lucian walked over to shake the man’s hand. ‘I felt like I’d lost my father when I learnt your pod had gone missing. It is a great relief to see you again.’

‘Lucian, my good man.’ Kestler was pleased to see him also. ‘Sorry about the right mess my research made of your project, and of our solar system for that matter.’

‘We were all equally naive, but not to blame, Professor.’ Lucian reassured him.

As Floyd had the weapon in his hands that had stripped both Zeven and Avery of their power, Zeven stood, eager to hear any news. ‘Have you learnt something of the weapon?’

‘We certainly have,’ Floyd assured him. ‘It’s a cation linac particle accelerator,’ he informed.

‘So it is charged with a plasma of positive ions,’ Telmo said as he came forward to join the huddle.

‘That is correct,’ Floyd concurred, and Kestler gave a nod. ‘The beam is designed to interfere with the signal transduction of our higher vibrational intracellular cosmic light receptors, causing our excess DNA strands to unbraid.’

‘Well we know that,’ Zeven stated. ‘How long will the effect last?’

Floyd was honest. ‘Hard to say. But negative ion therapy will surely speed the healing process.’


‘Well, that’s good news.’ Avery was tired of being mortal — it was just so damn tiring!

‘More importantly,’ the governor cut in, ‘what is the range on this beam, and how do we defend against it?’

‘We predict —’ Kestler motioned to Floyd, ‘— that the pulsed particle beam emitted by this weapon may contain up to sixty gigajoules of kenetic energy or more, at full power.’

Telmo whistled, rather impressed. ‘That’s about the same amount of chemical energy behind ten barrels of oil.’

The frowns in the faces of all deepened.

‘So,’ Kestler resumed his tutorial. ‘The beam has light speed and, in combination with the energy created by the weapon, negates any realistic means of defending yourself against a blast. So long as the beam is at full power, and no matter how magnified the weapon’s targeting scope is, if the gunman has a direct line of sight on you, the beam will be effective.’

‘Damn.’ Rhun found the news most discouraging.

‘Unless, of course, you were protected by a shield of negatively changed ions, an “anion suit”, as it were.’ Kestler grinned. ‘Your organic fibre suits would be perfect to adapt into such a shield.’

‘Very impressive, gentlemen.’ Rhun smiled, relieved to have a back-up plan to protect his people should Taren’s plan fail. ‘How long would it take to adapt the suit?’

‘Not long,’ Kestler assured. ‘And to save time with manufacture, we are developing an anion spray adhesive.’

‘That’s completely brilliant!’ Telmo exclaimed, mind-blown by their solution.


‘Our real concern is that the Orions and MSS will manage to amplify the output of the weapon from sixty gigajoules to sixty terejoules,’ Floyd cautioned. ‘Firing such a weapon on our city would be as spiritually devastating to our people as the atomic bomb was physically damaging to human beings of Hiroshima … there would be no escape for anyone.’

Everyone present fell silent to digest that fact; even those who had no idea what the Hiroshima bomb was figured that the news was not good.

Avery spoke. ‘There is one other thing that worries me,’

‘Only one thing, sheesh!’ Zeven thought this an understatement, he had quite a few more concerns.

‘What’s that?’ Rhun queried his younger brother.

‘If Taren does manage to put Maladaan back where it belongs, the Orions will be unable to ally with them,’ Avery noted. ‘However, the Orions will still be hanging around our system somewhere and we will not have a catalyst to accidentally make us aware of their intentions the next time around. Nor will we have possession of the weapon to be used against us to be able to analyse it.’

Rhun raised both brows, agreeing this was a worry.

‘If you gentlemen —’ Avery looked to Floyd and Kestler, ‘— would record all your discoveries and solutions onto a thought band recorder … and, Governor, you might care to record a memo to yourself about the Orion threat also. Then I shall have Fallon memorise the recordings and retreat into the Otherworld until the time shift has passed, at which point she can return to warn us.’

‘That could work.’ Rhun’s frown seemed to indicate that he was not entirely convinced.


Taren suspected that she knew what the governor’s fear was. ‘Is your woman a scientist, my Lord?’ Taren’s commonsense told her there was no physical means to record information that you could take back with you into the Otherworld; as with moving through time, your memory was all you got to take.

‘No,’ Avery granted, a little doubtful of Fallon’s ability to retain the more scientific data.

‘Then your wife may be able to warn you about the threat, but if she does not understand scientific formulae and engineering schematics, she is going to have difficulty reproducing them without error,’ Taren explained.

‘There is a good chance you are right about that,’ Avery conceded — Fallon was not as cosmically connected as he was, and she could not be expected to have his exceptional comprehension. ‘If only I had listened.’ The Lord was mad at himself again, knowing he surely would have been able to complete the task that now, with his mortal understanding, he would find impossible to fathom.

‘Give me the specs for your anion spray adhesive and the Orion weapon, and I shall ensure they find their way back into Floyd’s hands,’ Taren volunteered, and the thought of returning to Kila one day brought the smile back to her face.

Rhun was grateful for her offer, but at the same time reluctant to accept it. ‘Do you not think you have enough on your agenda to attend to without adding us to your list?’

Taren shook her head. ‘I should never be content unless I know that you have all been delivered from the ancient predators that will certainly descend upon you if I succeed with my own quest.’


‘In that case, I accept. Kila will be greatly indebted to you, as we are already, to all of you.’ Rhun cast his sights over the rest of the crew, who were all rather bewildered about their uncertain future.

‘It is we who are beholden to you,’ Taren assured the governor, shaking his hand to seal their deal. ‘No matter what unfolds in the future, or the past, you may rest assured that I will not forget our debt to the Chosen.’

Rhun was also a mite bewildered by their circumstances. ‘I shall forget.’ He smiled meekly. ‘But I do look forward to you bringing me up to speed in the near future.’

‘Hear, hear!’ seconded Floyd, Avery and Noah in accord.

 

In Jahan’s apartment in Chailida, Jazmay broke the bad news to Jahan and he found it a little hard to digest, despite the fact that he’d known all along their romance was never meant to be. ‘Surely there is a way around this?’ Jahan had not been much of a scholar, especially when it came to things like science and history, both of which might have provided an answer to their dilemma, if he’d only paid attention.

‘Not without committing high treason,’ Jazmay replied, sounding almost willing to do so.

‘I do not have it in me to betray my kin —’ Jahan insisted and Jazmay smiled.

‘That is one of the things I love about you.’ She respected his ruling on the matter.

‘Ah!’ He had a thought. ‘I know for certain that the Otherworld is timeless, if you were there when Taren made the time shift happen, you would remain here … I think.’


Jazmay’s sombre mood lifted. ‘Would the Lord of the Otherworld help us?’

‘Hard to say if he is even capable at present,’ Jahan pondered, ‘but he might be able to pose a solution. I’ll see if I can get an audience.’ He kissed Jazmay and stood to depart, but she gripped his hand.

‘Let me come —’

‘It would be better if I go alone,’ Jahan suggested, ‘trust me.’

‘I do.’ Jazmay let him go. ‘I’ll be here.’

‘I’ll be back.’ He winked to rouse a smile from her, and vanished once she obliged.

 

When Jahan arrived at the healing temple he was granted an audience with the Lord of the Otherworld, and shown through into the governor’s complex. As he approached the stairs to the upper level, he noted a fellow sitting on them who looked rather familiar.

‘Hey there.’ He waved. ‘Are you one of the locals?’

It took a moment for Jahan’s brain to see through the dark hair, mo and tuft of a beard, to recognise the face of Kila’s last governor. ‘You’re —’

‘— in a spot of bother, and I could really use the help of someone who knows how to teleport.’ Zeven cut to the chase. ‘Do you fit the bill?’

‘I’m just on my way to a meeting.’ Jahan pointed up towards Avery’s rooms.

‘That’s okay, I’ll wait.’ Zeven gave him a smile and sat back down.

‘Okay.’ Seeing no reason to decline, Jahan agreed to help, and as it was his departed forefather he was speaking with, he asked, ‘Is this some sort of test?’

‘Absolutely,’ replied Zeven, ‘so don’t fail me.’


‘I won’t,’ Jahan affirmed, twice as perplexed as he made haste to his meeting.

When he entered the Lord’s quarters he was a little surprised to find Nin Sybil, the governor’s wife, keeping Avery company.

‘Have a seat.’ The Lord motioned to a free chair from his bed, on which he was seated, cross-legged. ‘I thought I might see you before long.’

‘I hoped we might have a private meeting.’ Jahan was slow to be seated, in case he needed to come back. ‘No offence to you, Nin Sybil.’

‘None taken.’ She smiled sweetly, not budging from the chair, where she was hand-sewing a baby garment.

‘I see no point in asking Nin Sybil to leave when she already knows what you are going to say,’ Avery pointed out. Jahan looked to Sybil and she raised both brows, smiled and gave a nod to confirm. ‘And, as I know what you are going to say also, there’s no point in beating around the bush … I cannot help you, Jahan,’ Avery said plainly. ‘Right now, I cannot get myself back to the Otherworld, let alone anyone else.’

‘Fallon, then?’ Jahan requested they enlist the help of the Lord’s wife.

‘She will not agree,’ Avery told him, ‘she will say, as I do, that, like the rest of us, you must trust that what is meant to be will be and what isn’t won’t.’

Jahan had feared this ancient philosophy would get thrown in his way. ‘What about creating your own reality? That’s what I am trying to do here.’

‘And if you are meant to get your way, you shall,’ Avery replied, ‘but the Otherworld will not help you defy cosmic will.’


‘I know it’s impossible, but I feel I am meant to be with this woman.’ Jahan sighed, not expecting any support.

‘Yes, you are,’ said Sybil, ‘Jazmay is an incarnation of your Chosen other —’

‘What?’ Jahan was exhilarated and vindicated by the news. ‘Yes!’

‘But she is not her,’ Sybil put a dampener on the proceedings. ‘And by keeping her here, you are denying some other incarnation of you the pleasure of a life with her.’

Jahan had not considered the big picture. ‘I never was very good at cosmology,’ he admitted. ‘Forgive me, Nin Sybil, I am not questioning your sight but —’

‘How do I know she is your Chosen other?’ She guessed his query, and when he nodded she shook her head. ‘Obviously you weren’t very conscientious with history either.’ She scowled. ‘If you were you would have recognised Jazmay as Brimesent, Princess of York, who stole the heart of Aurelius Urien of Gwent, your incarnation during Rhun’s time as High King of Britain.’

‘That’s why Jazmay was viewing that chronicle,’ Jahan realised. ‘And it was long ago that I viewed it,’ he pondered. ‘Are you sure you recall correctly?’

Sybil nodded. ‘I’m positive, I was your half-sister at the time, after all.’

‘That you were, Nin.’ Jahan grinned at the pleasing memories that began to flood his mind, along with more conscious recall of that era than he’d perceived from Noah’s chronicles. ‘Oh, my Goddess, yes, I see her now.’ Jahan’s eyes were wide open, he was no longer seeing the room around him but a string of lifetimes that he had spent with this woman at his side.


‘That would be your immortal memory kicking in,’ Sybil commented, ‘have you told your parents about your recent demise?’

Jahan snapped out of his wondrous state at the mention of his parents. ‘My death was a complete accident,’ he defended.

‘We know,’ Avery assured.

Jahan was uncomfortable suddenly; everything had seemed so clear to him when he’d walked in here, and now everything was a muddle.

‘So, what do you propose to do now?’ Sybil asked the young man.

There was only one answer. ‘Trust?’ Jahan had just argued himself into taking the advice they had given him in the first place.

‘There you go.’ Sybil tied off her thread, and held up the little blue jumpsuit she was working on to admire. ‘Lovely,’ she decided, folding the suit and placing it on the sideboard beside her, whereupon she rose. ‘Well then, I’ll be going.’

‘Don’t forget your sewing.’ Jahan waylaid the secretary of state from vanishing, having never known the seer to forget anything.

‘Silly me,’ Sybil turned her mischievous grin to the Lord of the Otherworld. ‘Do pass this on to Fallon with my love, won’t you?’ She served Avery a wink and was gone.

The Lord appeared a little stunned for a moment and then burst into a huge smile, as he stood to grab the little blue garment. ‘Do you know what this means?’

Jahan seemed a mite discomforted by the Lord’s sudden burst of excitement. ‘I think I can guess?’

‘Yes!’ Avery held the little blue suit to his chest and hugged it like the precious omen it was.


Jahan assumed this was the seer’s way of telling Avery that his wife was expecting their first child — a boy, if her choice of blue fabric was anything to go by. ‘Congratulations, Lord,’ said Jahan, a little uncomfortable with the situation, for clearly the Lord was not taking into consideration the fact that they were just about to alter the recent past! Just as Jahan stood to lose his lover in the pending reality shift, so too did the Lord of the Otherworld now stand to lose his first shot at fatherhood in over a century!

Avery looked to him, his joyful face filling with worry as reality set in. ‘I need to find the little woman.’

 

Zeven sat on the stairs waiting for his ride to AMIE to get out of his meeting, and his stomach was in knots as he pondered his psychic future — or lack thereof.

He was no scientist, but from what he had learnt this day Zeven suspected that the tundrell from Oceane, still growing in the bio-lab on AMIE, not so much emitted massive amounts of negative ions as required massive amounts of negative ions to thrive. Kestler had said that humid waterfalls and beaches were places in the natural world where negative ions abounded, which explained why humans found these places so inspiring and uplifting. But if one did not have such a natural wonder at one’s disposal, then a shower was a great substitute ioniser — the weather on Oceane had been like standing in one huge warm shower!

Gaze fixed on the shiny marble floor before him, Zeven became aware that someone had entered the temple and was walking towards him. Zeven was shocked to raise his sights and see Ibis coming his way. ‘Princess!’ He stood to address her.

‘When you never came, I thought you might have left.’ She stopped in her tracks some distance from him, to hear why he’d been avoiding her.

‘I lost my Power.’ He was mournful to admit it, whereupon Ibis melted into sympathy for him.

‘But how?’ She came closer.

‘I’m not permitted to say.’ He shrugged apologetically.

‘So, that’s why I haven’t seen you?’ she asked timidly — a little fearful of the answer.

Zeven had to shake his head and be honest. ‘There is a lot going on in my world right now and I’ve had more urgent matters to attend to.’

‘Oh, I see.’ She sounded disappointed. ‘I rather got the impression that I was an urgent matter.’ She tried a more seductive approach.

‘Sometimes you just have to choose the greater good over your own personal desire,’ Zeven argued his position with Taren’s logic, having difficultly sounding committed to the resolve.

‘You sound like my father.’ Ibis picked up on his lack of conviction and sought to exploit it. ‘You could belong,’ she invited and, now that they were finally arm’s length from each other, she took hold of Zeven’s hands. ‘I swear to you I have never met anyone who affected me so deeply, so quickly, as you,’ she whispered, leaning forward to a breath away from kissing him. ‘Play with me for a while, Starman, and I shall ensure you never want to leave.’

It was a very tempting offer, but Zeven knew that time was a precious commodity that he did not have to spare right now. Even an hour might risk his chances of being able to regain his Power; he needed to get back to AMIE. Hence Zeven felt he had to discourage Ibis quickly, lest he be distracted from his destiny and miss it yet again. ‘It’s all about you, isn’t it? You really are a princess.’ Zeven was surprised by his own ability to be cutting, as he gripped both her wrists and urged her back. ‘Believe me, I’ve been at this crossroads before, and if I choose you over my destiny, we will both regret it.’

Ibis frowned. ‘I will not regret our time together, never,’ she insisted, backing away of her own accord.

‘I am not your Chosen other.’ He thought he’d give her some extra incentive to forget him. ‘Cadfan said so.’

‘What? He said that?’ Ibis was stunned to a standstill.

‘In not so many words … but yes, he did,’ Zeven insisted, wanting to say something kind and comforting, but he knew he’d only cause more damage. ‘Sorry.’ He shrugged in conclusion.

‘Didn’t you have your meeting with Cadfan before our afternoon out?’ The princess gulped back her hurt.

He wasn’t proud of the fact, but Zeven nodded to admit that was true.

‘You … really are a bastard.’

‘Never regretting me came mighty quick, didn’t it?’ he spat, whereupon Ibis fled as fast as she was able — the princess would not remember him fondly, and that was for the best. Now please learn your bloody lesson and leave that poor girl alone, he scolded himself, as the Lord Avery came shooting down the stairs and passed him, waving a blue garment around in the air.

‘I’m going to be a father!’ Lord Avery explained his excitement and, in a rush, did not even stop to be congratulated.


Zeven looked up to see his lift coming down the stairs and so moved to confront him, eager to put some distance between himself and Kila. ‘Ready to go?’

‘I’m not in any real hurry to get home.’ Jahan appeared to be dreading it, in fact.

‘Your meeting did not go as planned?’ Zeven sympathised.

‘Not really.’ Jahan grimaced.

‘A short delay will be welcome then?’ Zeven was upbeat, hoping to inspire his cohort to action.

‘Where do you want to go?’ Jahan asked.

‘If I create a mental image —’

‘No problem.’ Jahan gripped Zeven’s wrist, and the pilot brought to mind the image of the captain’s bridge on AMIE.

‘We’re there,’ Jahan advised and willed them both where directed.

 

When Zeven saw the bridge of the AMIE, he was in heaven. ‘I’m home!’ He moved quickly to check all the backup systems were still operating, particularly those in bio-containment. ‘Yes!’

‘You live here now?’ Jahan was perplexed; this was not what he thought the afterlife would look like. ‘You’re not Brian Alexander, are you?’

‘I was, apparently.’ Zeven shrugged and then held out a hand to shake Jahan’s. ‘Zeven Gudrun.’

‘Jahan.’

‘So you’re Jahan?’ Zeven recalled Ibis speaking of him.

‘Yes,’ Jahan confirmed, as he released Zeven’s hand, appearing curious.

Zeven thought better of mentioning anything more about his connection to Ibis — better to go while the going was good. ‘Well, nice meeting you.’ He began to back up towards bio-containment. ‘Thanks for the hand.’

Jahan had to laugh. ‘I can’t just leave you here.’

‘Sure you can, I’ll be fine,’ Zeven insisted.

‘But how will you get back?’

‘I don’t need to.’

Jahan, considering what Jazmay had mentioned of the plan to alter the past, understood and stopped insisting. ‘Have it your way, then.’

‘That would be a nice change of pace for me,’ Zeven concurred, with a wave, as he wandered off down the corridor. ‘Have a great life.’

Jahan stood there a moment, staring out at the planet in the distance that was causing him so much grief. ‘Maladaan,’ he uttered the name. ‘Why couldn’t I have been born there?’ Or had he been? Of course his Chosen memory was of no aid to him, for it only contained the memories of his lifetimes in this universe. Could he trust that what Nin Sybil had told him was true, that he would find his Chosen love one day and that he needed to let Jazmay go to find the incarnation of him that she was meant to be with in this life? ‘It’s a hard ask,’ he decided, but, short of betraying his kindred, he had no choice but to accept the will of fate in this case.

 

Although the Lord of the Otherworld was a mere mortal at present, he still attracted nature elementals like bees to honey. He might not have been able to see them or hear them, but he knew his dominions were always watching him and listening to his inner voice.

In the healing temple garden, Avery sat upon the grass to dangle his feet in the warm water of the pool. He welcomed the wind in his face and the sun upon his being. Once he’d filled his senses with the life force of nature, the Lord thought about his want to see his wife.

There was a rush of bubbles over his feet, and Avery felt his ankles clutched as Fallon drew herself up out of the water and between Avery’s legs, to land in his arms. Her soaking form immediately dried, her long wet hair springing into large locks, as she smiled and kissed her husband. ‘Is there something you need, my love?’ She noted the blue jumpsuit in his hand. ‘What is that?’

‘It is a gift, to you from Nin Sybil.’ He handed the jumpsuit over.

Fallon gasped in joy as she viewed it. ‘She is certain?’

Avery cocked his head to one side as if that were a stupid question, and was overpowered with a hug and many kisses. ‘But there is peril,’ he uttered to calm his wife, and her excitement ebbed.

‘What do you mean?’ She pulled away from him to look him in the eyes.

‘The past is about to be altered by Taren Lennox and all that has unfolded since Maladaan’s arrival in our universe will be undone,’ he explained.

The news made Fallon gasp again, and grasp her flat belly. ‘Is your mother’s most recent manifestation truly so powerful?’ Not even Avery could screw around with time.

‘The Grigori are behind her,’ Avery stated by way of an explanation, thus Fallon would realise that they could not appeal against the course of action, as it was undisputedly for the higher good.

‘How could circumstances be so cruel?’ Fallon was bewildered a moment. ‘We cannot allow —’


‘I agree,’ Avery cut short her protest. ‘Which is why you must retreat into the Otherworld, until the time shift has taken place.’

‘Without you.’ Fallon knew her husband could not come with her, she was just stating the fact out loud.

‘I’m still going to be here when you get back … and it will only be my memory of the past few months that will be affected, it’s not as if I am going to forget you.’ Avery reasoned her to a more positive frame of mind, whereupon Fallon smiled.

‘Then I’ll get to tell you about our good news first.’ Fallon liked that idea and became amorous once more.

‘Our governor has alternative reasons for sending you to an Otherworldly retreat —’ Avery got a word in, but Fallon had already reasoned the governor’s cause.

‘If Maladaan never shifts here, we won’t know about the Orions and their weapon.’ Fallon realised the implications and then groaned. ‘I always loathed science.’

Avery chuckled at her woe. ‘Don’t stress, you will have back up.’

There was only one other soul who would escape the reality shift. ‘The time traveller,’ Fallon concluded and he nodded to concur.

‘The governor will call a meeting in a few days’ time, before the shift takes place.’

Fallon nodded to confirm the summons, clearly awash in a sea of different emotions.

‘There’s absolutely nothing to worry about.’ Avery took hold of both her shoulders to instil confidence in her, and she summoned a smile to reassure him she had faith. Even without his psychic senses Avery could tell Fallon was far from convinced, and if he was honest, so was he.

 

A stay at the lake house, alone, was a dream come true for Lucian and Taren. For the few days it lasted, they got to live their dream — knowing a world of trouble lay between them and this idyllic arrangement happening again.

‘I think we should work on the process of freezing time,’ Lucian suggested, as he placed a cup of tea in front of Taren, and sat down beside her with his coffee, in the morning sunshine on the back deck.

‘I’ve made a list.’ Taren finished penning a sentence on her notebook screen. ‘Tell me if you think I have forgotten anything?’

‘A list of what?’ Lucian accepted it from her.

‘Things I have to do when I get back to the past,’ she explained as though she was handing over a shopping list.

‘You sound like you are almost looking forward to it,’ Lucian noted.

‘Well, there’s no use complaining about it, is there? Best to be constructive.’ She referred him back to her list.

‘Number one, stop AMIE taking the sample from Oceane.’ He nodded. ‘Number two, wake Lucian up to Amie and Swithin … what? No.’ Lucian shook his head. ‘Give me the pen,’ he took it from her, and crossed out a few words. ‘This should read, seduce Lucian away from Amie and Swithin.’ He grinned, and made her laugh.

Swithin was Lucian’s older brother who’d been having an affair with Amie, Lucian’s wife, since before Lucian married her, and the captain didn’t wish to make that same mistake twice. ‘Promise me,’ he insisted. ‘I want you to seduce me. I swear to you that you’ll get away with it.’

‘I already did.’ Taren kissed him and it was several hours before they got back to her list; by the time they did, they were comfortably reclining in the upstairs bedroom.

Points three to seven on the list involved Taren’s parents, her uncle, freeing Fari and Jazmay, and coming back to Kila to warn the governor about the Orion threat. It wasn’t until they got to the last item on the list that they had a minor disagreement.

‘Number eight,’ Lucian read, ‘prevent Yasper’s demise.’

‘I can’t lie about that.’ Taren shrugged. ‘I would love to do it.’

‘Yasper … was that his name?’ Lucian queried, trying desperately not to sound jealous of a dead man, but then if Taren saved him from a bullet, he would no longer be dead. ‘Was he an agent, like you?’

Taren nodded. ‘You might note, however, that I have a question mark next to that one. The event is further back in time than the moment I am aiming for, so I doubt I’ll be able to fulfil that wish.’

‘Then why put it on the list?’ Lucian asked.

‘To bring the topic out in the open with you,’ she confessed, taking the notebook from him. ‘Yasper was the entire reason I began studying the possibility of travelling backwards in time. He was a damn fine assassin and had a rather brilliant mind, for a killer. He was also the one man I should never have had an affair with as he was Chief Ronan’s only son.’

‘Hence your dislike of the chief and all things MSS, I suspect?’ Lucian concluded, feeling more at ease with the subject matter.

‘I did not love Yasper as I love you.’ Taren looked him square in the eyes so that he might see she spoke the truth. ‘I admired him, I desired him,’ she admitted shyly, ‘and he was a very good friend.’ She drew a sudden deep breath to keep her emotions stable. ‘For those reasons I would love to save him, but unfortunately, I have bigger fish to fry now. If I were to go back and save Yasper, it would undo anything I manage to do once I get back to AMIE, and I’d be faced with resolving this entire list again.’

‘If Yasper is as proficient an agent as you, it seems to me he’d be far more helpful to your cause than me.’ Lucian had to say it, for he felt it was true.

Taren was shocked by his reasoning, and climbed on top of him to instil her view. ‘How can you say that after viewing Noah’s chronicles?’

‘I was a warrior then and —’

‘Maelgwn was a warrior, yes,’ Taren agreed, ‘but that was not what he was famed for. He was famed for his diplomatic skills, which managed, on numerous occasions, to keep his overzealous wife from getting herself killed.’ Lucian couldn’t argue with her reasoning. ‘And that is just as true of this life.’

‘I don’t want to go back to being strangers.’ He pulled her naked form down to hug his own. ‘I don’t want to go back to being ignorant and used.’

‘Stop worrying about your marriage, I’ll destroy it, I swear to you!’ Taren kissed him to seal the deal, although she still wondered if seduction would be her means, or whether good old exposure would be the best course of action for everyone involved. The last thing she wanted was to attend another memorial service of one of her lovers; please, universe, find me a safe way for us to be together. She wanted that wish more than anything in her life to date, but in her own experience life seldom gave her that which she desired most.

For the past ten years Taren had believed that anything was possible and that she controlled her own destiny, when in fact nothing could have been further from the truth! Now, however, she truly did control her destiny and that of everybody she’d ever known or cared about, and bearing that in mind she would do whatever it took to keep Lucian and the AMIE project out of the line of fire.

‘You left something off your list,’ Lucian whispered as he held her close. ‘Marry me.’

Tears of desire choked Taren at the suggestion, and she clung tighter to him.

‘Why are you crying?’ Lucian asked. ‘Is the idea of marrying me so awful?’

‘No, you know I want that more than anything.’ Taren sat up to regain her senses. ‘It’s just so hard to see the light at the end of the tunnel on that one.’

‘I know.’ Lucian sat up. ‘There’s a million obstacles and things that could go wrong, between here and our ultimate happiness, but you have to believe that the longer the darkness, the more vibrant our dreams will be.’

The premise made Taren smile. ‘This is what I am really going to miss, your company and wise counsel.’

He kissed her forehead, appreciating her sentiment. ‘It will never be far away.’

Taren closed her eyes to pray to the universe that was true.

 


D-day came all too soon, whereby Lucian and Taren returned to the healing temple to meet with the governor and the others involved in the Maladaan assignment.

Taren was surprised to find Jazmay present, and the Phemorian asked to speak with her alone, before the meeting, and so they wandered out into the courtyard.

‘I wanted to apologise for yesterday,’ Jazmay began, ‘I know this is not your fault and it was very selfish of me —’

‘No, Jazmay, it is my fault,’ Taren admitted. ‘If I had not allowed AMIE to take that sample from Oceane, none of this would have happened.’

‘But then I would never have known this happiness, and I would still be rotting in prison,’ Jazmay had realised. ‘I know now that this was but a stolen season in paradise and that I have you to thank for it.’

‘I will get you out,’ Taren vowed.

Jazmay nodded, far more accepting than she had been yesterday. ‘When shall I expect you?’

Her comeback made Taren smile. ‘Around the same time Maladaan made the shift, I expect.’

‘So you will return to Maladaan?’ she asked.

Taren grinned. ‘With the connections I have, I won’t have to.’

‘Farewell then.’ Jazmay stood. ‘I won’t stay for the meeting, I don’t need to know all the gory details; better to make the best of however long I still have here.’

As that was probably no more than a few hours, Taren nodded to grant her leave. ‘Thank you for giving me my memory back.’

Jazmay gave a twisted smile in leaving. ‘We all make mistakes.’
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TIME’S UP



The meeting was delayed on account of the governor being held up elsewhere, and Rhun was not the only one running late; Zeven was also mysteriously absent.

While they waited for their master of ceremonies, Floyd and Kestler ran through the schematics they had drawn up of the Orion’s weapon, and the composition of their anion spray adhesive with Taren and Fallon. Taren was struggling to keep up with the engineering lesson, but as she had something of a photographic memory she felt confident of reproducing the blueprint, even if she didn’t completely understand it. The chemistry compound formula made much more sense, and she committed it to memory also.

Once Fallon was confident that she had absorbed the information, the Lord of the Otherworld insisted she retreat to safety.

As Taren watched the couple embrace she was teary, relating to the uncertainness of their separation. But on another level, in another life, it was the life of Tory Alexander’s, and thus Taren’s, grandchild they were endeavouring to save — a rather insane thought, being that Taren’s current incarnation had yet to have a child.

‘I’ll see you both soon,’ Avery told Fallon, and the statement brought a large smile to his wife’s face.

‘And you’re not going to believe the news I have for you,’ she teased, only partially joking, and with a kiss, the denizens of the air carried Fallon back to their realm of origin.

When the governor did arrive, two hours late, he appeared very sombre. ‘I’m sorry, folks, but we are all out of time.’ Rhun descended the stairs to stand in the middle of the small lecture hall where they had held their last few meetings. ‘There is a large force of spacecraft coming our way from Maladaan.’

The news was gasp-worthy, but Rhun’s eyes were fixed on Taren and Lucian. ‘Believe me, I am the last person who would want to come between you two fine people, but I’m afraid I must.’

The panic tore through Taren’s being once, and then she was okay. In a way it was a relief to know there would be no more stalling; the long, drawn-out goodbye was breaking her heart. ‘I am ready.’ She stood to take her leave, and Lucian remained seated knowing he would be the last on her long hit list of goodbyes. ‘Thank you, Governor, for your generosity, and patience, and —’

Rhun held up a hand. ‘It was and will always be my pleasure to have you here, and I greatly look forward to seeing you when you return.’ He hugged Taren and then stepped back out of the way, as her sights turned to En Noah and Ringbalin.

‘My friend, I’ll see you in the past.’ She kissed Ringbalin’s cheek, and then looked to En Noah. ‘And I’ll see you in the future.’ She kissed his cheek also.


‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Noah gladly.

‘Nor I,’ Ringbalin agreed, as Taren moved on to Telmo, who was looking decidedly happier today.

‘Mr Dacre, it’s been a pleasure making your acquaintance.’ She shook his hand.

‘Oh, I have a feeling I might be seeing you again,’ he said surely, and Ringbalin gave a laugh.

Taren was about to question his amusement when Cadfan entered with another young man in tow — the same young man she had seen arguing with Jazmay earlier in the week. But now, with her memory restored he was no longer a stranger to her eyes. ‘No,’ Taren uttered, aghast; he was younger, his hair longer, and his demeanour was far less threatening, but it was him. ‘Yasper.’

Lucian was alarmed by the news. ‘He was your lover?’

‘You’ve got the wrong guy,’ Jahan was quick to vindicate himself, although he was flattered by the suggestion he had been involved in an affair. ‘I have only ever seen this woman once. I swear, and that was from a distance. I’m Jahan.’

‘Jazmay’s love interest.’ Taren’s mind was ticking over and none of her conclusions were good. ‘Where is Jazmay?’ Taren asked, as she’d assumed the Phemorian was leaving to be with Jahan.

‘I cannot find her, that’s why I am here,’ he explained.

‘Will yourself to her?’ Rhun thought the solution obvious.

‘I’ve tried that already, but she’s blocking me somehow.’ Jahan explained why he’d interrupted the meeting. ‘I’m afraid she might be going to do something regrettable.’


‘I should go, before she does.’ Taren made a move towards Lucian.

‘Hey, hold on.’ Jahan grabbed her arm. ‘You’re from Maladaan?’

Taren glared at him until he let go of her arm. ‘Yes.’

‘Was this guy, Yasper, me where you come from?’ Jahan rolled his eyes at his own insane question.

Taren nodded. ‘He was.’

‘Past tense?’ Jahan queried.

She was slower to nod this time. ‘He was killed ten years ago.’

‘Ten years ago!’ Jahan was furious, and his dark sights turned towards the Lord of the Otherworld. ‘Trust in the universe?’ Jahan put it to Avery. ‘How is Jazmay supposed to find happiness with my rotting corpse?’

‘Gentlemen,’ Rhun hollered, as Jahan launched himself in Avery’s direction, but at the governor’s word he froze. ‘We don’t have time for this today.’

‘My cue to leave,’ Taren uttered quietly to Lucian, while Rhun had the others distracted. ‘I love you,’ she whispered and kissed him for the last time in a long, long time, and when their lips parted she was hard pressed not to burst into tears.

‘Never give up on us,’ he requested, and she nodded. ‘Promise me.’

‘I promise you, on my life, that you will always be my primary objective … so long as I live.’ Taren stole another quick kiss before she stepped away and vanished.

‘Please, don’t do this until I find Jazmay,’ Jahan was appealing when he saw Taren vanish. ‘No, stop!’

‘Jahan!’ Rhun yelled in warning, so he would refrain from pursuing Taren. ‘Leave it be. That’s an order.’


‘As you wish, Governor.’ Frustrated, Jahan left the healing centre.

 

When Taren arrived in the abandoned medical chambers on AMIE, everything was in darkness. ‘Lights,’ she requested. The ship’s system responded at once and she wandered through from the office into one of the adjoining recovery rooms.

This had been where Taren’s voyage with AMIE had really started, and as she recalled waking in this chamber to meet Dr Madri, she smiled. How she had missed Kassa — these rooms seemed cold and empty without her warm, sunny presence.

Taren took a seat on the recovery bed and paused a moment to mentally prepare herself for her quantum leap into the past.

‘Please, don’t do this.’

She was startled to find Jahan in the room with her. ‘You followed me?’ Taren was angered. ‘What if I had gone directly back into the past?’

‘I thought Jaz would find me in your universe, but if she cannot, just give me a little time to find another solution.’ He gripped Taren, knowing she would not go anywhere while he had hold of her.

‘There is no time, by nightfall in Chailida your people will be at war … I have to go now.’ Taren attempted to wriggle free from his restraint without becoming violent — he looked so much like Yasper she couldn’t bring herself to hit him — but he held fast. ‘Let me go. I may have loved you once but that won’t stop me flattening you if I have to.’

‘Can’t you help us?’ Jahan appealed, right before he was hit over the head with a metal handgun and dropped to the floor like a stone.


‘Was he bothering you?’ Zeven grinned as he put his weapon away.

‘Starman?’ Taren was stunned but pleased to see him. ‘How did you get here?’

‘He brought me.’ He pointed to the unconscious fellow. ‘What did you mean you loved him once?’ Then Zeven gasped on his own question. ‘He’s the other guy?’ Zeven sized him up.

‘No, not exactly — hey, hold on.’ Taren frowned. ‘How do you know about —’

‘Lucian mentioned there was another man in your past.’ Zeven gave half a laugh, ‘I thought he meant Telmo.’

‘Telmo!’ He’d lost her. ‘Why Telmo?’

‘Because the little memory whiz saw himself kissing you.’

‘What?’ Taren quizzed, becoming more frustrated by the second.

‘Ooops.’ Zeven covered his mouth. ‘I wasn’t supposed to tell you that … although Telmo actually thought the encounter took place in the future.’

‘I’m confused.’ Taren frowned.

‘Me too,’ said Zeven, ‘I always assumed that if you took a lover it would be me.’ He grinned — Taren did too and rolled her eyes; he really was a relentless flirt.

‘So, who is this guy?’ Zeven filled the awkward silence.

Taren took a deep breath and shook her head. ‘It’s a long story and we are all out of time, an attack on Kila from Maladaan is imminent.’

‘Shit!’ This was news to Zeven. ‘So this is it then?’ He forced a smile, as Taren nodded to confirm.

Zeven looked about at the vacated spacecraft. ‘I thought Lucian would be here to see you off?’


‘I didn’t tell anyone I was coming here first,’ Taren explained, ‘but I thought it would be good to launch myself from the very place I’m aiming to reach.’

‘In that case.’ Zeven shrugged, took Taren in hand and kissed her.

Taren was going to object, but the moment was so tender and sweet, that she thought, what the hell. She did adore Zeven, and found him desirable, despite that he was twenty years her junior; were it not for the fact of Lucian, they probably would have been lovers long ago and Zeven knew it too.

When the kiss came to an end, Zeven was a little stunned, albeit pleased that it had lasted so long. ‘You were supposed to object.’

Taren smiled, and placing both hands on his chest, she pushed him backwards. ‘You’ll never remember it anyway.’

‘Well, you know, you could have sex with me and I wouldn’t remember that either …’ he suggested cheekily.

Taren gasped at his gall. ‘Lucian is your best friend!’

‘No, you are,’ he corrected, and Taren was touched. He removed her hands from his chest to urge her closer once more.

‘Oh no.’ Taren freed herself and backed away. ‘And what about Aurora?’

‘She’s not my Chosen other,’ he insisted. ‘Cadfan said the woman I was meant to be with would encourage my thrill-seeking ways, so that surely isn’t Aurora, or Ibis, or any other incarnation of her.’

Taren had to concede that maybe Aurora was not his perfect match after all.

‘You’re much closer to the mark.’ Zeven became amorous again.


‘But we’re probably related.’

‘We don’t know that,’ Zeven rejected the argument. ‘I wouldn’t believe anything Khalid Mansur said.’

‘Teleportation is unique to the Phemorian royal line,’ Taren pointed out. ‘You have to be in my family line somewhere.’

‘Aw,’ he groaned, resigning himself to the fact that she was not going to oblige his fantasy.

‘Now, are you going to let me do this, or do I have to knock you out too?’ Taren jumped back onto the recovery bed and lay down.

Zeven wandered over to quietly admire her horizontal form. ‘Oceane will never happen,’ he realised.

‘Sad, but true.’ Taren reached up and patted his cheek, clearly not as disappointed about that as he was.

Zeven grabbed her hand and held it in both his own. ‘You take care back there.’ He was suddenly deadly serious. ‘If you need anything you come and see me.’

She nodded. ‘I’ll be a stranger, you realise?’

‘That won’t matter,’ he reassured her, forcing a smile, as he let her hand go. ‘I’ll be seeing you.’

Taren smiled, despite that she was tearing up again. ‘Catch you round, Starman.’

‘I’m going to leave you to focus.’ Zeven gave her two thumbs up, backed up with unusual pace and with a quick wave, he took off elsewhere.

It felt to Taren that he was rushing off to do something, although she couldn’t imagine what at this late stage of the game, but having no time to contemplate the matter, she breathed deeply to steady her emotions; she had to want to do this and her focus must be precise.

It wasn’t hard to bring the recovery room to mind, being that she was already there, but Taren cast her mind back to that first day on AMIE and the disorientated feeling of emerging from weeks in stasis — a supposedly non-dream state. Yet Taren had dreamed of grand and tragic events on her way to AMIE from Maladaan that she must never allow to unfold in her new reality.

As her shift through time began it was preceded by darkness as before and then a great white light …
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ALL THINGS UNEXPECTED



The light. Now she remembered; that was all Taren had seen when she’d first come out of stasis — her eyes had been closed so long that the light inside the recovery room had blinded her to a squint. Taren’s recollection of arriving on AMIE solidified into reality and she breathlessly awaited the soothing sound of Kassa’s velvety voice.

‘Welcome to AMIE.’ Taren heard the doctor approach.

That was the sign she’d been hoping for and Taren was exhilarated to know that Maladaan was back where it should be, while her heart broke — there was no going back to the way things were, now that her arrival in the past was confirmed.

‘You have arrived safely and are in fine health. The perception of white light in your eyes will pass …’

Taren had forgotten just how much she loved the sound of Kassa’s voice; it truly felt like coming home to Mother, or at least an older sister whom she adored. ‘You must be AMIE’s medical officer, Dr Madri?’ Taren croaked after Kassa had finished explaining that Taren was only temporarily blind.

‘Call me Kassa,’ she insisted, friendly, as always. ‘And you are the infamous Dr Lennox.’ She gave a laugh. ‘I’ve been telling Lucian to get you on the AMIE project for years!’

This was just too weird, Taren remembered this conversation as clearly as if it had happened yesterday; should she follow the script?

In a few hours from now Taren would have a meeting with Lucian, Zeven and Leal, where they would decide to go and get a sample of the gas shrouding Oceane. Until that happened, Taren decided it was best not to change a thing. In any case, this had been a very important conversation for Kassa as it was the first time she had admitted to anyone that she was a telepath. She had confided in Taren, as a fellow psychic, and this created a lasting bond between them.

Thus Taren discussed her dubious, but well-funded, scientific career, and the fact that people in stasis don’t dream — something Taren thought to dispute, but decided not to get off-track so that Kassa’s secret was disclosed just as before. Taren needed allies badly and Kassa was one she knew she could trust.

After Taren had recovered her eyesight and muscle function she was taken to a change room, where she showered and got changed into her crew uniform, which she felt far more at ease in this time around.

As she perused her reflection in the mirror, she had to laugh — it was some time since she’d worn the two purple streaks in her hair. As she tied it back in a braid, she thought back to the kerfuffle she’d left behind her on Maladaan; her past lover, her current lover, other potential lovers? What had Zeven been on about? ‘Ah, bugger men.’ She waved off the relevance of any of it now, and then had to laugh. ‘That’s what you said last time around,’ she told herself in the mirror. ‘But then you didn’t say that or this last time,’ Taren noted and made herself laugh again.

She didn’t need to use the electronic map on the wall to find her way to the closest eatery this time, she headed straight out into the corridor and then pulled herself up short of bumping into Aurora.

Aurora was Lucian’s terribly efficient and chatty assistant, who was here to guide Taren to the cafeteria where the fateful meeting would take place. So Taren politely listened to Rory babble out everything she needed to say, as they strolled along; Zeven had once said of Aurora that she had to get a paragraph out in every sentence, and he wasn’t far wrong! But Taren adored Aurora right from the first and whether Zeven cared to admit it, he did too.

Just as before, Zeven was the first in line at the cafeteria to introduce himself to Taren, with Leal close behind. The pilots informed her they’d be working together, and after Zeven and Rory had a tiff over who was more childish, Rory left Taren to discuss metaphysics and quantum theory with the pilot and his co-pilot, a subject that was raised because Zeven had also heard that Taren had a Power, but at this stage he had no idea what that Power was.

And then there he was — Lucian Gervaise, standing there telling her that she was the answer to his prayers. She hadn’t noticed him flirting with her last time around, but she did this time.

‘As you are the answer to mine,’ she flirted right back.


However, the mutual admiration society soon gave way to what Rhun’s people would have called a witch hunt, when the captain raised the subject of Taren’s MSS background and it was here that history would make its long-anticipated U-turn.

‘She’s a spy,’ Zeven concluded, when Taren did not defend their allegations straight away.

‘It’s true, I was recruited by the MSS, because of my precognitive abilities.’ Taren found herself on her feet, defending herself. ‘That is —’

‘— the ability to see events before they happen,’ Zeven cut her off to announce, and Taren was surprised he’d know such a fact. ‘I told you I was into that stuff.’ He shrugged. ‘Continue.’

‘The MSS employed me for over ten years, and the only reason I am not working for them still is that I quit.’ Taren wanted to make that clear. ‘I do not agree with their politics and I saw too many good people die by their will and stupidity.’

‘So how do I know you are not here to spy on my project?’ Lucian folded his arms and raised his brows in an amorous fashion.

‘I have already spied on your project,’ she said, and shocked them all. ‘I know what will unfold on board this ship for quite some time in the future. I know why you have brought me here, I know you have spies on board this craft already, and I know that in a few weeks’ time your project will be responsible for the greatest disaster Maladaan has ever seen. But the first event along the road to that disaster takes place today. I am here to stop that from happening.’

‘Whoa!’ Leal held his head and gave a laugh.

Lucian, however, was just baffled. ‘Okay, you’ve got my attention, Dr Lennox. Tell me about this event?’


Taren took a deep breath. ‘You brought me here to show me an unusual gaseous cloud that is shrouding one part of an ocean planet —’

‘Goddamn it!’ Lucian was angered, ‘Bloody leaks!’

‘I did not acquire this information from the MSS,’ Taren stated again; she’d forgotten what a sceptic Lucian had been in the beginning — before he discovered most of his crew were psychic.

‘You discovered that in a vision?’ Lucian scoffed. ‘Give me a break — only people on board this craft know Oceane even exists!’

Taren could see she was going to have to do some party tricks here if any of them were to believe her. ‘Well, I have never met any of you before and yet I can tell you that Mr Polson gets more minor ailments than any healthy man should.’ She winked at Leal.

‘It’s true,’ he confessed before she said more.

‘And Mr Gudrun believes that the entire meaning of evolution is so people can have sex.’

‘Absolutely true,’ Zeven admitted gladly and although Lucian was far from convinced, he was at least smiling.

‘Do you want me to tell you what you are thinking at this moment, Captain Gervaise?’ Taren asked with smouldering innuendo.

‘I don’t think so.’ Lucian burst into a grin.

Taren regained her serious demeanour. ‘I can tell you this surely, and honestly: if you do not take what I tell you seriously, this project will be dismantled and some on this crew will pay with their lives.’

The joviality slipped from Lucian’s face and he stood as he began to lose patience. ‘Who are you working for? Who sent you?’


Taren was very tempted to say, ‘you sent me’, but refrained. ‘I am here on my own recognisance.’

‘Why?’ Lucian circled her, and it felt strange for him to be so distant and mistrusting.

‘Because I admire what you do here,’ she replied, and Lucian was about to scoff, dissatisfied. ‘Look, if you grant me one request, I will leave this vessel, and you won’t have to worry if I am MSS or not.’ Taren’s voice wavered with emotion — the idea of just walking away from everyone she ever cared about was absolutely gutting, but then if she was to take care of everything else on her hit list, she was going to have to leave AMIE sooner or later.

‘Steady on.’ Lucian toned down his inquisition, touched by her show of emotion. ‘I want you on this project, make no mistake about that, you’ve just thrown me for a loop with this future sight thing …’

‘Just one request,’ Taren repeated, her eyes glazed with tears.

‘All right,’ Lucian decided to buy in. ‘What is your request?’

‘You want to take a sample of the gaseous substance on Oceane?’ Taren waited to get a nod out of the captain. ‘Don’t.’

‘That’s it?’ Zeven seemed disenchanted with the anti-climax. ‘That’s all we have to do to prevent the greatest disaster Maladaan has ever seen? Sounds like a fair deal to me.’ Zeven put it to his comrades and they were baffled by his resolve.

‘But you’re the one who has been hassling for weeks to go bag a sample!’ Leal pointed out, and considering how badly Starman had wanted to do this mission last time around, Taren also thought this odd.

‘I know,’ Zeven admitted readily, ‘but to save all of Maladaan?’ He shrugged in conclusion and then, looking at Taren, he served her a wink.

Why was Zeven so well-disposed towards her? She’d expected him to be more suspicious, as the others were; or perhaps his want to get laid overruled his commonsense?

‘You don’t want us to take a sample at all, or just not today?’ Lucian clarified.

‘You would have to wait a month for it to be safe,’ Taren advised, ‘and even then, anyone who breathes the air of Oceane will develop heightened psychic ability.’

‘Not good,’ said Leal, hiding the fact he was already telepathic.

‘Not good at all.’ Zeven cringed in accord.

‘But that is by far not the worst that will come from extracting even the tiniest sample of that gas,’ Taren told Lucian, and waited for him to process that information.

‘Is the gas volatile?’ Lucian assumed this must be the case.

‘Beyond your wildest imagining,’ Taren stated, knowing the captain was not yet ready to know the whole truth.

Leal put his hand up. ‘Can I just ask, out of curiosity, what would happen should we not heed your advice?’

‘You can kiss your planet, and several crew members, goodbye,’ Taren responded surely.

‘That’s what you foresaw?’ Zeven queried and Taren nodded.

Lucian was scratching his head, clearly not knowing what to make of Taren’s claims. ‘You said you were aware we have several spies on board … who?’


‘I am sure that is not news to you, Captain,’ Taren replied, ‘you are obviously already aware that you have leaks in your organisation.’

‘Who?’ Lucian repeated the question she had avoided.

‘I can hardly point the finger without proof,’ she reasoned, ‘and if you follow my advice there shall never be any proof of their treachery.’

‘But you claim to know who they are?’ Lucian probed further.

Taren nodded. ‘I do.’

‘Then as your captain I would ask you to disclose that information.’

‘Do you plan to heed my warning?’ Taren stalled.

Lucian considered this. ‘We can hold off a month?’ He put it to his pilots, who both nodded and Taren breathed an inward sigh of relief.

‘Now will you tell me what you think you know about my spy problem?’ Lucian requested politely.

Taren took a few moments to scrape up her courage and then shook her head.

Lucian was losing patience as he turned to his pilots to request, ‘Will you excuse us, please.’

As the pilots rose, Taren thought to say, ‘Everyone present is faithful to the project.’

The pilots then hesitated to go and Lucian relented. ‘On second thought … Dr Lennox, follow me please.’ Lucian headed out of the cafeteria.

‘Good luck,’ Zeven called in a whisper to Taren before she followed the captain out into the corridor, and as she turned back to give him a friendly wave of thanks, he served her a determined nod and a smile in return.

She recalled the young pilot’s last words to her before she’d left for the past — that how well he knew her would not alter his support, and this was obviously true. But how could Zeven have predicted that? Taren pondered as she followed Lucian towards his office. Lucian also claimed he would be well-disposed towards me, but that was clearly not the case at present.

 

Once they were safely shut up in his office, Lucian invited Taren to take a seat. ‘I feel we haven’t got off to a very good start.’ He offered her a drink, which Taren waved away as she sat down. ‘Despite how it might seem, your participation in the AMIE project has been greatly anticipated by me and many of the researchers here.’ Lucian poured himself a glass of water.

‘I know.’ She smiled warmly, despite the fact that none of the wonderful times she’d had with these people would probably ever come to pass now.

‘As captain of this vessel, I would like to think that you could trust me with any concerns you have about this project,’ he said.

‘I trust you, Lucian.’ Taren ventured to use his first name, as he’d invited her to do earlier.

‘Then why will you not tell me what you suspect?’ Lucian reasoned, taking a seat on his desk, facing her.

‘I told you, without proof I —’

‘Look, I know your MSS career was extraordinary,’ Lucian appealed, ‘it must have been for you to have psychic skill and still be walking around unrestrained.’

‘Are you implying I cut a deal to get here?’ Taren said this with no offence in her voice. ‘You invited me, if I recall?’

‘But that doesn’t mean the MSS didn’t try to take advantage of that.’ Lucian was just as calm and non-accusatory.


‘Well actually.’ Taren would be honest; that was her new resolution — no more lies! ‘The MSS did try to take advantage, but unfortunately for them, their brainwashing techniques no longer have any effect upon my memory, past or future. It is the MSS who are so keen to get their hands on a sample of that gas. So, you see I can hardly be working for them. However —’ Taren smiled on the inside — perhaps Lucian’s wife would inadvertently betray herself? ‘— you can pretty well guarantee that anyone very interested in obtaining a sample of that gas, is working for the MSS.’

‘Won’t you please tell me who you suspect? I can have them put under surveillance and perhaps gain proof that you are telling the truth,’ Lucian suggested.

Taren again shook her head. ‘I can tell you that most are sleeper agents and don’t even know they are responding to implanted directions, save one agent who is manipulating the others,’ Taren said what she felt at liberty to say without proof. ‘Still, the people calling the shots are not on board this vessel.’

‘That does not really help me very much.’ Lucian was trying so hard to be patient; he was serving her that half-smile that she could never resist.

‘Lucian,’ Taren began and caught her breath as if to double-check what she was about to say, and then looked to the captain. ‘There is nothing I would love more than to tell you everything I know … but the truth is, that truth is going to hurt and I will not be the one to deal you that blow; I would rather resign from the project.’

Lucian appeared somewhere between perturbed and perplexed. ‘And what have I done to inspire such loyality? What do you stand to gain from all of this?’


‘What I stand to gain is that Maladaan will not be harmed, and I can return there to deal with those who truly would have been responsible for the disaster, which they will try to pin on this project and me!’ Taren was starting to tear up and become emotional. ‘In regard to my loyalty to you, Lucian … you earned my respect the last time we went through this, and I shall never forget that, even if you have.’

‘So, you didn’t just foresee all this,’ Lucian reasoned. ‘You’re saying that you’ve actually lived all this before?’

Taren nodded.

‘You’ve gone backwards in time?’ Lucian stated to be sure he had that claim right.

‘I have,’ Taren admitted, knowing she was probably sealing the lid on her own coffin as no psychic in history had ever claimed to have such a Power. ‘But the sequence of events I lived through before is already altering. I did not know then what I know now, and therefore I could not warn you of the pending disaster about to unfold at your expense.’

Lucian was just mind-blown for a moment. ‘Is this a dream?’ he asked hopefully.

‘No.’ Taren shook her head. ‘I realise that you probably think I am some sort of lunatic and I understand that you will probably have concerns about letting me loose on your ship … but I would request to stay until the month is up, so that I can rest assured the event I wish to prevent passes without incident.’

‘Damn it.’ Lucian stood to pace, suddenly frustrated. ‘If you love this project so much, then why are you so determined to leave? I need your input.’

‘I just want to cause you as little grief as possible,’ Taren insisted, ‘the MSS will be watching me. When I accepted your invitation to work on AMIE I did not realise this would be the case or I would never have accepted. Still, had I not, I would not be here to warn you.’

‘But Dr Taren Lennox is passionate about her research, it is hard to believe she would just walk away from this golden opportunity.’ Lucian was really beginning to wonder if he had the right woman.

‘I found the answer I was seeking with my research, the last time we lived through this,’ she said, attempting to explain her ability to be indifferent in this instance.

‘And what was the question?’ Lucian was curious.

Taren forced a grin, thinking it ironic now. ‘Can we affect the past?’

Clearly Lucian didn’t know what to think. ‘It worries me that you paint such a dire picture of the future.’

‘It never has to be that way,’ Taren stressed, ‘but unfortunately for you, it’s your choice.’

Lucian was still not convinced. ‘I’m sorry, Dr Lennox, but if you refuse to tell me who the spies are, I can only assume you are in league with them, so you will remain confined to quarters until further notice.’

‘But you will heed my warning?’ Taren pushed for an answer before she retired without a fight.

Lucian pondered this and then nodded as he opened his office door. ‘Aurora, show Dr Lennox to her quarters, and see that she stays there.’

‘Oh?’ Aurora was surprised that their new researcher was being confined to quarters. ‘Okay.’ She regained her smile and rose to show Taren the way.

Aurora launched into her standard spiel for someone confined to quarters as they headed out of the central office area and down the curving hallway. ‘If you need to leave your quarters for any reason, you must get clearance from the captain before doing so, and if you do obtain clearance, you may not wander anywhere on board without being accompanied by a key crew member.’ She punched a code into the panel on the outer wall of the hallway and the doors to an apartment opened. Aurora led Taren inside. ‘You can order meals from the cafeteria and they will be brought to your room; the same goes for the laundry service.’ She finished by showing Taren where the intercom system in the apartment was. ‘Any questions?’

Taren, dazed and exhausted, shook her head. ‘I’ll be fine, thank you, Rory.’ She hoped Aurora was not in the mood for a chat, as Taren certainly wasn’t.

Aurora usually got a bigger reaction when the new recruits first saw their magnificent, spacious accommodation with panoramic space views. ‘Well then … enjoy!’ She shrugged, and tried to sound as upbeat as possible, when clearly that was not the general mood.

Thankfully Aurora headed for the door and when it closed, Taren made straight for the shower. As an MSS agent she had disciplined herself to never show her emotions, an art she had lost in the past ten years. However, if she did need to have a meltdown she had learnt the shower was the only place to do it.

Inside the shower tube the pelting hot water hid her tears as she wept. It wasn’t the trauma of her backwards leap in time that had her so shaken, it wasn’t the pressure of having to prevent a catastrophe, or her sudden feeling of aloneness; it was the vast distance between herself and Lucian — she didn’t trust him and she suspected he trusted her even less. They had been so close prior to her leaving Kila, and the loss of his friendship pained her more than any other price she’d had to pay in order to return Maladaan to its rightful place. The one thing she treasured most had been taken away from her, and Taren felt she had nothing left to lose. The realisation hardened her resolve considerably and her tears stopped. ‘Those responsible will pay.’

 

Dressed, rested and fed, Taren felt more herself — that is, the Taren she’d been before her memory had been stolen from her. If she was to be confined to quarters, then she may as well use the time to brush up her warrior skills, as she suspected her MSS training would soon come in handy.

There was a wonderful workout pole that ran across the archway through to the kitchen. Taren had never really noticed it last time around, it had just been an interesting feature, but now she knew exactly what it was for. The pole was just the right height to grab onto to do chin-ups, or to handstand up and lock your toes over to do sit ups.

Taren was in the middle of just such an abdominal-crunching exercise, when her door chimed, and hanging upside down as she was, she called for her visitor to enter.

‘Hey, Taren, that’s a new look for you,’ Zeven commented as he entered and closed the door behind him.

Palms on the floor, Taren went into a handstand, dropped her feet back to the floor and stood. ‘Zeven?’ Taren was puzzled. ‘How did you get in here, I thought only the captain and Aurora knew the lock code?’


‘Forget about that.’ He waved off her query. ‘We have a problem.’

‘We do?’ Taren shrugged, having no idea what he was talking about.

‘And I took you for a smart girl.’ The pilot grinned. ‘You still haven’t figured it out yet?’

‘Figured what out?’ Taren threw her hands up, bemused, and was doubly so when Zeven suddenly kissed her.

‘How dare you?’ Taren thrust him backwards, of a mind to punch his lights out, but Zeven was still sporting his cheeky grin.

‘You didn’t object last time,’ he defended his action.

‘What last time —’ Taren gasped and covered her mouth and her huge smile, as her excitement built. ‘You followed me back?’

He winked. ‘I didn’t want you to have to do all this alone.’

‘You are insane.’ Taren’s eyes filled with tears as she threw herself at Zeven to hug him — so much for controlling her emotions! ‘You could have had your career back!’ She hit him for doing the wrong thing and then hugged him again, so relieved not to be all alone in the world.

‘I knew Lucian would have accompanied you if he could have,’ he whispered and squeezed her in return. ‘And after a day in the bio-lab with Ringbalin’s tundrell, I could, so I did.’

That’s where you were. She recalled that Zeven had been nowhere to be found on Chailida the day before she’d departed, but he had shown up on AMIE to kiss her goodbye. Obviously, after learning of her plans to travel back in time, Zeven had hatched his own plan to accompany her, and the fact choked her up with emotion.

‘You’re my best friend.’ Zeven began to tear up himself, as he attempted to explain his reasons. ‘You were the reason I left Sermetica for Kila, and you are the reason I left there for here. I can’t explain the connection I feel to you, maybe it is genetic, I don’t know —’

‘You mean you didn’t do this to get laid?’ Taren teased him, but the query was not entirely irrelevant.

‘Well … although I have always felt we are far more suited to each other’s lifestyle, and doubly so now, sex was not my primary motivating factor,’ he had to admit.

Taren was surprised and most curious. ‘What, in the world according to Starman, could possibly be more important than sex?’

Zeven looked her straight in the eye. ‘I love having this Power. You help me channel this Power into beneficial endeavours, unlike the secret service. Bottom line … I want to be on your team, Taren, that’s it.’

‘Bravo.’ Taren was touched and very, very relieved on many levels. ‘I —’

‘Did I not mention that crew members confined to quarters are not permitted visitors, without prior consent from the captain?’ Aurora strolled in, looking very perturbed to find Zeven and Taren locked in a close embrace.

‘Give us a break, Aurora,’ Zeven said, as Taren pulled away from him, embarrassed. ‘We are friends from way back.’

‘From secret service days?’ Aurora asked, having overheard the end of the conversation, and Taren was horrified.


‘No,’ Zeven denied the accusation. ‘The MSS are the enemy.’

‘Prove it?’ Aurora challenged, believing the claim was impossible to confirm.

‘All right, I will,’ Zeven called her bluff, and softening his stance he approached her to appeal, ‘what I am about to show you could end my career —’

‘No, Zeven, don’t —’ Taren urged him to reconsider spilling the beans, to build the suspense — she knew they could trust Aurora, because Aurora adored Zeven.

‘Aurora’s cool,’ Zeven assured Taren, ‘I don’t think she would ever betray me to the MSS.’

‘You know how this project feels about the secret service.’ Aurora took the bait and more than willingly stepped into their circle of confidence. ‘You may piss me off ten times a day, but I’d never betray you, Starman, and especially not to the MSS. Tell me, what’s going on with you?’

‘Okay.’ Zeven beckoned her closer, and as Aurora curiously complied, the pilot placed his arms around her. ‘Are you ready?’

Aurora was very much enjoying his confession so far. ‘Yes,’ she replied with great anticipation, whereby Zeven vanished across the room with her.

‘Ahhh!’ Aurora jumped with fright away from Zeven when she realised they had shifted location without moving. ‘How did you do that?’

‘I have a secret,’ he explained, his eyes appealing for her mercy, but he need not have worried.

‘Yes, you do,’ Aurora agreed, bursting into a huge smile and hugging him tight. ‘I’m just so glad you’re not a spy.’ If Zeven had a Power, there was no way he worked for the MSS, or he would have been restrained.


‘Me too,’ Zeven assured her. ‘And neither is Taren, Lucian has it wrong.’

‘Seriously?’ Taren was not surprised but she was disappointed. ‘Lucian thinks I’m a spy?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ Zeven advised. ‘That’s why I am here, to tell you that because you would not tell him who the spies were, he felt the only way to catch them was to bait them himself.’

Waves of fear began reverberating through Taren’s body. ‘Please tell me he has not ordered you to get a sample.’

Zeven shook his head. ‘I refused,’ he advised and Taren was again touched that Zeven would keep walking out on limbs for her. ‘So the captain sent Leal to fetch a sample.’

‘Lucian, you idiot!’ Taren was positively fuming.

‘I only just found out,’ Zeven informed so as not to incur her wrath, ‘but apparently Leal is already back.’

‘Is Kestler booked to depart today?’ Taren queried; she put the question to Zeven, but he only shrugged.

‘No,’ Aurora informed, ‘he decided to extend his stay; only his assistant, Dr Cordea, is leaving.’

‘Cordea!’ Both Taren and Zeven echoed the name.

‘Jazmay Cordea?’ Taren queried, hoping she was wrong.

‘Yes.’ Aurora smiled. ‘Do you know each other?’

Taren couldn’t answer straightaway, she was completely winded by the news. ‘She must have touched my bare skin during the mission to the MSS memory bank,’ Taren theorised and Zeven gasped too.

‘She stole your genetic memory,’ Zeven concluded, mind-blown by the news.

‘I have a nemesis,’ Taren realised.


‘One who can shape-shift into many forms,’ Zeven added. ‘Not good.’

‘And she has Ronan’s memory as well!’ Taren gasped as she realised what a formidable foe Jazmay was.

‘But why would she want the event to go ahead?’ Zeven had missed a lot of the drama on Kila prior to leaving.

‘She wants her lover back,’ Taren concluded, ‘and if Maladaan doesn’t shift universes, she’ll never meet him; in this universe he died ten years ago.’

‘Whoa,’ Aurora said. ‘The stuff you guys are saying sounds nuts!’ She backed away from them, a little freaked out.

‘Aurora, I know you’re not much of a risk taker,’ said Zeven, ‘but I really need for you to take a chance on me right now, knowing I would never steer you wrong or tell you a lie.’

She considered this a moment. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Don’t tell the captain about any of this,’ Zeven requested, but she was wary. ‘Please! If you do, he’ll think I’m a spy too and then there will be no one to prevent him from making a huge mistake.’

‘He’s made a huge one already,’ Taren muttered.

‘All right,’ Aurora agreed, ‘I’ll hush up, for now.’

Zeven kissed her unexpectedly. ‘Thanks, you’re a champion,’ he said as he guided her to the door, and Aurora was so over the moon about the kiss, she left without further objection.

‘You are a manipulative bastard, you know that, don’t you?’ Taren could hardly believe how quickly he’d brought that crisis under control.

‘Thank your lucky stars,’ he replied.


‘We need to get to the launch bay office.’ Taren’s focus jumped back to their mission — the launch bay office was where Amie had handed over the sample to Bonar Colbers, and following a dispute Amie had wound up dead.

Zeven held out a hand to Taren and she took hold. ‘We’re there.’
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AN UNACCEPTABLE LOSS



Lucian awoke slouched in his desk chair. He had been privately monitoring the bio-containment room where the sample from Oceane was being housed.

‘Shit!’ The captain sat forward to see if his monitor had recorded a disturbance in bio-containment while he’d slept.

Hours of footage streamed backwards before his eyes and then Lucian spotted an anomaly and slowed the recording to normal speed — someone was in the lab wearing a bio-suit.

The labs weren’t usually monitored; Lucian had quietly set up this arrangement himself and told no one of his intention to do so. Still, he could have hit himself when he realised he couldn’t see the identity of the thief due to the bio-suit they were wearing, but clearly a theft had taken place hours ago!

AMIE had no security staff, as in his naive optimism Lucian had decreed his project wouldn’t need any. It was a long time since he’d fired a phaser at anyone, but if he encountered a threat to his project he would not hesitate.


For some strange reason, Lucian had been moved by Taren Lennox’s confessions yesterday — if the story she was telling was true, then AMIE owed her a great debt indeed. However, Lucian was very mindful that Dr Lennox was also very beautiful and, as an ex-MSS agent probably very dangerous, and a consummate actress.

‘You’re a happily married man,’ he told himself, standing to holster his weapon — he couldn’t deny he’d been thinking about the mysterious Taren Lennox all night.

In the five years he’d been married to Amie he’d never had any desire to be unfaithful, but Taren Lennox had him obsessing like a school boy and, even fully aware of how dangerous that was, he just couldn’t keep the lustful thoughts from his mind. Lucian hoped for his project’s sake, that Taren was telling him the truth and once they caught her spies, she could stay on with the project as originally planned.

‘For the project’s sake,’ he told himself and then shook his head at how far in denial he already was.

 

When Taren and Zeven materialised in the office of Bonar Colbers — chief technician on AMIE — they found it empty, no evidence of a struggle. Beyond the glass windows of the office in the loading bay, Zeven spotted the captain’s wife speaking with Colbers and she didn’t look very happy as they both focused on something on the ground.

Taren had spotted them too and quietly opened the office door a crack to hear what they were saying.

‘I told you to forget about the decoy, we were home and hosed! Now, he’s seen and heard way too much,’ said the overweight hulk of a technician. ‘So unless you want to be exposed, princess, we have to kill him.’

‘Oh no,’ Taren muttered to Zeven, ‘it’s Leal on the ground … this wasn’t supposed to happen!’

Amie crouched beside the already wounded and bleeding co-pilot. ‘Nothing personal, Leal, but it’s you or me.’

Leal was a little teary, as he stared down the barrel of Bonar’s gun at the bullet set to kill him and then looked to the captain’s wife. ‘Amie, you of all people.’ He shook his head, blindsided by his discovery. ‘Lucian will be devastated.’

‘Lucian will never find out,’ she replied coldly as she stood back to give Bonar a clean shot.

The big tech had taken aim when Taren kicked the gun from his hand and it landed in Starman’s possession.

‘Don’t move.’ Zeven aimed the weapon at Amie and Bonar as Taren crouched down to check on Leal, who had a stomach wound.

‘That gun shoots to kill,’ Bonar called Zeven’s bluff and went for the weapon, but Zeven shot the huge fellow in the shin and he fell like a mighty tree chopped at the base.

‘So it does.’ Zeven’s short time with the secret service had taught him to shoot first, think later.

‘You little fucker!’ Bonar moaned, as he rolled around in agony on the floor.

‘I’m okay.’ Leal, pale and almost non-coherent, motioned Taren towards his attackers with a wave of his finger. ‘The sample …’

‘Where is it?’ Taren stood to look at Amie, wanting so badly to smack her in the jaw for all the pain she was about to cause Lucian and this project.


‘Dr Lennox, I presume?’ Amie did not appear worried. ‘Our little psychic puppet.’

This had once been Taren’s sleeper code name, but she’d broken that conditioning a long time ago, and the attempt at manipulation only made Taren madder. ‘Amie Gervaise, I presume. Two-timing bitch and MSS stooge.’ Taren surrendered to her desire to punch Amie in the jaw and sent the spy reeling. ‘I am not your puppet any more!’

Clearly, Amie was a little stunned by the surety behind Taren’s accusations, her apparent immunity to her sleeper code name, and her right hook.

‘I know all about you,’ Taren taunted, ‘you’re even two-timing your lover with someone else!’

Amie gasped.

Taren grinned, so pleased to be the one to deliver the tidings. ‘Well, sweetness, what goes around comes around … the man you truly lust for is cheating on you.’

‘Liar!’ Amie protested, not denying or confirming the allegations.

Taren nodded to confirm she was not lying. ‘Khalid has tossed you aside for the Viceroy of Phemoria, Jalila Lamus.’

‘No!’ Amie took a swing at Taren, who dodged the attack and kneed her in the stomach.

‘Enough!’ The captain spoke up.

Taren and Amie froze and looked to Lucian who was standing near the doorway that led to bio-containment and the bridge.

‘Where is the sample?’ His dark sights were rested upon Amie.

‘Ask them.’ She motioned to Taren and Zeven, hoping Lucian had only just showed up. ‘They are working together.’


‘It’s true, boss,’ Colbers concurred, as he nursed his wound, but Lucian shot the tech with his phaser and he was stunned to silence.

‘Where is the sample?’ he asked Amie again — by the look on Lucian’s face she could tell he’d overheard more of Taren’s accusations than she would have liked.

From inside her jacket Amie pulled a long, sleek container, which she opened to display the thin tube containing a sample of the gas inside. ‘Is this what you are looking for?’

‘No,’ wheezed Leal from the ground, fading fast.

‘Get Kassa,’ Lucian instructed Zeven and he complied at once — he probably teleported as soon as he was out of Amie’s eyeline.

Taren went down beside Leal to whisper in his ear, ‘Hold on, my friend, you have a lot to live for, I promise you.’

‘Don’t trust Am …’ His eyes rolled around in his head, as he struggled to remain conscious. ‘… the sample is …’

‘Leal?’ Taren knew he was trying to tell her something and gripped his hand to see if she could telepathically perceive his woes. Telepathy was not Taren’s forte and all she felt was the intense pain of his injury.

Lucian had retrieved the sample from Amie, which Taren rose to inspect. ‘May I see?’

The captain handed it to her at her request and once she had the container in hand Taren removed the sealed glass tube from inside and by all appearances it was authentic. She threw the tube to the ground and stomped down hard, smashing the item to pieces and releasing the gas.


‘Dr Lennox,’ Lucian was surprised at her, ‘that’s a bio-risk —’

‘No it isn’t, I’ve breathed this stuff myself,’ Taren claimed. ‘It is only volatile when contained. We must release the other sample as soon as possible too.’

‘She’s right.’ Zeven came through the door behind Kassa with a hover-stretcher.

The doctor rushed to Leal’s side, and was momentarily too emotional to treat him. They may not have fully realised their love as yet, but they had been silently romanticising each other for years before Taren arrived.

Kassa looked to Amie and glared at her — as a telepath Kassa suspected she was responsible for Leal’s injury. Kassa had known about Amie’s treachery for years, but had not told anyone, to avoid exposing her Power. ‘I have to get him into surgery now.’ Kassa motioned Zeven over to help her load Leal on the stretcher, and as he was lifted the co-pilot stirred again.

‘No,’ he blearily protested and grabbed Kassa’s hand.

Kassa frowned and focused on Leal as if he were speaking to her, right before he lost consciousness. ‘Let’s go!’ She urged Zeven to assist her to get Leal to her surgery. ‘I’ll send one of my nurses in to look at Colbers presently,’ she said on her way out of the dock.

Once they had gone, Taren was left in a very uncomfortable position between the captain and his wife, whom he still held at gunpoint.

‘Is what Dr Lennox said true?’ Lucian asked Amie. ‘Do you have a lover?’

‘I should go.’ Taren backed up to make herself scarce.

‘No,’ Lucian requested gently. ‘Please stay. I can see now why you did not want to name the mole on the project … and as pathetic as it may sound, I need you to tell me if my wife is telling me the truth — clearly you know far more about her than I do.’

Taren couldn’t really argue with that, and looked to Amie. ‘Then I suggest you answer the captain honestly, because I know everything about your past and present.’

‘No future?’ Amie jibed, knowing Taren was a famed pre-cog within the MSS.

‘No.’ Taren shook her head. ‘Not for you, not at this rate.’

‘You wouldn’t kill me,’ she scoffed, more at Lucian than Taren.

‘We don’t have to,’ Taren explained. ‘The Puppet Master already wants you dead.’

Again Amie gasped.

‘Colbers over there —’ Taren motioned to the petrified tech, ‘— was to kill you as soon as you didn’t toe the line. So basically, Dr Gervaise, we are the only hope you’ve got. And as you’re due to have your throat cut anyway, I won’t really be stepping out of line with Cosmic Law by just speeding things along. I have killed for a living and have no aversion whatsoever to killing you.’

‘So, do you have a lover?’ Lucian repeated.

‘Yes.’ She looked Lucian in the eye to reply, with no remorse evident.

The captain’s jaw clenched as he processed her confession. ‘How long?’

‘Not for years,’ she appealed in her own defence, becoming teary. ‘I swear to you.’

Lucian looked to Taren who was rolling her eyes and when caught out she apologised. ‘Sorry, Captain, but I believe what Amie means to say is, you’ve been in space for years. So, it would be more accurate to answer, since before you met, until you launched AMIE into space, long after you were wed.’

Lucian was deeply hurt to learn this, and Taren really didn’t want to be the messenger in this case, but when the truth was all out in the open, she would help him heal.

‘Someone back on Maladaan then,’ he assumed, looking back to his wife, who nodded. ‘Anyone I know?’

Amie looked to Taren, her eyes appealing for mercy that she was not going to get. ‘No.’ She hoped to downplay the truth.

Lucian looked back to Taren.

‘Lie,’ she announced loudly and made Amie squirm. ‘What she means to say is that one of her lovers you do not know personally.’

Lucian’s frown deepened as he looked back to Amie. ‘There is more than one! And you are the leak to the MSS.’ Lucian wanted to kill her.

‘My work here is done.’ Taren threw both hands up to bow out. ‘I’ll be more than happy to clarify any of the gory details later.’

Lucian nodded to grant Taren leave. ‘You are no longer confined to quarters, Dr Lennox, and you have my infinite gratitude and respect.’

Taren was inwardly elated that the tide of their friendship had taken a positive turn. ‘Although I am very sorry to have been the bearer of bad news for you, Lucian, exposing the traitor on this project was my pleasure entirely.’ She served Amie the evil eye, before looking back to Lucian with a smile of reassurance as she left him to deal with his wife.


 

Taren headed straight down to Kassa’s medical chambers to see how Leal was doing, and found Zeven pacing around in the waiting room. ‘Heard anything?’

Zeven shook his head. ‘It doesn’t look good.’

The news weighed heavily on Taren’s conscience. ‘Leal can’t die! He and Kassa are supposed to fall in love and be infinitely happy —’

‘I know that!’ Zeven was stressing too. ‘I healed Kalayna that time, but I think that was mainly due to the fact that I was the one who caused her disease in the first place.’

Taren shrugged. ‘I’m not much of a healer —’ She gasped and startled Zeven into having the same realisation as her.

‘Ringbalin!’ they both cried at once.

‘But he doesn’t know that we know what we know about him,’ Zeven outlined their problem. ‘And he barely knows either of us at this stage of the game. I doubt he’ll be willing to expose himself to a couple of strangers.’

‘But in the larger scheme of things, he’s part of our soul group and therefore he shall always be disposed towards us,’ Taren hoped out loud.

‘And he does admire your research.’ Zeven recalled Ringbalin saying so several times.

‘Meet you there,’ Taren prompted. ‘Make sure he sees you appear.’

‘That means exposing our Powers to him.’ Zeven wasn’t sure about that.

‘We are asking him to do no less,’ Taren explained.

‘Gotcha,’ Zeven confirmed as she vanished ahead of him. ‘Wait up!’


 

When Taren arrived in the huge greenhouse that was Module C — Ringbalin’s little natural paradise in space — she found the botanist down on one knee, fully focused on planting a plot of seedlings.

‘Ringbalin?’ Taren requested his attention and startled the poor man out of his wits.

‘Where did you come from?’ He smiled as he recognised her and stood, whereupon he was startled again when Zeven manifested beside her. ‘Gudrun?’

‘Malachi.’ Zeven greeted him with a smile.

Ringbalin was obviously a little discomforted, but Taren’s presence stopped him from completely freaking out. ‘You are Dr Lennox?’

‘I am.’ Taren went to shake his hand, but as usual Ringbalin folded his arms and did not take her hand to greet her. ‘I know why you hesitate,’ she told him as gently as she knew how, ‘because I am a pre-cog and spent time with you in a possible future, where I learnt certain secrets about you.’

Ringbalin backed up a step, looking very concerned suddenly. ‘Are you MSS?’

‘No way,’ Zeven uttered in a whisper, ‘quite the contrary.’

‘We have just prevented what might have been a disastrous event, which would have led to AMIE’s demise as a project and much worse,’ Taren explained, ‘but in the process of doing this our co-pilot was badly injured —’

‘Leal Polson?’ Ringbalin gasped as he was thrown into inner turmoil.

‘We have exposed our Powers to you,’ Taren ventured, ‘in the hope that you might —’


‘Where is he?’ Ringbalin knew what they were asking.

‘May I?’ Taren asked permission to take hold of his arm.

Ringbalin took a deep breath to calm himself from the shock. ‘I’m good.’ He gave the nod for her to take hold, whereupon she teleported them both back to Kassa’s waiting room, followed by Zeven.

 

When they arrived, Ringbalin was a little unsteady on his feet, so Taren did not let him go right away — she could feel the exhilaration surging through him, as she aided him to find his balance. ‘Are you all right now?’

‘I have no idea.’ He decided to take a seat as Zeven manifested. ‘I must say you are more than I expected,’ Ringbalin referred to both the near-strangers in his company.

‘I’ve had a few breakthroughs in my research lately.’ Taren smiled down at her old friend, who seemed rather relaxed, considering.

‘I would dearly love to know more.’ The botanist had found Taren’s inventions and research most helpful to his own.

‘We’ll do lunch.’ She winked, and her serious face returned as she looked to the surgery. ‘But first things first.’

The surgery door was still displaying its engaged light, so Taren used the intercom. ‘Kassa, I have someone here I think may be able to help Leal.’

There was a long silence, but Taren waited patiently as all hands in the surgery might have been tied up at present.


‘No one can help him now, I’m afraid,’ Kassa responded through the intercom and gasped to control her emotions.

Taren felt a knife plunge into her heart; she could barely believe she had lost one of her would-be close circle of friends.

‘Leal’s dead?’ Zeven went into shock as the fact sank in and he slouched onto a seat, utterly devastated.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Ringbalin sympathised, ‘but I cannot do anything once a spirit has flown.’

‘I know,’ Taren uttered, looking back to the intercom. She wished she’d had time to build the rapport she’d once had with Kassa, so that she could be there for her now. ‘I know this is not a good time, Doctor, but it is imperative that I speak with you.’

After a moment, the surgery light switched off. ‘Come through.’

‘Wait here,’ Taren advised Zeven, who nodded with a curious look upon his face, as she entered the surgery.

Kassa had covered the body of her dead patient, and splattered with his blood she appeared harrowed and drained of emotion.

‘Sorry to pry, but I must ask,’ Taren got straight to the point. ‘Before Leal passed out, it seemed as though he might have sent you a telepathic message … if it was personal, then —’

‘It wasn’t,’ Kassa admitted dryly, probably wishing his last words to her had been of an intimate nature. ‘He said, it’s a decoy.’

‘What is a decoy?’ Taren queried.

Kassa’s eyes fell to the covered body on her surgery table. ‘I’m afraid I have no idea.’


Taren ached as she observed her old friend; she wanted to tell Kassa how much Leal had loved her, but the fact would only add to her heartache now.

‘If there is nothing else you wish to know, I should really prepare his body for the memorial.’ Kassa’s voice was hoarse with hurt.

‘Yes, of course.’ Taren retreated to the door. ‘Thank you for speaking with me.’

Kassa nodded and forced a smile.

As Taren left the room, her mind turned to what Leal had meant by ‘it’s a decoy’. She recalled Colbers mentioning something about a decoy to Amie, when Zeven and she had first spotted Leal’s murderers in the launch bay.

In the waiting room Taren took a seat. Strangely, there were no tears forthcoming, just a vast emptiness inside that came from knowing her mission had now cost the future happiness of two dear friends.

‘We are responsible.’ Zeven looked to Taren. ‘This didn’t happen last time around.’

‘Zeven, none of this happened last time around! We are in uncharted territory and have been ever since I warned Lucian what was to come.’

‘I’m going back to stop this,’ Zeven announced.

Taren was reluctant, as she would have to go back to her last unconscious state, which was when she was still confined to quarters and out of Lucian’s favour. ‘Zeven, we can’t just keep doing this over until it comes out perfectly —’

‘Why not?’ He stood to challenge her.

‘What if we lose the sample this time?’ Taren asked. ‘Or —’

‘Aw, you’re just afraid to lose Lucian’s favour again,’ he accused. ‘This is Leal and Kassa’s future happiness we’re talking about,’ he whispered his argument so that Kassa would not overhear him. ‘The last time I saw them, Kassa was setting up a practice on Sermetica and Leal was doing joy flights over the city. They were planning their wedding!’

‘Okay,’ Taren caved — it was the right thing to do. ‘When did you last awaken?’

‘Sevenish, last night,’ Zeven estimated.

‘I didn’t wake until much later, around midnight maybe?’ Taren winced and looked at her watch. ‘It’s now eight in the morning.’

‘Eight hours to turn this around, then?’ Zeven considered it was good odds for success. ‘And I have an extra six up my sleeve … maybe I’ll persuade Leal and the captain to cancel the mission to Oceane … that would solve the entire problem.’

Taren nodded to agree that it would. ‘There is another concern.’

‘What’s that?’ Zeven wondered.

If Taren’s memory served, Leal had attempted to call out a warning after Lucian asked Amie for the sample. ‘I believe the sample of gas Amie had in her possession was a decoy,’ she said.

‘A decoy for what?’ Zeven asked.

‘That’s the concern,’ Taren admitted, ‘I don’t know … but Leal tried to warn us with his dying breath that sample was a decoy for something.’

‘Then I shall find out when I go back to yesterday and resurrect him,’ Zeven vowed.

‘You sound like a couple of reality architects,’ commented Ringbalin, from where he was slouched against a wall listening to everything they said. ‘Why do I get the impression that you know how to alter the past? That’s a little bit of a stretch for your average pre-cog?’ Ringbalin pointed out that they had not been entirely honest with him.

‘Reality Architect, I like that,’ Zeven decided, ‘sounds much better than Time Spy or —’

‘I just hope you all know what you’re doing.’ Ringbalin decided it was time to retreat. ‘May I go back to my greenhouse and await the final result?’

Taren nodded. ‘Thanks anyway, Balin.’

He waved, a perplexed look on his face, as he exited the waiting room.

‘Ah!’ Taren collapsed, holding her head in her hands and shaking it in protest, before she looked up to Zeven again. ‘If I have to go through this one more time I’m going to shoot myself!’

Zeven smiled, proud that she was willing to endure it yet again. ‘This time, I promise you, we’ll get it right.’

Taren took a deep breath to fully resign herself and nodded. ‘I’ll see you back there.’ She waved, pouting, as Zeven vanished back to last night.

Still, as Taren took a moment to pine over the relationship she’d nearly established with Lucian, her communicator alerted her to his call. ‘Yes, Captain?’ she responded all too quickly.

‘Could I please see you for a moment, in my office?’ Lucian asked politely, sounding surprisingly upbeat.

Now Taren knew she had no need to go as she was about to go back and change everything, but at the same time the past wasn’t going anywhere. ‘On my way,’ she replied with a grin.

 

Aurora was hovering around her desk, waiting to show Taren into Lucian’s office. ‘I’d say good morning, but it doesn’t really seem appropriate.’ She forced a smile and let her in. ‘Dr Lennox,’ she advised the captain, who was observing the vast view of space beyond his windows.

‘Thank you, Aurora,’ he dismissed her. ‘Hold all my calls.’

Aurora was horrified, considering all that was going down in the world of AMIE this morning. ‘But I’ve got all —’

‘I’m not contactable until further notice,’ he said more firmly.

‘Okay, I’ll handle it.’ She threw her hands up and left, closing the door in her wake.

‘I’m so sorry about Leal Polson, Captain,’ Taren began, ‘he was a good friend to me once upon a time.’

‘I am pained by his loss.’ Lucian’s jaw clenched as he looked to the ground. ‘And my wife’s betrayal.’

‘You were meant to find her out at this time,’ Taren neared to reassure him. ‘Last time around it was Amie who was murdered and not Leal, which I don’t feel too good about, as Leal was just about to fall in love.’

‘With you?’ Lucian tried not to sound panicked.

Taren looked surprised at Lucian. ‘Is that really your best guess?’

Lucian thought about this and with a vague smile he shook his head. ‘Actually, no, my best guess would be Kassa.’

‘And you’d be right,’ Taren said, not as sad as she would have been if she couldn’t have changed the event.

‘That is sad,’ he considered, ‘but you cannot blame yourself, you did not pull the trigger.’

Taren forced a smile — that was a debate she would rather avoid.


‘You claim to know a lot about everyone’s future on board this craft,’ Lucian stated, a little awkwardly.

Taren could see where the conversation was headed and was wary. ‘Do you really want to go there, with all that has already happened to you this day?’

Lucian raised both brows to concede. ‘Yes, my world has spun around more than once today, but I’ve been trying to figure out your motive for warning me.’ A smile threatened to form on his lips, and as much as Taren wanted to pour out the truth to him, what was the point?

‘It doesn’t really matter why I did it … as I must now go back to yesterday, where none of this will have come to pass.’

‘No.’ Lucian was bemused. ‘Why?’

‘To prevent Leal’s death.’ She backed away a few steps. ‘Zeven has already gone.’

‘But what if I don’t want to go back to yesterday?’ Lucian was mortified by the notion.

‘I shouldn’t have come to see you, I should have gone straight back with Zeven.’ Taren backed away as Lucian moved towards her. ‘I’m so sorry —’

‘No.’ Lucian grabbed her hand and softened his stance and tone. ‘I’m glad you came.’

Taren calmed and was content to linger. ‘I will make you aware yesterday, just as I did today.’

‘But why are you putting yourself through this?’ Lucian asked, sincerely interested. ‘What’s in all this for you?’

Taren opened her mouth to answer, but what was she to say?

‘When all this is done and forgotten.’ Lucian could see he’d put Taren on the spot. ‘Do I find love with someone else?’


Taren suppressed a gasp and nodded, as her eyes moistened with tears. ‘Yes.’

‘Was that someone you?’ he asked hopefully.

‘That is not for me to say,’ Taren’s voice went hoarse as Lucian kissed her, his feelings on the matter made plain in the heated exchange.

‘Must you go?’ he asked and rested his forehead against hers.

Taren nodded. ‘We never seem to get a break, you and I.’ The fact brought a tear to her eye and she felt pressed to make a move before the moment got really out of hand.

‘So, what happens to me?’ Lucian pulled back to ask. ‘I wake tomorrow with no idea I am with the wrong woman?’

‘This has never happened, but perhaps it is a dream you had before waking today?’

Lucian, despite his despair, had to grin, as he recalled waking this morning feeling mysteriously well-disposed towards Dr Lennox. ‘It may well have been.’
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THE DECOY



When Zeven awoke he headed straight for the bridge, where he found Colbers keeping an eye on things.

Zeven wasn’t wary of the technician as the man was a sleeper agent and not a threat unless activated. In fact, in his normal waking state Colbers was far more disposed towards Zeven than just about anyone else on AMIE.

‘Where is Leal?’ Zeven really didn’t have to ask.

‘He’s not here.’ Colbers stated the obvious.

‘So where will I find him?’

‘Classified,’ the tech replied, pointing to the ocean planet out front.

‘Shit!’ Zeven cursed.

‘I don’t know what you are so pissed about, Leal said you refused to go.’

‘I refused for a reason!’ Zeven said. ‘How long until he’s back?’

‘Fifteen minutes?’ Colbers estimated, whereby Zeven left the bridge. What to do? There was really nothing he could do now, besides wait for Leal to return and events to unfold as they may.

 


With a huge gasp, Taren was startled awake and was trembling like someone who had been on the verge of sleep several times and been deprived time after time. Her body felt weighted and completely exhausted, and when she looked to the clock beside her bed she was startled to find she had awoken only minutes after she had gone to sleep the night before. ‘It’s only six-ten?’

She looked down at herself, still dressed in her crew suit; she could have used a shower, as she’d been too emotionally exhausted before she’d collapsed to be bothered. Still, even though she had arrived early, she felt she should use every second to their advantage. ‘I should find Zeven.’

Eyes closed, his image formed in her mind and she shifted to his location.

 

Hot water began teeming down upon Taren’s head, which was a pleasant shock, until she cleared the water from her eyes to find Zeven, naked in the shower tube with her.

‘Hello there.’ He grinned, not in the least bit shy to place his hands on her thighs. ‘I wasn’t expecting you this soon.’

Taren gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘Well, I didn’t expect to find you in the shower, I thought you’d be on the case already … my mistake.’ She removed his hands and moved for the door, which Zeven blocked.

‘Leal has already left and won’t be back for another ten minutes or so,’ he stated in his own defence. ‘And I needed a shower, how about you?’ He moved closer and she held him at bay.

‘I have my own shower.’

‘You know, at this moment in time, Lucian is a married man.’ Zeven backed Taren up against the side of the tube, admiring how fine she looked all wet. ‘And you’re a free agent.’

Taren was amused by his premise, but could not agree. ‘Look, I just left Lucian’s company, so this is kind of weird for me.’

‘You seduced Lucian after I left?’ Zeven backed off, surprised for several reasons.

When Taren nodded, Zeven switched off the shower and grabbed his towel.

‘What a smooth operator you are turning out to be!’

‘It wasn’t like that,’ Taren said. ‘Lucian guessed my motive for warning him and well … I still managed to get back here six hours early so you can’t complain.’ Zeven opened the shower tube, reached for a spare towel and threw it at Taren.

‘I’m not complaining,’ Zeven stated coolly. ‘If you can seduce someone while your good friend lies dead in the morgue, then good luck to you.’ He walked out into his bedroom to change and Taren was angered that he was trying to make her feel guilty.

‘You just tried to seduce me,’ Taren pointed out, remaining where she was, ‘so what’s the difference?’

‘Leal is not dead at present,’ he called back.

‘Zeven, I already knew I was coming back to prevent his death.’ Taren wondered why she was arguing about this, when it was not the real bone of contention here. ‘Look, I am really sorry if my love for Lucian is offensive to you, but I am warning you now, I will be with him whenever and wherever I am given the chance. I didn’t ask for this destiny, but I bloody well intend to make the most of it.’

‘All right, already.’ Zeven wandered back in through the bathroom doorway, wearing pants now, and carrying a T-shirt that he would put on after he’d showed off his fabulous body sufficiently. ‘My bad. I admit I was jealous and am in dire need of getting laid.’

‘Well, Aurora is around here somewhere.’

Zeven shook his head at the suggestion. ‘I already know how it’s going to end. I’ll want to go in search of action and adventure and Aurora will kiss me goodbye and leave me to it. That’s why I am here with you, instead of there with her. If only there were two of you!’

Taren’s eyes opened wide with horror as a premise jelled in her mind. ‘There are two of me.’

‘Jazmay.’ Zeven was following and smiled — the beautiful Phemorian was just his type, nemesis or not.

‘Jazmay has my memory … so she would have known all that I knew about the sample Amie stole from the lab,’ Taren gasped.

‘So?’ Zeven was disappointed that the gist of the conversation had taken a stark jump away from the subject of his love life.

‘So? What if Amie was Leal’s decoy because Jazmay had actually extracted another sample of gas earlier on in the piece, perhaps when it first arrived on board?’ Taren suggested. ‘As that event was not in the past, we are not looking out for it and therefore it would pass right under our radar. We need to watch that sample from the second it arrives on board,’ Taren concluded and Zeven scoffed.

‘What is this we shit? You’re still confined to quarters, are you not? Unless you think you can seduce permission out of the captain at this early stage of the game?’

Taren forced a smile at his attempt at humour. ‘Shit.’ Her confinement was a problem.


‘I’ll take that as a no,’ Zeven said. ‘On the other hand, you could just make yourself invisible?’

Taren was a little stunned by the suggestion; she’d never thought to try that.

‘I’ve done it before,’ he told her, ‘that time I rescued Aurora from Swithin and the secret service. As with all our skills, invisibility is triggered by visualisation. Imagine you are doing it …’ Zeven advised as Taren faded from his view, ‘… and you are.’

‘Holy shit, Starman!’ Taren had wandered over to the closest mirror and, not being able to see herself, was startled and reappeared. ‘Damn.’ She frowned at how easily she lost her concentration.

‘I did that the first time, too,’ Zeven laughed.

‘More focus?’ Taren concluded.

‘Exactly.’

Taren looked to the mirror and began to turn transparent until she could no longer be seen at all. Then, curious to know the extent of this Power, she picked up a comb from the bench and it also vanished. ‘Interesting,’ she commented, replacing the comb on the bench where it appeared once more.

‘Shall we spy?’ Zeven held out his hand to her.

‘Absolutely.’

When Taren took hold, Zeven vanished and she followed the tug on her hand to the door. ‘Whoa, this is weird.’

Zeven agreed with a chuckle. ‘Just imagine the potential for s—’

‘Let’s not.’

‘Just kidding.’ Zeven squeezed her hand as he opened the door before him, it slid aside and they moved into the corridor and took the fastest route to the launch bay in Module F.


 

The recon vessel had powered down when Taren and Zeven arrived, as Leal was exiting the craft to supervise the unloading of his cargo.

‘We’ll take it from here,’ Colbers advised the pilot, as Leal waited around for the trap containing the unidentified gas to be placed in the portable quarantine trolley.

‘The captain asked that I see this sample to the quarantine lab, before I report to him for debrief,’ Leal advised.

‘Suit yourself.’ Colbers shrugged. ‘You’re the one who is unprotected.’ He referred to the bio-suits he and his men were wearing to move the unidentified substance.

‘I’ll take my chances.’ Leal grinned — Taren had already informed him that the substance in question only enhanced psychic power, which he already had.

As Zeven led Taren closer to the action, they visually scoured the room — Taren had felt sure Jazmay would be waiting in the wings to make her move.

Where are you, Miss Cardea? Taren wondered, whereupon Leal turned about and looked straight at her.

When he saw no one, he suppressed a smile and looked back to Colbers, who was locking the trap into the bio-trolley.

‘Okay, boys, nice and slow,’ Bonar instructed the three-man crew, who were to help him guide the hovering trolley towards the bio-lab close by.

Leal was frowning and observing the trolley warily as the crew got it moving at a snail’s pace.

The hairs on the back of Taren’s neck began to stand on end and she felt in her gut that something wasn’t right. Colbers had not been this precious about moving the gas last time. Had her caution to the captain been passed down the ranks or was the tech up to something?

Taren let go of Zeven’s hand and quietly tiptoed into a position where she could view the readouts on the substance contained within the trolley. For some strange reason the volume of the sample within was diminishing slightly. It’s being syphoned! she realised. Jazmay’s invisible! The revelation hit Taren like a brick in the face. She backed quickly away from the trolley, in order to avoid the crew, and moved around to the opposite side where the sample extraction point was located.

No one witnessed Taren crash-tackle Jazmay, although they heard the collision and all eyes looked towards the kerfuffle. As both women landed on the floor the impact rendered them visible.

‘Fancy seeing you here.’ Taren grabbed the taller woman by both wrists and pulled her to her feet.

‘Dr Cardea?’ Leal seemed not entirely surprised by her presence — his telepathic talent had no doubt already let him know she was in his proximity even though she could not be seen.

‘Dr Lennox.’ Jazmay forced a smile. ‘I was wondering when we’d bump into each other.’ The one-time Valourean head-butted Taren into letting go and sent her stumbling backwards across the room.

‘Mine,’ Zeven commanded, as the sample extraction device in Jazmay’s hand flew into his possession and he became visible to catch it. ‘Yah!’ He punched the air with an open palm strike in Jazmay’s direction and sent her flying backwards into the wall.


‘Watch out!’ Taren yelled in warning as she spied Colbers pull a weapon, and went racing towards Leal to prevent him from becoming a target. ‘Get down!’ She wrenched him backwards out of the way, as Zeven reached out to will Colbers’s weapon to him.

The gun left Colbers’s hand briefly, but bounced back into the sleeper agent’s possession — the weapon was attached to his wrist — Jazmay had obviously warned him about Taren’s talents in advance. ‘Nice try.’ Colbers pulled the trigger and Zeven went down.

In that split second Taren’s emotions threatened to be her undoing. Zeven lay on the ground, blood spurting from his abdomen. She thought to retrieve the bullet, but feared the bullet would do Zeven more damage on its way back out.

‘Fuck!’ Zeven protested to being hit, and was clearly stunned, but looking to Taren he urged her to pay attention to their foe. ‘I’ll live.’

Jazmay had found her feet and Colbers turned his weapon in Taren’s direction as his three-man crew ducked for cover. The sleeper agent was rather stunned when, against his own will, Colbers turned his weapon on Jazmay, and was relieved when she vanished before he could fire.

Amid the confusion, Leal crawled across the floor and dragged Zeven behind a large metal pillar out of the firing line.

As her target had vanished, Taren willed Colbers to crack himself in the head with the metal handgun and he dropped like a stone.

‘Ta!’ Jazmay reappeared in a crouching position by Leal and Zeven, to snatch her precious sampling device from Zeven’s hand, and back quickly away.


‘Enough of this foolishness!’ Taren decreed, having had a gutful of this fight.

At her wilful command, both the trolley containing the sample from Oceane, and the glass chamber inside the extraction device in Jazmay’s hand, shattered, and everybody ducked for cover as the gas escaped into the launch bay — only Taren stood her ground.

‘I know your motive, Jazmay,’ she told her nemesis, ‘but this will endanger his life and all his people, you know that!’

‘Wrong!’ Jazmay shouted, as the shattered pieces of glass tube of her extraction device came back together, drawing in the small gas sample to once again contain it. ‘The Orion threat will still be forthcoming and I have the ability to protect him and all the Chosen, thanks to you. But without the tear between universes, I cannot will myself to them … I have tried many times. This disaster must happen or we will never be able to get the information pertaining to the Orion’s weapons to the governor.’

‘What?’ This was something Taren had not considered, and it was a worry. ‘There must be another way, Jazmay, let us work together to achieve our goals.’ Taren took a few steps towards her nemesis, and Jazmay took a few steps back.

‘So that you can make all the decisions for us? Like you did last time?’ Jazmay shook her head. ‘No thanks, I work alone.’

Taren willed herself to Jazmay and gripped her so that she would not attempt to teleport herself anywhere. ‘Do you still consider yourself a Valourean?’

The Phemorian looked deep into Taren’s eyes. ‘Phemoria has cared for me about as much as the MSS have. I serve myself and Kila, princess, so any royal command will fall on deaf ears. My will is every bit as strong as yours, and I have one talent you don’t,’ she warned. ‘So, I would let go if I were you, before I turn into a Phemorian water viper … with a deadly bite for which there is no anti-venom.’

A moan from Zeven in the background urged Taren to back off and postpone this fight for another day — she still had two weeks up her sleeve to release the sample Jazmay would steal this day.

‘This is not the end, Jazmay, I will find you and the sample.’ Taren let go.

‘And then you will die.’ The Phemorian vanished with the sample, most likely straight to Ronan’s office on Maladaan.

Taren went scurrying back to Zeven’s side. ‘Get Kassa!’ She ordered one of the cowering technical crew to the closest intercom, as she went down on both knees beside Zeven. ‘Why didn’t you deflect the shot?’ she appealed, close to tears.

‘It happened too fast.’ Zeven winced. ‘I’ve tried to will the bullet back out, but it seems my body is in shock and my psychic talent has stalled, you’ll have to do it.’

Taren looked up to see Kassa enter the launch bay. ‘Let’s leave it to the expert, shall we?’

‘You should go after Jazmay.’ Zeven was reluctant to urge Taren forth in their quest without him.

Taren shook her head. ‘Not without my travel buddy.’ She grinned, although a tear escaped her eye. ‘She’ll probably have gone straight into a secret service safe room and they’ll be expecting me to pursue,’ Taren added so that he wouldn’t argue her decision. ‘Better that we wait until they are off-guard once more.’


‘Clear,’ Kassa ordered everyone out of the way, so that she could inspect the wound. ‘On the stretcher, now!’

As Taren gave a hand to lift Zeven onto the stretcher, he was slightly delirious and more concerned for her than himself. ‘I’m sorry I made you come back and do this again … with the gas sample gone, how are you going to prove Amie’s treachery?’

Both Leal and Kassa overheard the comment and were equally shocked.

‘You know about Amie?’ Kassa asked Taren, who nodded. ‘We must talk, later,’ said the doctor as she led the floating stretcher away to her surgery.

Leal looked to their head systems tech, unconscious on the floor. ‘Lock him in bio-containment,’ he instructed the rest of the technical crew, figuring it would take at least the three of them to move Colbers. He then ran to catch up with Taren, who was following the stretcher into the elevator.

Once the doors parted at mid-deck and everyone exited, Leal pulled Taren aside. ‘I might be able to help you with your spy disclosure problem, so be sure and invite me to your little tête-à-tête.’

Kassa and her stretcher went one way towards the medical rooms and Leal turned and went the other.

‘Are you going to report to the captain?’ Taren was unsure of who to pursue.

‘Yes,’ Leal said.

‘Should I come?’

Leal considered. ‘Best not. Perhaps you should return to the quarters to which you are supposed to be confined, so that the captain knows where to find you when he does wish to speak with you … I am fairly sure he will want a word.’


‘What’s going on?’ Aurora came rushing down the corridor from the direction Leal was headed, and when she saw Zeven being taken into surgery on a stretcher she freaked. ‘How? What happened?’ She looked to Taren for an answer and then frowned. ‘Why aren’t you in confinement?’

‘I’m sorry, Rory, no time to explain.’ Taren backed away from her. ‘I have to find Balin.’

With the thought of him Taren began to shift location, to the sound of Aurora gasping with shock in her wake.

 

This time when Taren arrived in Module C, she found herself in the botanist’s private quarters looking down upon him still in his dirty work overalls, fast asleep. Ringbalin looked too angelic to be a male of this world, despite the dirt on his fair skin and all through his long fair hair. Taren hated to wake him as he looked so at peace.

‘Ringbalin?’ Taren quietly requested his attention and startled the poor man awake.

‘What’s going on?’ He reached for his glasses and once he’d put them on he smiled and sat up, recognising his guest. ‘You are Dr Taren Lennox?’

‘I am.’ Taren went to shake his hand, but just as before Ringbalin kept his arms folded at his chest. ‘I’m sorry, but my hands are very dirty,’ he explained.

‘I know why you hesitate to touch any human being, and dirt is not the reason,’ Taren told him as she took a seat on his bed. ‘I am a pre-cog, do you know what that means?’

‘You can see into the future,’ Ringbalin replied, somewhat uncomfortably.

Taren nodded. ‘I have spent time with you in one possible future, where I learnt certain secrets about you.’

Ringbalin sat back, rather more concerned.

‘I am not MSS …’ Taren said sincerely, hoping to ward off his panic, ‘… quite the opposite. I am here trying to prevent what might be a disastrous event for the AMIE project, but in the process of doing this, one of our crew, Zeven Gudrun, has been badly injured —’

‘He’s one of our best pilots, isn’t he?’ Ringbalin asked — his inner turmoil evident on his face.

‘The best … and a dear, dear friend to me. In the future I left behind, in order to come back here and prevent this disaster, you told me that no matter what reality we were in, you would always be disposed towards helping me,’ Taren ventured. ‘I realise you don’t know me as you did once, and I know it is a lot to ask, as it may mean exposing your gift, but —’

‘Where is Gudrun now?’ Ringbalin knew what the doctor was asking.

‘I can teleport you directly to him. But I must be touching you in order to do so.’ Taren held out a hand in offering.

‘Whoa, really?’ Ringbalin was stunned by her claim, but curious to see her prove it. ‘Okay then.’ He took a deep breath to calm himself from his shock awakening and call to duty. ‘I’m good.’ Ringbalin placed his hand upon hers, whereupon she teleported them both directly into Kassa’s surgery.

 

Doctor Madri nearly had a fit when she saw the pair arrive in her surgery, as she was up to her elbows in Zeven’s blood and guts, as was her electronic aid. ‘Stop doing that!’ she ordered Taren, as she dropped the bullet she’d removed from Zeven’s stomach into a metal dish. ‘I just had Aurora in hysterics!’

‘Dear heavens, that was incredible.’ Ringbalin stumbled about as he found his feet — he’d just been sitting down in his room and now he was standing in another part of the ship!

‘You cannot be in here right now.’ Kassa looked to Balin, horrified. ‘He’s absolutely filthy!’

‘It won’t matter,’ Taren assured her, urging Balin closer to the patient, despite the surgeon’s protests.

‘Have you lost your mind?’ Kassa screeched. ‘I’m going to lose him, if you don’t allow me to focus.’

‘No, you won’t … trust me.’ Taren watched Ringbalin move silently around the electronic aid to take up a position at Zeven’s head, where he rested his hands on each side of the pilot’s face and then closed his eyes to focus.

‘What the?’ Kassa gasped, pulling her hands out of Zeven’s stomach as the damaged area began to heal itself. She gasped again as she looked to Ringbalin, realising that he was driving the miracle she was witnessing. ‘Withdraw,’ she instructed her electronic aid, as she gazed in wonder at the healing wound.

Both women were completely silent, until Ringbalin finally removed his hands and opened his eyes. ‘Did it work?’

‘Did it work?’ Kassa gave half a laugh. ‘The wound is completely gone!’

Ringbalin roused an unnerved smile. ‘I guess I am done then?’

‘I don’t believe Kassa would disclose your secret to anyone.’ Taren caught the drift of his worry.

‘No,’ Kassa was quick to assure him, ‘but I may call upon you again, if need be.’


‘I shall always be happy to assist.’ He smiled, satisfied that his heroics hadn’t cost him his position on AMIE.

‘Thank you so much.’ Taren hesitated to hug Balin, but changed her mind and did it anyway. ‘I owe you, big time, my friend.’

‘No, no …’ He did not object to being held; it had probably been a long time between hugs for him. ‘You just gave me the ride of my life, so call it even.’ He pulled away and took a deep breath. ‘This was not what I’d been expecting to be doing this morning.’

‘Me either,’ Taren assured him.

‘I might take the regular route back to Module C, if it’s all the same to you?’ He backed up towards the door. ‘It’s been very interesting meeting you, Dr Lennox.’

‘It won’t be the last time, I’m sure.’ She waved to him.

‘Dr Madri.’ Ringbalin bade her farewell also and left the surgery.

When the door closed behind him, Kassa looked to Taren. ‘We really need to talk.’

‘I’ve so much to tell you, Kassa, that I barely know where to start,’ Taren confessed, with a huge smile, until her communicator advised her that Lucian wanted to speak with her.

‘Dr Lennox,’ his voice sounded strained of patience, ‘in my office, now.’

‘Yes, Captain.’ Taren winced and hung up; something told her this would not be the lovely meeting they’d had last time around.

‘I’m coming with you,’ Kassa insisted.

‘Why?’ Taren was stunned to a smile by the doctor’s insistence.


‘Because I know what Amie has been up to,’ she replied, heading to her hand washer to clean up. ‘Something has me curious, however?’

‘What’s that?’

‘What did Zeven mean, when he said that he was sorry he made you come back and do this again?’ Kassa stuck her hands into the steriliser.

Taren filled her cheeks with air and blew it out as she considered what a long explanation that was going to be. ‘I’ve been through this moment in time twice before. The first time I tried to stop a sample of the gas we extracted from Oceane from being stolen by the MSS, Amie was killed and the whole of Maladaan was sucked into another universe.’

Kassa’s jaw dropped; she knew Taren wasn’t lying as she could read her mind. ‘Go on.’

‘Once I discovered that I had the ability to move backwards in time, I came back to stop this disaster from happening, which Zeven and I managed to do —’

‘So Zeven has this ability too?’ Kassa clarified.

Taren nodded to confirm. ‘But the second time around Leal was killed during our attempt to seize the gas.’

Kassa gasped, horrified by the prospect. ‘I am so pleased you came back for a third attempt.’

‘Zeven insisted on coming back and preventing Leal’s death.’ Taren looked to her fellow time traveller resting peacefully on the surgery table. ‘Only to cop a bullet in his friend’s stead.’

‘So no one has been killed this time around,’ Kassa concluded, pulling her dry, spotless hands from the steriliser. ‘That’s something.’

‘But another spy was exposed and she has escaped to Maladaan with a sample of the gas.’ Taren gave a heavy exhale, in conclusion. ‘And Amie will not be implicated in this conspiracy, as she was destined to have been, when I caught her stealing a sample of the substance for the MSS! This new spy has already done all Amie’s dirty work for her.’

‘You’re talking about Dr Cardea,’ Kassa assumed, although she had not been there during their confrontation.

‘You know they have been working together?’ Taren guessed.

Kassa nodded and frowned. ‘But unfortunately I can’t prove it.’

Taren’s communicator buzzed again. ‘Damn!’ She knew who it was, and she didn’t want to face Lucian with no proof, nor did she want the entire crew to get in trouble on her behalf. ‘I should go.’

‘I’m ready.’ Kassa walked over to her, but Taren shook her head. ‘I meant back to Maladaan, not the captain’s office.’

‘What?’ Kassa was stunned. ‘You’re not going to let Amie get away with this?’

‘I have no proof now,’ Taren said. ‘And I cannot take another suspicious blasting from Lucian; it breaks my heart to be at odds with him.’

Kassa’s jaw began to drop, as she telepathically perceived more than Taren was saying. ‘Lucian is meant to be with you!’

‘Not this time round, it seems.’ Taren couldn’t see the point in wasting time on explanations. ‘Zeven knows how to find me.’ As Taren backed up she was racking her brain trying to think of a safe place to teleport herself to on Maladaan.

‘What will I tell Lucian?’ Kassa asked, as Lucian came charging through her surgery door.


Taren looked to him and was choked by her feelings of loss a moment. ‘Tell Lucian that I love him and that I will save this project from ruin, if it’s the last thing I ever do.’

‘Wait!’ Lucian urged, stunned to be seeing his anomaly expert vanishing before his very eyes.

As Taren’s perception of Lucian faded, she blew him a kiss and shed a tear for the love and life of science and exploration she was leaving behind, in exchange for a career of cold-hearted espionage.

 

It was a blissful awakening for Zeven; he felt so good he had to question his memory of being shot. Then when he reached down to feel for the wound and found his stomach without so much as a scar, he was stunned, but only for a second. Balin. He grinned in knowing.

‘How are you feeling?’

Zeven, still groggy, looked to the voice. He’d rather expected to see Taren when he awoke, or Dr Madri, or at the very least, Aurora! But no, to his great disappointment it was the captain who was waiting to speak with him. ‘Where is Dr Lennox?’

‘That’s exactly what I would like to know,’ Lucian replied.

‘She’s gone!’ Zeven sat bolt upright now, looking for the rest of his clothes. ‘Shit, I have to find her.’

‘Not until you tell me what in the name of science is going on.’ Lucian sounded rather adamant about that.

‘No offence, Captain.’ Zeven jumped out of bed and grabbed a boot to put on. ‘But you really don’t want to know. Taren’s tried to explain it to you, but you just don’t seem to get it!’


‘Get what?’ Lucian stood as the pilot pulled on his other boot.

‘That you are standing right in the middle of an MSS shit storm!’ Zeven was done trying to candy-coat the situation. ‘And as Taren Lennox is the best chance you’ve got of keeping this project, I strongly suggest you let me go and give her a hand.’

‘How is it that you know so much about Dr Lennox when you only met two days ago?’ Lucian grabbed hold of Zeven’s arm to prevent him leaving.

Zeven gave an exasperated sigh. ‘See? You don’t get it! Open your mind, Captain! I’ve been time-looping with her, I know everything she has told you is the truth.’

‘Then you also know who the spies are?’ Lucian surmised. ‘Was Jazmay the main operative? Kassa and Leal have both answered that question for me, but I need to know what you say.’

‘Amie is your traitor, Captain,’ Zeven was sorry to inform Lucian, as the look upon the man’s face was one of utter devastation.

‘That’s what they said.’ Lucian let go of Zeven and took a seat.

‘The good news is —’ Zeven couldn’t bear to see the man suffer, ‘— the woman who truly loves you is still fighting for your cause and will never give up.’

Lucian, who was close to tears, gasped them back. ‘Dr Lennox,’ he muttered, heartened by the news, strange as it was to him.

‘For a professor, you’re a bit slow, but yeah, you get the picture.’ Zeven really resented that the man was yet to appreciate the woman he so desperately wanted. ‘That’s why she hesitated to name your traitor, she didn’t want to be the one to deal that blow.’


‘But there is no proof against my wife.’

‘Fine, don’t believe us.’ Zeven waved him off. ‘Believe me, I’d be a lot happier if you never saw Taren Lennox again.’

Lucian’s eyes narrowed. ‘You like her?’

‘I would cross universes for her; I have!’ Zeven barked, and when Lucian only stared in amazement back at him, Zeven threw his arms up and headed for the door.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m going to say goodbye,’ Zeven replied.

‘You can’t leave, you’re under contract,’ Lucian protested.

‘So sue me,’ Zeven invited him. ‘I work for Taren Lennox now.’
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DUBIETY



Amid her childhood memories Taren recalled what she hoped would still be a safe haven for her in Esponisa. On the rooftop of the penthouse apartment where she had been raised, there had been a large greenhouse, which had been her greatest sanctuary when growing up.

It was both sad and heartening to see that the greenhouse had fallen into ruin — all of the beautiful garden survived, as it was completely artificial, but everything was coated in a deep layer of dust. The lack of upkeep gave Taren hope that her father had not sold the apartment after she’d abandoned it to live in MSS-assigned quarters thirty years before. Anselm had promised Taren that this place would always be here for her, but as her father had also deceived her many times before today, she was not entirely confident he’d kept his promise.

Taren willed herself inside the apartment below her and, following a short dropping sensation, she was standing inside a dark room. She pushed the button to draw the blinds, and was rather shocked that they parted and sunlight flooded the room. ‘The power is still on.’ She grinned. ‘Very clever, Father.’ She made a note to use her psychic will to make all the appliances work, lest her father get sent a larger than average power bill and become wise to the fact that she had taken up residence.

All the furniture and bookshelves had been covered, and of course most of the appliances were decades old, but Taren would make do. For the present, this would prove the perfect hideout for her.

The place awarded excellent views over the modern, high-rise city of Esponisa and even at this early hour the streets and airspace were clogged with traffic and smog hung heavy over the city skyline. ‘What a shit hole.’ After seeing Chailida on Kila she feared every city would pale by comparison — Esponisa most of all.

She thought back over what Jazmay had said about being unable to reach Kila, now that the tear between universes was not existent, and Taren’s heart sank to consider that the claim might be true.

‘Test the theory,’ she told herself before she fell into a depression about it. ‘It’s not as though you don’t have time on your side.’

The thought of visiting Kila right now was very inviting indeed. Taren closed her eyes to block out the great metal and cement nightmare that was her hometown and turned her thoughts to the beautiful splendour of the city she’d left behind on Kila. When Taren thought of Chailida, Rhun was the first person to come to mind and she willed herself to join the governor.

 

When Taren opened her eyes, she was sadly disappointed to find that she was still in the high-rise apartment, gazing down at the city that she’d studied for ten years to escape from; she missed AMIE already.

‘Jazmay is right.’ Taren gasped at the pain this truth caused her. ‘How am I to warn Kila now?’ She looked to the heavens hoping her guardian spirit was listening. ‘Why did you let me come back here? You must have known I’d be unable to return to Kila if I prevented the universal tear from erupting?’

Taren slid down the wall to take a seat on the floor — the knowledge she could not keep her vow to the Chosen tore at her chest, along with the loss of her love and her space family — the distress reduced her to tears.

‘I hate my life!’ She protested her lot, stomping her feet on the floor like a spoilt child. ‘How can any one person be expected to make decisions of such magnitude? Every move I make affects the future of entire star systems, and people’s lives … the pressure is too great!’ Taren wept and wept, until, exhausted, she fell asleep on the floor where she lay.

 

It was disorientating to awake in the bedroom of her teen years. For a second she had to wonder if she’d gone back in time again, but could only laugh at the ceiling covered in images of movie stars and musicians that she’d fancied in her youth.

‘You had some seriously crap taste in bands.’

Taren was startled upright and was relieved to find Zeven slouched in the doorway with a big grin on his face.

‘What’s the big idea of leaving me behind to face the captain’s inquisition?’ Zeven watched Taren clamber off the bed and head towards her dressing room.


‘I’m sorry about that …’ she disappeared into the walk-in wardrobe, ‘… but I didn’t want to assume you were ready to follow me here —’

‘You know I was —’

‘— without saying goodbye to anyone,’ Taren spoke up and silenced him, as she emerged with a handful of clothes.

‘Well.’ He shrugged with a cheeky half grin. ‘There is that.’

Taren suspected Zeven had taken advantage of Aurora when saying goodbye — the truth was written all over his contented demeanour — and Taren hoped he hadn’t done it just to spite her over seducing Lucian last time around. ‘I thought you said you weren’t interested in Aurora any more?’

‘You do care,’ he insisted sarcastically.

‘I’m concerned about Aurora being used, not —’

‘Ha!’ Zeven scoffed her to silence. ‘Like you used Lucian?’

Taren’s jaw gaped open at the accusation. ‘I did not!’

‘How is it different?’ Zeven challenged.

‘I love Lucian, that’s the difference.’

‘And I love Aurora —’ Zeven’s passion level dropped, ‘— when she’s around.’

‘Exactly, and when she isn’t, you’ll go for anything young and attractive in a skirt.’ Even Taren was a little surprised by how vexed she sounded about that.

‘What is this, pick-on-Starman day?’ Zeven held both hands high in truce. ‘I’m about the only friend you’ve got right now, why are you trying to piss me off?’

He was absolutely right; what the hell was she doing? Taren embraced Zeven to apologise, quietly thanking the universe for not making her endure this alone. ‘I’m so sorry, and grateful you’re here … I’ve totally lost the plot, so please just forget I spoke.’ Taren stepped away, but Zeven maintained a firm grip on her upper arms.

‘You sounded almost … jealous?’ He put the observation to her and it struck fear into Taren’s heart.

‘No.’ She denied it unconvincingly.

‘You are … we’re starting to make sense, you and I.’ The realisation brought a huge smile to Zeven’s face, and his excitement was catchy.

‘Oh no, we don’t.’ Taren, try though she did, couldn’t repress her smile — the truth was she adored Zeven and yes he was very attractive, charming and fun to be around.

‘So why was I given the power to follow you and not Lucian?’ Zeven was eyeing up her lips.

‘Because he’s not a relative.’ She finally hit on the only argument that was sure to stop the seduction and Starman backed off and punched a hole in the wall alongside her.

‘Damn it! You’re wrong!’ he insisted. ‘And I am going to chase up my lineage and prove it to you! Then will you cut me a break?’

Taren’s heart was pounding in her chest because she knew how much she did desire him, but she forced herself to see the reality of their situation. ‘Zeven, you’ve just left Aurora’s bed and now you want to jump into mine, and if it doesn’t work out, then what? I lose you! I don’t need another nemesis.’

‘You haven’t lost me yet,’ Zeven defended himself.

‘Because I haven’t slept with you yet!’ Taren finally stated what she felt to be his primary motive for being present.


‘You think that is what keeps me here?’ He sounded insulted. ‘Don’t flatter yourself! It’s the action that keeps me here.’ He softened his tone to admit, ‘But then, adrenaline makes me horny, so … I apologise if I hit on you a lot. You just always seem to be around when I’m pumped.’ He shrugged at last. ‘Oh … and I didn’t seduce Aurora. I just told you that to make you jealous.’

Taren shook her head, not knowing what to believe. ‘I’ll trust you with anything, Starman, but not my heart. If you can accept that, this partnership will work.’

‘Okay,’ Zeven conceded, ‘you keep your heart and I’ll have all the other bits.’

‘Zeven!’ Taren scowled, as he refused to take her seriously. ‘If you cannot keep it professional I’ll be far better off without you. In this line of work, business and pleasure don’t mix … it just gets people killed.’ Taren’s voice broke over the statement, as Yasper came to mind.

‘Sure, I can keep it professional.’ Zeven attempted to be serious. ‘But can you?’

‘I’ll try and control myself.’ Taren rolled her eyes and headed for the washroom.

‘Make sure that you do … all this hugging has to stop,’ he stated in her wake.

Taren closed the washroom door without comment and then leant against it. ‘Oh my stars, he’s exhausting!’ Ten minutes in his company was an emotional roller coaster, and it was a ride she kept allowing him to take her on — but no more. It was time to withdraw into the cool, calm and collected shell that she had learnt to cast around herself during her time as an agent. No more tears, no more tantrums, no more distractions — it was time to focus on the mission at hand.

 

When Taren joined Zeven in the kitchen, washed and changed, he appeared rather surprised. ‘If they are your old threads, your fashion sense was way ahead of its time.’

Taren grinned; she’d learnt a new trick. ‘It’s just some old gear that I modified with my mind.’

‘Well, if you ever get sick of the spy game, you could make a fortune in recycled rags,’ Zeven suggested, but Taren was more interested in the breakfast he was laying out.

‘Where did all this come from?’

‘The café down the road,’ he replied and Taren freaked.

‘You went to the café down the road?’

‘Just long enough to pick up the order,’ he replied. ‘No one saw me, no one knows me. I didn’t speak with anyone.’

‘Then how did you place an order?’ Taren queried and sat down at the big kitchen table to eat — the apartment was rather large as besides herself there had always been at least a nanny, a governess and two bodyguards living with her.

Zeven shook his head and grinned. ‘You really do think I’m a bit new, don’t you? I know how the secret service track people, I’ve worked for them too.’ He took a seat opposite her.

‘It’s not the secret service that I am worried about per se,’ Taren clarified. ‘I’m much more concerned about Jazmay. She is as powerful, and more versatile, than we are. To escape our detection she need only touch the closest person … she could be anyone, anywhere.’


Zeven felt very put in his place. ‘I admit … I did overlook her.’

Taren nodded to agree that he had and then shrugged off the incident. ‘But thank you all the same, I was starving!’ She finally hoed in and as she ate she pondered her new concern. ‘Jazmay was right about not being able to get back to Kila, you know.’

‘Well, Kila, pretty as it was, wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs for me,’ Zeven commented, none too eager to return there.

‘How am I going to deliver the information about the Orion weapon defence system?’ Taren pushed her concern. ‘I don’t know whether preventing the tear is such a good idea now.’

‘What?’ Zeven was shocked to hear her say so. ‘Have your Powers gone to your head? Fallon will warn the Chosen of the threat if you fail, you know that! The tear was not meant to happen. We caused the tear, so we prevent the tear, end of story!’

‘And if I cannot get back to Kila?’ Taren argued.

‘You were never meant to warn them,’ Zeven stated, ‘did that thought ever occur?’

Taren, although she didn’t want to abandon Kila, had to concede. ‘You’re absolutely right.’

‘Don’t sound so surprised.’ Zeven grinned, glad she’d seen reason. ‘And don’t scare me like that … I don’t need another nemesis either!’

Taren shook her head. ‘I think we can safely say that we are on the same side … we’ll stick to plan A.’

‘So you have a plan for getting into where the sample is being housed?’ Zeven queried.

‘Not exactly.’

‘And how are we to protect ourselves from being found by Jazmay?’ Zeven was only now considering the full potential of their adversary in this affair. ‘She could find us with a thought at any time!’

Taren cocked an eyebrow to state, ‘Well, I got the vibe that she intended to wait for me to chase her.’

‘She didn’t exactly strike me as the patient type.’ Zeven didn’t trust it.

Taren frowned, as she tended to agree, yet her memory served to remind her that it was not impossible to shield oneself from the psychic sight of others; they had seen it done before.

Zeven clicked his fingers. ‘What about those amulets your uncle used to shield himself and the Viceroy of Phemoria from —’

‘Zeven!’ Taren was amazed. ‘I was just wondering exactly the same thing myself. Still, the protective power of those amulets was drawn from a seething pit of murdered souls, much as the cursed crown my mother wears is protected by the tortured souls of our persecuted foremothers. Both these protective spirit sources have their own dark and twisted agendas and are not to be trusted.’

‘But surely there is a collective good energy spirit somewhere in our universe?’ Zeven reasoned, and Taren’s heart leapt for joy.

‘There is, and AMIE is floating above it as we speak … we have to go back.’

Zeven cracked half a grin. ‘That hot-spot of goodwill is not real happy with us at present, and neither is the captain for that matter.’

‘We really don’t have to involve AMIE, I can go straight to the surface of Oceane.’ The realisation made Taren a little sad.


Zeven frowned, feeling she’d overlooked one small point. ‘Don’t you need a telepath to communicate with the being on Oceane?’

‘No.’ Taren was fairly confident about that. ‘I have communicated telepathically with Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi before.’

‘The what?’ Zeven felt she’d broken into another language. ‘Never mind.’ He waved off an explanation, eager to return to the steamy little planet where they had once nearly fallen in love. ‘Let’s go then.’

‘Oh no.’ Taren remembered their last adventure on Oceane all too well. ‘I’ll go alone.’

‘And what if Jazmay comes for me while you’re away?’ Zeven posed and Taren was frustrated by his argument. ‘Besides, my psychic abilities could always use a boost. This is our opportunity to get the psychic jump on Jazmay, and acquire a shield in the bargain.’

‘Oceane will be a very different experience this time around,’ Taren insisted, knowing the fertile, virgin planet had a tendency to bring out an individual’s reproductive urges, which was exactly why she wished to go alone.

‘Last time we crash-landed and discovered a corpse,’ Zeven raised both brows to emphasise his hope that she was right, ‘which really kinda killed the romance for me.’

Taren just rolled her eyes and whacked him in the shoulder for being a smart arse.
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THE JUJU STONES



The weather on Oceane proved predictable — steaming hot, torrential rain.

As soon as Taren and Zeven manifested on the surface they sank to their ankles in cold mud and to their knees in warm water, while the rest of their bodies were pelted by just bearably hot rain. Around them huge tundrells rose high into misty clouds that were tightly veined with coloured lightning bursts.

‘Yep, this is pretty much how I remember it,’ Zeven commented, shielding his eyes from the downpour — there was no point trying to wear a mask or goggles as they would only steam up.

Taren began wading towards a large rock formation.

‘So what’s the plan then?’ Zeven followed her through the steamy swamp. ‘You know how to infuse Juju into an amulet, do you?’

‘I’ve got some idea.’ Taren hauled herself out of the water and onto a large rock, where she took a seat. ‘I learnt quite a bit about the psychic arts from viewing the histories of Kila.’ She spoke loudly to be heard over the rain. ‘I now know the crown of Phemoria was fashioned from metals dug from the Abyss of the Obstinate because that way the metal is strongly imbued with the spirits of the site. I will bet my life that Khalid’s amulets were fashioned from metals found at Dead Man Downs on Sermetica.’

Zeven nodded, catching her drift. ‘So what you’re saying is we need to find something on Oceane to fashion an amulet from.’ Zeven looked around and was uninspired. ‘Tundrells … water … rock.’

‘Rock it is,’ Taren announced, looking about for smooth pieces as amulets had to be worn next to the skin. The rock was slate-like and split easily into flat pieces.

‘Okay, now what?’ Zeven queried as they held their rocks in hand.

‘I need you to leave me in peace for a bit.’ Taren took Zeven’s rock from him.

‘How long?’ he grumbled.

‘I’ll come and find you.’ She patted his shoulder and took a seat.

‘I may as well go sightseeing then.’ He willed himself to the next large rock in his vision, and then repeated the procedure until he was out of sight.

Left alone, Taren felt at liberty to breathe deep the virgin air, so pure and invigorating that it made her tingle from head to foot, and with every inhale she felt herself draw nearer to her soul source, which permeated everything on Oceane. ‘I request the protection of Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi, so that I might return the missing parts to the whole.’

The sensation of the rain pelting down upon her decreased in intensity, as did all the earthly discomforts of Taren’s five physical senses. Like a chill, a vibrating sensation crept over her body. Every molecule of her being began to vibrate faster, perfused and quickened by an internal fire that burned away her tiny physical shell, allowing her subtle body to expand and connect with the much larger entity that was her higher self. Her perception soared up through the colourful cloud phenomenon in the stratosphere, mesosphere, thermosphere and into the exosphere, where the mighty creation deva she would one day become had been residing for centuries. There her consciousness expanded again to a point where Taren felt herself fully immerse into the entity with which she wished to converse. There was no need to communicate, however, as her questions and concerns were absorbed into the great seething mass of electro-chemical activity.

In an instant, her consciousness withdrew into her tiny physical form, still being pelted by the steamy rain, and Taren burst into tears. At first her tears were of anguish at her return to a constrictive, physical form — but when she saw the flat rocks in her hands glowing with a colourful gaseous vapour, her eyes flooded with tears of joy. She had the blessing of Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi, for this pretty cocktail of electrochemical reactions was how she had come to identify the physical presence of the entity. ‘Thank you.’ She held the treasures to her heart, for the close essence of the entity incited memories of all those people dearest to her, in this universe and the next — Lucian most of all.

However, Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi could only extend them protection for a little under two standard weeks when the entity would detach from Oceane, taking anything still in contact with it into the universe parallel. After that Taren and Zeven would have to find another way to shield themselves from the psychic sight and pursuit of others.

‘More than enough time.’ Taren recovered her sensibilities quickly, of a mind to get back to Maladaan. ‘Starman.’

 

With the thought of Zeven, Taren found herself waist-deep in water. ‘Aw, what are y—’ When she saw Zeven standing next to one of AMIE’s deep space pods, which was near covered by water, she gasped back her complaint. ‘Oh shit.’

‘How did you do?’ Zeven was eager to know.

Taren held up their Juju stones.

‘Whoa.’ Zeven took hold of one of the stones, surprised to be able to see the enchantment clearly.

‘Who do you think is in here?’ Taren was more concerned with Zeven’s discovery.

‘You hope it’s Amie,’ he guessed.

‘I hope it’s no one,’ Taren insisted, although it was doubtful the pod had misfired with no passenger.

‘Shall we raise it up and find out?’ Zeven asked, in a not-so-eager fashion.

The way Taren saw it, if there was no one inside it was just a misfired pod and they could head back to Maladaan. If there was a dead body inside, there was a murderer loose on AMIE and they would have to return to the project.

She nodded to second Zeven’s suggestion, whereupon he raised the submerged pod with a thought, to a height where the exterior control panel and the passenger hatch were above water. He opened the control panel and began punching in an instruction code that would open the hatch door. ‘You know, the last time we were here —’


‘Please, don’t mention that right now,’ Taren appealed for mercy, as the fertile atmosphere of Oceane was arousing her urge to procreate and once again Zeven was looking like a most desirable prospect. Why do I never get stuck here with Lucian?

Zeven laughed, delighted by her distress. ‘I knew you’d have to be feeling it by now.’ He refrained from pressing the last digit of the instruction code, knowing that the contents of the pod would definitely kill the mood. ‘Maybe I should hold off for a bit?’

‘You promised you wouldn’t be a hindrance,’ Taren reminded him, in the hope he would snap out of his intoxicated moment; for if Taren was feeling the effects of the amorous atmosphere of Oceane, Zeven surely was and had shown amazing restraint until now. ‘There could be a murderer loose on AMIE! Please f—’

‘Focus,’ he urged himself to press the last digit, and the hatch unlocked and began to open.

Taren was sick of wading through the mud and swamp and rose up to walk on the water’s surface. Zeven gave an ironic laugh and joined her.

‘We really are a bit slow sometimes,’ he commented as he followed her around to view who was inside the pod.

‘We’re just new, not sl—’ Taren’s jaw dropped as she spotted the body slouched in the pod.

‘Colbers?’ Zeven was rather startled to find the tech inside, with a neat, bloodied, laser wound right through his head. ‘But, if Colbers was the murderer last time around, then who is the murderer now?’

Taren’s eyes narrowed, she knew in her gut who had done this. ‘Amie.’ She backed up a few paces. ‘I need to protect Lucian,’ she said, her voice breaking over the thought that it might already be too late.


‘I’ll get this to the launch bay.’

With one last deep inhale of Oceane air, Taren sensed, deep within her being, that Lucian was still safe and in that knowledge she found her calm and confidence before willing herself to the captain’s side.

 

This was turning out to be quite a day for Lucian, as the mysterious dramas on board his vessel continued to unfold. At present he had Professor Kestler in his office, who, of all people least likely, was suspected of being an MSS agent.

The captain, unbeknownst to any, had planted a tiny camera inside the quarantine lab where the gas sample was to be housed in the hope of capturing the MSS agents that Dr Lennox claimed were on board. His gamble had met with mixed success, as, according to reports, the sample had mostly been destroyed by Dr Lennox before it ever got to the bio-lab. Dr Cardea had fled with a small sample of the gas, and Bonar Colbers had been exposed as Cardea’s accessory in the theft. Thus, Colbers had been locked up in the bio-lab the captain was monitoring instead of the sample.

This morning Bonar Colbers was discovered missing and his whereabouts were still unknown. According to the camera footage of the bio-lab recorded on Lucian’s workstation, the person who came to spring Colbers from his imprisonment was the frail, old, and highly respected scientific genius, Professor Eleazar Kestler.

As Professor Kestler was viewing the footage of himself releasing Colbers, Lucian voiced his suspicion that Colbers had escaped AMIE via a pod, as there had been an unscheduled launch of such a vessel in the wee hours of the morning.


‘I don’t know what to tell you, Captain.’ Kestler was bemused by the footage. ‘Either I am living another life that I am not aware of, or I have finally gone senile, as I cannot account for any of this.’

Lucian felt very uncomfortable doubting the word of the man he’d always respected above all others — if Lucian had had a father this man would have been his choice. He suspected that Kestler was a sleeper agent and not the ringleader he sought; the MSS would have targeted Kestler for the very reason that Lucian trusted him so implicitly and had done all throughout his scientific career.

The other shock of the day was learning he had two self-professed telepaths on board, who both swore blind that Amie was the traitor in their midst. Their claim had been confirmed by Zeven Gudrun, who claimed to be time-hopping along with Dr Lennox.

‘This is insanity.’ Lucian shook his head, as reality as he’d known it crumbled to dust around his ears. What was even more astounding was that he really didn’t care. Since Dr Lennox had arrived on board he’d been in a state of wondrous shock, watching his perfectly ordered world of deceit collapse into the chaos of one huge eye-opening revelation after another. After very little sleep, the adrenaline rush of it all was becoming addictive. Lucian had not been able to stop fantasising about Taren ever since she’d professed her love to him in leaving. Even Zeven, who obviously adored Taren, had confirmed her devotion, and Kassa insisted that she had perceived from Taren’s memory glimpses of Lucian and Taren together in the future that no longer was.

Lucian shook his head as he realised he was drifting off into another little Taren fantasy when he was supposed to be tracking down his missing crew member. ‘I am afraid I am going to have to confine you to quarters, Professor, until such time as your memory improves.’

‘I would never betray you, Lucian.’ The old man was annoyed to see doubt in the captain’s eyes. ‘But I will do as you wish.’

As Kestler slowly rose to stand, he and Lucian were startled when Dr Lennox appeared in between them, soaked to the bone.

‘Dr Lennox!’ Lucian nearly had heart failure — he was so elated to see her. ‘Where did you spring from?’ She appeared even more beautiful all dripping wet.

‘The surface of Oceane,’ she replied very amicably.

‘You’ve been on the surface of Oceane?’ The captain nearly had a heart attack for the second time over.

She smiled to confirm. ‘I would love to take you there sometime.’

‘That’s an offer I will take you up on,’ Lucian replied, barely aware that he spoke at all. Dr Lennox was exuding the most attractive energy and the thought of kissing her was all-consuming.

‘Dr Lennox?’ inquired Kestler, to get Taren to turn his way. ‘What a pleasure this would be under different circumstances … I am most impressed by your research.’

‘The honour is all mine, Professor.’ His introduction had Taren curious. ‘Is there a problem?’ She looked to the captain for an answer.

Lucian was reluctant to state the facts; although all the evidence pointed to Kestler the captain did not believe it.

‘It’s not your fault, Lucian.’ Kestler excused himself, ‘I’ll be in my quarters if you need me.’


By the time they were alone, Taren’s exhilaration had turned to concern. ‘Why are you out of sorts with your mentor?’

Lucian strolled to the desk and played the surveillance tape that Kestler had just viewed. ‘I suspect Kestler is one of your sleeper agents,’ he commented as she watched with horror. ‘Colbers is still missing.’

‘No,’ Taren corrected, ‘Zeven and I just recovered his body and your pod from the surface of Oceane.’

‘The pod went to Oceane?’ Lucian was shocked to hear her refer to one of his crew as a ‘body’. ‘Colbers is dead?’

Taren nodded. ‘He was shot, point blank, in the head.’

It took a second for Lucian to absorb the information. ‘Someone murdered him?’

Their sights fell to the screen where the old professor was releasing Colbers.

‘No.’ Lucian stepped away from the conclusion the footage posed. ‘I cannot believe such a great man would stoop to cold-hearted murder. How did he even know that Colbers had been detained? It was not something I advertised.’

‘How indeed?’ Taren felt this was a very good question. ‘Kestler is a sleeper, the only one left, so far as I am aware. He doesn’t remember anything, does he?’

‘You think Amie directed Kestler to do this?’ The question coursed like acid through Lucian’s veins, aggravating every fibre of his being.

‘I’m afraid so.’ Taren hated this part; why was she always the one to witness his heart shattered to pieces? ‘And this is the very least of her sins against you and this project.’


‘Why didn’t you just tell me that in the first place?’ Lucian’s anger came bursting out, but Taren did not react.

‘Because you wouldn’t have believed me,’ she replied. ‘You still don’t. The last time we lived through this, Colbers was the killer on board, and with him locked up I wasn’t expecting any more casualties. Kestler’s brief and involuntary involvement in all this had slipped my mind … I am so sorry, I shouldn’t have left.’

Lucian’s anger swiftly departed as Taren’s mystique held him spellbound once more; her manner was so serene and sincere he felt almost compelled to trust her. ‘Is it true what they are saying about us, that, in the future you keep referring to, we were …’

‘… lovers,’ Taren concluded frankly, which brought a flush and a smile to Lucian’s face. ‘Would that be pleasing to you?’ She ventured to move closer and Lucian did not object as he watched one of his recent fantasies come to life.

Still, her question was not easy to answer. Taren Lennox was obviously a very powerful, unrestrained psychic, with a dubious history and a habit of creating chaos wherever she went — any sane man would be backing out politely about now. But for some insane reason Lucian believed the word of this near stranger over the word of his lover of ten years! His key crew were all supportive of Dr Lennox and her cause, so either she had enchanted everyone, two telepaths and himself included, or she really was here to prevent the project from ruin.

‘I believe your love is my saving grace,’ uttered Lucian as their lips met.

Taren’s kiss was like an intense mind injection of a euphoric, empowering and deeply spiritual drug. ‘Whoa.’ Lucian was very surprised to find himself staggering in the wake of it, and Taren laughed, thinking he was faking his giddiness.

‘Are you okay?’ Her tone became more serious when Lucian took a seat on his desk, but he did not let her hand go.

‘Incredible.’ Lucian felt more than okay, he felt liberated, high even, and tugged at Taren’s hand to bring her close, so that he might kiss her again.

‘What about —’ She attempted to point out how many problems they had to sort out, but Lucian was not in the mood to talk.

Unconsciously, his hands were all over her, seeking something, but stopped when his right hand hit upon a flat, hard item that was inside the tight upper sleeve of Taren’s project wetsuit. ‘What is that?’ Lucian asked; he was no psychic, yet he could feel the good vibrations surging forth into his hand from this source.

‘That’s a little bit of our soul source,’ she replied and then gasped. ‘Perhaps that’s why you’re dizzy?’

‘That might explain it.’ He grinned, he didn’t care why he felt so good, only that he did. ‘Now explain it to me?’ He rested his buzzing forehead against hers.

‘Cosy.’

Shocked from their intimate embrace, Lucian and Taren looked to the open doorway, where Amie stood with a laser gun in her hand pointed at them.

‘Unfaithful husband,’ she stated, as the door closed behind her.

 

Amie appeared to be upset, which was designed to make Lucian feel guilty; Taren was not about to stand aside and allow Amie to sidestep her own bad deeds with her fake dramatics.

‘Khalid Mansur and Swithin Gervaise,’ Taren piped up, ‘what do these two men have in common?’

The question knocked the wind right out of Amie’s body, which made Lucian very curious.

‘I don’t know.’ Amie finally managed to squeeze out an answer as Zeven Gudrun appeared alongside her and took the weapon from her hand.

‘She caught you snogging, didn’t she?’ Zeven asked to taunt his prisoner and make his superiors blush.

‘We were just discussing what Swithin Gervaise and Khalid Mansur have in common.’ Taren brought him up to speed and Zeven winced.

‘Uncomfortable,’ he commented as an aside to Amie, who was still trying to make out she didn’t know what they were talking about, though she appeared increasingly distressed.

Amie objected to Zeven appearing beside her. ‘I didn’t realise we had an infestation of psychics on board.’

‘Stop trying to divert attention away from yourself … it’s all about you today.’ Taren conjured some restraints upon Amie’s ankles and wrists. ‘And if you do not start confessing everything that I know you’ve done for the men aforementioned, then Kassa will get it out of you under hypnosis …’ a chair slid up behind Amie, whereupon she took a seat, ‘… every sordid detail.’

‘What do the Viceroy of Sermetica and my brother have in common?’ Lucian hoped he was not following this inquisition correctly.

Amie’s expression turned from flustered to lethal, and she looked back to Taren to avoid her husband’s expression of betrayal. ‘Have you got any idea who you are fucking with?’

Zeven had to laugh at that query and Taren was amused also.

‘We know more about you and all your buddies within the MSS than you do,’ Taren assured her. ‘So be truthful, as I will be filling in the blanks.’ Her sights turned to Lucian, who was still looking a little woozy. ‘Are you all right?’

Lucian nodded, and rubbed an eye. ‘I’ll be fine … I just can’t seem to get my eyes to focus properly.’ He pulled up a chair to question the prisoner.

‘I’ll leave you to it then.’ Taren cued Zeven who was already heading for the door.

‘You’re not disappearing anywhere, are you?’ Lucian queried before Taren left his sight again.

Taren shook her head to assure him. ‘I’m not going anywhere this time. I’ll see you after.’ She followed Zeven to the door.

‘Lennox!’ Amie called after her. ‘You don’t know everything about me.’

There was something about Amie’s malignant smile and bitter tone that compelled her to believe the statement, but Taren refused to award the woman any more of her energy by debating the claim. Taren left the office and closed the door — for once Amie could explain her own mess.

‘Thank heavens that’s over, hey?’ Zeven commented, as Taren caught him up. ‘Now we just have to get that sample back and we’re done.’

‘Zeven! You came back!’ Aurora spied them coming from up the corridor and came running to jump on Starman and smother him with kisses. ‘I knew you’d be back for more.’


Taren had to roll her eyes at this; clearly Zeven had seduced Aurora before he’d departed, despite his claim that he had not. Mental note … do not believe a thing Starman says when he’s horny. At that moment Taren felt her gut tie into a knot as if she’d done something wrong, and she racked her brain to work out what that something was.

‘I think I need food, my guts hurt,’ Zeven whined.

‘Mine too.’ Taren gripped his arm, as her foreboding intensified and when their eyes met, she saw the same dread staring back at her from Zeven’s eyes.

There was a huge explosion that rocked the steady ship enough to throw them off their feet.

Taren’s heart had jumped into her throat and all she could hear was the sound of it beating. It took a second to regain her bearings and figure out that the explosion had come from behind them. ‘Lucian,’ Taren uttered, knowing in her heart that he was gone. Yet, she hauled herself upright and ran back in the direction of his office.

The office door was buckled from the blast, and there was a loud howling sound coming from beyond it.

Taren’s screams could barely be heard over the din, and Zeven struggled to restrain her from trying to enter the room.

‘You can’t go in there,’ he yelled in her ear. ‘You’ll be sucked into the open vacuum of space!’

Taren relented from her struggle, overwhelmed with the realisation that that was exactly what had happened to Lucian; she coiled over and collapsed to the floor defeated. ‘I can’t do this any more!’ she moaned, exasperated and overcome with grief.

‘But if you don’t, then Lucian is going to remain dead,’ Zeven stated, knowing she would not let that happen.

‘I know,’ she whined, annoyed that he was pointing out the obvious. ‘I didn’t mean this as in this mission, I meant this as in this instance of time! I can’t do this, any more! There has to be another way.’

‘How?’

‘Just stop!’ Taren placed a hand over Zeven’s mouth. ‘I need some time,’ she requested, her emotions highly unstable. Taren knew she had the capability to get Lucian back, but that did not detract from the fact that he’d just been blown to pieces in the next room. Amie was right, Taren had not taken her for the suicide agent type, but perhaps Amie had been programmed to self-destruct by her superiors to protect their identities and suppress any evidence.

‘You will come see me before you go anywhere?’ Zeven made her swear, and she nodded.

‘I’ll just be in my quarters.’ She forced a smile to reassure him she was okay, and as Aurora arrived on the scene Zeven rose to head her off and Taren vanished before the rest of the crew arrived to discover the devastating event.
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ELUCIDATE



The teeming hot water of her shower tube was not having the usual elucidative effect. How could she focus on what to do next, with her entire being still reverberating from the explosion that had killed the one she’d been enduring all this for?

How do I make this right?

Taren felt she’d been going round and round in circles and getting nowhere good — from her own life experience she knew that meant that she was going the wrong way! She was desperate to go back to any day where Lucian was alive and well, but not if it meant it was all going to end in tears again. This moving two days forward and one day back was a nightmare and the outcome was getting progressively worse!

A knock on the outer side of the steamy glass of her shower tube got her attention. Taren switched off the shower and grabbed for a towel. ‘Who’s there?’ She figured it was Zeven.

‘Interesting rock you have here …’

Taren smothered her gasp when she realised it was Jazmay Cardea beyond the steamy screen. Shit, I should have the stone with me! Taren scolded herself on the quiet. Even willing herself to where she’d left her Juju stone, on the side of her washbasin, she was not fast enough to stop Jazmay taking possession.

‘… this wouldn’t have anything to do with why it has taken me hours to find you?’ Jazmay pondered, as she observed the piece of flat grey rock imbued with gaseous rainbows of colour. ‘This looks strikingly similar to that gas sample?’

Jazmay was a little different these days, she was a lot more refined as a person, and she was articulate in Taren’s native language.

‘It’s not just a gas.’ Taren resolved to be calm about the temporary loss of her stone, and wrapping her towel about her, she did not attempt to take it back.

Were Jazmay and Jahan part of her soul group? Taren suspected that they were, and if so, direct contact with the Juju stone was bound to have a positive effect on Jazmay.

‘I know what the gas is,’ Jazmay said, ‘I have access to your memories.’

As Taren did not feel at all threatened by Jazmay in this instance, she moved past her to find some clothes. ‘Well, if you have such a sterling grip on my past, I have to wonder why you wanted to make the whole Maladaan disaster happen again?’

‘You know why.’

Taren could sense the Phemorian felt guilty for betraying the crew of AMIE.

‘Look back into my memory ten years,’ Taren suggested, ‘the man you are seeking is there.’

‘Jahan?’

Taren nodded, but Jazmay was wary.

‘This is a trick.’


‘No,’ Taren insisted, ‘it is the truth. The soul you are looking for went by the name of Yasper Ronan, check for yourself.’

‘Ronan?’ The Phemorian’s eyes narrowed in spite, she knew the chief all too well these days, and she still didn’t like him very much. ‘Surely, that can’t be right?’

Taren shrugged. ‘Then prove me a liar. You have the stone, so I can’t go anywhere you won’t find me. Besides, I want to speak with you, after.’ Taren left the bathroom for her dressing room.

The awful foreboding feeling in Taren’s gut had switched to one of growing excitement; this unexpected meeting could have been fatal for one of them, if not both, but instead it felt synchronous. Jazmay had sought her out right when Taren was asking the cosmos for a new plan. If she could get Jazmay working with her, instead of against her, that opened up many more possibilities — they would be a formidable team.

If I went back ten years not only could I stop Yasper from being killed — a desire of Taren’s that she’d never expected to be able to fulfil — but I might be able to expose Swithin and Amie before they ever become involved with the Astro-Marine Institute!

It was a complete revelation! Why try to unravel this matted ball of time twine, when she could go back to before the twine became so matted?

Why should Amie get to be with Lucian for ten years when she doesn’t give a damn about him? Taren was inspired by the prospect of saving Lucian from the entire heartache. But then, how could she stop Lucian from being seduced by Amie without seducing him herself? Ten years ago Taren broke all ties with the MSS and she knew now that they had never stopped watching her — making her just as dangerous to Lucian as Amie or Swithin! Her father had cut a deal with Ronan at that time, to wipe her memory and give her a new life, so maybe this time around Taren could cut her own deal with Ronan? Jazmay was not the only person who would like to see Yasper alive and well again.

Jazmay wandered out of the bathroom and leant on the door frame, bemused. ‘In order to change the course of my life to end up here on AMIE and not in prison, I went back ten years. I studied, schemed and worked my way on board this project, just so that I could create a chance to be with Jahan again …’ She gave a heavy exhale. ‘When I could have spent the past ten years with him —’ she looked at Taren, with daggers in her eyes, ‘— after I’d killed you, of course.’

Taren felt for her, being so close to the prize and then to discover this. ‘The point is, Yasper is of this universe and is therefore far more likely to be the man you are destined to be with. I cannot help but wonder what would have happened if I’d said no to Yasper’s advances, as I know I should have. He would have lived. Would he have gone on to be one of the agents who arrested you and —’

‘The Jahan I know is a conservationist, not a guerrilla!’ Jazmay couldn’t see herself having the same deep rapport with this macho incarnation of her lover.

‘That was the path Yasper chose so as to spy on his father’s operations. He hated the MSS persecution of psychics, which was part of the reason he was attracted to me in the first place.’ Taren offered a little more insight. ‘So you see, if he’d met you instead of me, I know —’


‘He’s dead!’ Jazmay objected to the entire conversation.

‘I can change that,’ Taren stated surely.

‘He won’t know me,’ the Phemorian said.

‘I can change that, too.’ Taren grinned.

‘He’s Chief Ronan’s son!’ Jazmay threw her arms up in dismay and Taren winced and shook her head.

‘I can’t change that, unfortunately.’ Taren’s argument ran out of steam. ‘Tea?’ she offered.

‘Sure.’ Jazmay followed Taren out of the dressing room and into the main living area. ‘I’m sorry your little Starman was shot, is he all right?’

She had to chuckle at Jazmay’s reference to Zeven, although admittedly Jazmay did stand a good head taller than him. ‘He has recovered,’ Taren said as she made tea.

‘Is he a lover?’

‘Not to me,’ Taren assured her.

‘Your memories led me to believe you are in love with Captain Gervaise,’ Jazmay stated.

‘Captain Gervaise is deceased …’ Taren said, suppressing an urge to get emotional, ‘… for the moment.’

‘That was not meant to happen!’ Jazmay was truly astounded. ‘I am so very sorry, the captain was a good man,’ she said, toying with the stone in her hand as though it was a hot potato. She finally felt compelled to put it down on the bench near Taren.

Taren wondered why Jazmay had sought her out in the first place. ‘Are you here to kill me?’

Jazmay accepted the cup of warm liquid from Taren and sniffled back her tears of regret before they fell. ‘What other reason would I have to be here?’

Taren shrugged, picked up her stone and her cup and led Jazmay back to the lounge. ‘Maybe you, like me, have begun to wonder at your right to toy with the lives of so many other people?’ She took a seat and Jazmay did too. ‘Or maybe you just wanted to have a chat to another person who can relate to where you’re coming from?’

Jazmay appeared sad and on the verge of crying — very unusual behaviour as Phemorians normally hid their emotions well. ‘The truth is I’ve spent most of my life on my own.’ She sniffled back her tears. ‘The only time I ever felt like I was really part of something beneficial, was with you people.’ Tears began to roll down Jazmay’s cheeks. ‘You are a Princess of Phemoria and when I stole this Power from you, I betrayed my people and my planet … now I have no homeland.’

‘No one knows I exist.’ Taren downplayed the concern.

‘I know,’ Jazmay replied with conviction. ‘And as I am about the only Phemorian who does know about you, that is all the more reason why I should be protecting you, not exploiting you. Please, forgive me.’ Jazmay bowed down before Taren on the lounge and sobbed her heart out.

Taren suspected it was the stone that had brought this change of heart about — the pure energy of her soul source was purging Jazmay of her hate, fear and confusion. She placed a hand upon Jazmay’s head and the warrioress cried even harder, and keeping her head bowed she reached out and gripped Taren’s hand with both her own, to revel in the touch of another human being. The trouble with having Jazmay’s psychic talent was that anyone who knew her was afraid of having any physical contact with her; no wonder she ached to get back to her lover so badly.


‘I forgive you, Jazmay.’ Taren urged her to sit upright and then hugged her, whereupon Jazmay was again overwhelmed by the gesture of good faith. ‘I trust that what you did in deceit can now serve the greater good, if you are willing?’ Taren voiced the words she felt Jazmay needed to hear and pulled back to look her new ally in the eye, so that she would know her words came straight from the heart. ‘Come back to the past with me, and if we get back to this point in time and you are not happily plighted with Yasper, I will give you the means to return to Kila, and Jahan, without taking Maladaan with you.’

‘You worked it out?’ Jazmay asked, amazed, as she had been trying to find the solution to that problem for ten years! ‘Why didn’t you tell me — none of this need have happened!’

‘I only just realised … it was only through trying to outsmart you, that I figured out how to help you,’ Taren advised in a sadly ironic manner.

‘It’s the stone, isn’t it?’ Jazmay wished she’d held onto it now, Taren could tell.

‘The spirit of the stone and I are allied,’ Taren said, and passed the stone back to Jazmay. ‘And I can tell you that it will not support your desire for another life, in another universe, until you at least sample the life you might have lived in this one. And now that I have my memory intact, it seems only fitting that I should be able to reclaim those ten years taken from me and see how my life could have turned out too.’

‘If I might say so, there is a problem with your plan: you cannot take anything but your memory back in time with you?’ Jazmay held up the stone that Taren would need to keep her end of the bargain.

‘I can make others, when we get back.’ Taren had thought that part through. ‘But I need at least two people to cut my deal with Chief Ronan, and hopefully spare the AMIE project from the MSS.’

 

After the devastating loss of the captain, Zeven and Rory gathered the crew for a meeting.

In the absence of the captain and his wife, Kassa, as the medical officer, was in charge, and as they had three crew members dead and one missing, her order was to head AMIE back to Maladaan as swiftly as was safe for the ship in her damaged condition. With the future of the project now up in the air, the atmosphere on AMIE was very sombre indeed. Leal took the first shift in the pilot’s seat, to award Zeven some badly needed down time.

Along the corridor where the sleeping quarters were located, Aurora and Zeven meandered in a tired, shocked daze.

‘This is you,’ Zeven told Aurora that she had just passed her unit. ‘Are you going to be okay?’

Aurora snapped out of her trance to take advantage of the moment, and took hold of Zeven’s hand. ‘Stay with me?’

When he appeared not entirely opposed to the idea, Aurora was thrilled. How could it happen that on the day of this terrible tragedy, she was having the best time of her life!

Zeven had practically ignored her since they’d met and then yesterday he’d confided to her that he was a psychic vigilante that she’d be better off without. His reasons for avoiding her, Rory found to be the ultimate turn-on, and despite that he was leaving and she may never see him again, she’d invited an impassioned encounter that she would never forget nor regret. And now he was back — an inspiring, reassuring energy amid the chaos of the day; she felt safer in his company than anywhere.

‘Don’t you need to sleep?’

‘I’ll sleep when you’re gone,’ Aurora said with a grin, opening her door and leading him inside.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Aurora overpowered Zeven with a kiss — but pretty soon it was she who felt overpowered, quite literally. For his kiss was a surge of pure life-force, and she felt that everything she would ever need to sustain her wellbeing was right here. There was an out-of-body experience taking place that made Aurora feel like her consciousness was expanding beyond her physical being and it was better than any rush or drug she’d ever experienced. Despite how awe-inspiring it felt, the energy was overwhelming to her — she was going to pass out.

Aurora pulled away to catch her breath and forced Zeven back. ‘I feel so much … too much,’ she panted; she wanted to take the encounter further but her head was spinning as she staggered about with all her physical senses on overload.

‘Aurora?’ Zeven was stunned and a little amused. ‘You must be more tired than you thought.’ He moved to steady her and as soon as he made contact, she felt the intense tantalising buzz he was exuding, and she had to kiss him again.

By the time they landed on the sleeping pod, Aurora was in such a state of bliss that she thought she might just float off into the cosmos and never come back. Her previous sexual encounters, even the last one with Zeven, hadn’t felt like this. For her, sex was a very physical act that she liked to be mentally present for, but in this instance her consciousness was distanced from her body, having retreated to a vast utopia inside her own mind.

 

It was both disappointing and alarming to Zeven when Aurora fell unconscious.

‘Aurora?’ He shook her, feeling a little guilty, as he suspected that she had not just fallen asleep on him, but had in fact blacked out. ‘I should have backed off when she started staggering.’

Zeven already had a theory. He suspected the stone he was wearing might have a quickening effect on others — just as the atmosphere on Oceane had had a quickening effect on him after his stay there. Sure, it was probably a little unethical to covertly instil superpowers in his girlfriend without her knowledge, but it wasn’t like this timeline was going to be in reality for any great length of time as Taren would not allow Lucian to remain dead for long. So he’d figured what harm could it do to expose Aurora to the energy of the being on Oceane and see what psychic power might be lying dormant within her?

He took the Juju stone out of the upper sleeve of his suit where he’d been hiding it and placed it aside before trying to wake Aurora again — quite obviously the high vibratory energy of the stone was too much for her.

‘Mmmm, Starman.’ Aurora smiled as she stirred to find him sitting beside her, but as she moved to sit up her head started spinning and she decided to stay horizontal. ‘You’ve got me seeing stars.’ She closed her eyes in the hope of regaining her equilibrium, and breathed deeply.

‘Perhaps I should fetch Dr Madri?’ Zeven suggested.


‘No, don’t,’ Aurora waylaid him, ‘she’s having an intimate moment with Leal in the bridge.’

‘How do you know about Kassa and Leal?’ Zeven wondered, as in this timeline Kassa and Leal had only just discovered their mutual hidden talent and attraction for one another. How could Aurora know already?

‘Kassa is with Leal?’ Aurora realised that she didn’t know they were an item. ‘I saw them together in my mind, like a memory,’ she explained, perplexed, ‘only it isn’t a memory, just something I … know.’

Zeven’s heart started pounding in his chest, as he began to suspect that Aurora’s hidden psychic talent was in fact ‘remote vision’, which could prove a real worry. If, as his steady girlfriend, Aurora acquired this talent, then there would be no more flirting with women or death that she would not know about. Confirm the experiment. He recalled Taren’s number one rule. ‘Tell me, what do you see when you think of Dr Lennox?’

Aurora, although a little perplexed by the question, obliged him. ‘I see her in her quarters speaking with —’ Aurora gasped at her perception. ‘Dr Cardea. But I thought she was an MSS operative?’

‘That she is.’ Zeven stood, most annoyed as he retrieved his stone and placed it back in the tight upper sleeve of his crew suit. ‘I’ll be right back.’

‘Starman?’ Aurora objected to his untimely retreat. ‘What have you done to me?’

He held up a finger to implore her patience as he vanished from her presence.

 

Taren had outlined her plan to save Yasper and AMIE to Jazmay, who, after hearing the proposal, had only one question to ask.


‘Will Starman not go with you?’

The query made Taren feel both guilty and sad. ‘I cannot ask him to go back ten years, he’ll be barely out of flight school!’

‘In any case, I pledge myself to your service and protection, Highness, for I have much amending to do,’ Jazmay avowed. ‘Where you go, I go, for I trust now that you know what is in the best interests of all.’ The pressure of making universal decisions had been weighing on the young Phemorian woman’s shoulders, it seemed.

The responsibility had been a weight around Taren’s neck too, but her Juju rock had given her new insight. Like an emotional compass, the stone made her feel bad when something was wrong, and elated when she was going in the right direction. Now, instead of only having a couple of weeks of the Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi’s guidance and protection, Taren could benefit from ten years of her guardian’s Juju! She felt in her gut that this was the solution she had been searching for.

‘You ladies aren’t thinking about going anywhere without me, are you?’

Zeven’s voice startled them both, but looking about he was not in apparent view, and so the two women rose to look over the back of the lounge.

‘Busted!’ He sprang up and made them both jump, ahead of darting backwards to avoid any swings in his direction.

‘How long have you been down there?’ Taren demanded to know.

‘Long enough to know that you intended to leave me behind!’

‘I didn’t think you’d want to go through puberty again.’ Taren was sarcastic.


‘Ten years ago I was nearly twenty,’ Zeven corrected her math, ‘and contrary to what you might think, I was having a rip-roaring good time and would love to go back there.’

‘Great, so instead of risking your life at thirty, I’ll have the opportunity to get you killed ten years younger!’

‘This is not about you and your choices,’ Zeven said emphatically, ‘this is about me and my choices. If I don’t keep pace in time and space with you, then one morning I am going to wake up in a reality where these Powers I have are gone, along with all the knowledge I accumulated with them. I want you to promise me that you will never attempt to take that choice away from me … you owe me that much.’

Selfish was how she felt in the wake of the lecture. ‘I don’t know how involved you can be in what we have to do there,’ Taren warned him.

‘I just want in. I’ll do as little or as much as you tell me to, I swear,’ he insisted, looking to the Phemorian for support.

‘If the Starman comes, that would free me to accompany you to save Yasper,’ Jazmay suggested, keen on that idea.

‘Who is Yasper?’ Zeven needed to catch up on what he’d missed. ‘And why are we going back ten years in time?’

‘Ten years!’ Aurora had crept into the room, as she knew the master codes for everywhere. ‘You’re just going to take off with these two and leave me here like this? I can see where everyone is, just by thinking about them! You’ve made me psychic, haven’t you?’ she cried, as if he had given her a killer disease. ‘You bastard!’


‘It’s only temporary,’ Zeven assured her, ‘when we go back in time, none of this will have happened.’ He walked over to see if he could pacify her.

Aurora frowned. ‘It frightens me when you talk like that.’

‘Sorry.’ Zeven realised he was getting a bit blasé about it all. ‘We’re just trying to make this come out as best we can for everybody involved.’

‘Well, no offence —’ Aurora looked to the two women and then back to Starman, ‘— but you suck at it!’ She stormed from the room once more.

‘How could you have activated Aurora’s psychic ability?’ Taren queried, as Zeven made after Rory.

‘Juju,’ he said, ‘if anyone gets too close it seems to —’

‘Yes, I see.’ Taren didn’t need to hear more, and that was why Lucian had been so dazed by her kiss and could not find his focus. The ability to activate the psychic ability of others, that was an unexpected side effect of their Juju stones. Taren suspected, however, that this possibility would only extend to those incarnations who belonged to the soul group of Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi. Still, judging from Aurora’s reaction, just because they could activate the psychic ability of others in their soul group, that didn’t mean they should.

‘Wait for me,’ Zeven demanded of Taren, as he pursued Aurora.

‘This is chaos.’ Taren took a seat once more, heartened that Starman was still so keen to accompany her on yet another history-altering adventure.

‘He’s very … energetic.’ Jazmay seemed to be warming to Zeven.


‘Just imagine what he’ll be like ten years younger,’ Taren said, as she adjusted her plan in light of Zeven’s involvement. ‘Okay then … I guess the first thing we need to do is re-map our timeline.’

 

‘Aurora!’ Zeven called down the corridor after her.

‘Being psychic is the worst social disease of all! I am not a superhero, I do not have MSS protection!’ She continued to storm towards her quarters. ‘And to think I felt safe with you!’ She threw her hands up, staggered by her own stupidity.

‘Please don’t be pissed off at me about this … I just wanted to know if you were one of us.’ Zeven attempted to explain why he had done what he did.

‘I don’t want to be one of you!’ She ceased to flee and turned to confront him.

‘Yes, that is now blatantly obvious!’ Zeven was fed up and affronted. ‘I’m sorry, okay? I am sorry that I hoped we might actually have a future together, but clearly I was dreaming!’ He turned and headed back in the direction that he’d come.

‘Why do I have to be a psychic in order to be with you?’ Aurora appealed, having softened her stance. ‘Can’t you just love me the way I am?’

‘I do love you the way you are.’ Zeven turned around to pursue the argument. ‘It is you who does not love me! Without the inner knowing and determination that comes with psychic expertise, you suffocate me with your fear! I have to follow my destiny, dangerous as it is … how can you ask me to choose between my life purpose and you?’

‘I haven’t,’ Aurora cried in her own defence.

‘But you will,’ Zeven told her sincerely. ‘I’ve already been there, chosen you, lived with you and guess what?’


Aurora was bewildered, delighted, and scared of what he would say next. ‘What?’

‘You left me,’ he said, ‘because you couldn’t handle the fact that I longed to attempt what no one had ever tried before! You would not support me, you let your fear drive us apart. So I figured, perhaps if you had a psychic talent, then maybe you would understand this urge I have to serve the higher power that gave me this gift and that maybe you might even want to accompany me on this adventure that is my life? But no, I see now that we can never be.’

Aurora was rather winded by his words, but sniffled back her tears to defend herself more amicably. ‘I’m sure my fear only stemmed from being concerned for your safety … I don’t want to lose you, Starman.’ She took a step towards him.

Zeven shook his head and stepped back, this was not really the response he’d been hoping for — if she was so afraid of losing him then how could she leave? ‘Too late, I’m gone.’ He turned and walked away from Aurora, who burst into tears.

Yes, his words were harsh and yes, he’d hurt Aurora yet again. But now Zeven was heading back to a time before they had met. I’ll never hurt her again, he decided, and resolved to respect her wishes. So long as he carried the stone Zeven could not, and would not, allow Aurora to get close to him.
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TIME-CHEATS



The first rendezvous point in the past was the day after Yasper’s death. That was the morning Taren stormed into Chief Ronan’s office to find him and her father deciding her future — the same day her memory was taken from her.

Ironic and yet logical that this pivotal point in her life should mark the beginning of a whole new future for Maladaan; it allied to En Noah’s claim that her destiny and Maladaan’s were very closely entwined.

On the morning in question, Taren awoke in her MSS-assigned apartment within the homeland security complex on Esponisa, beneath which MSS headquarters could be found by those with top security clearance codes to access the underground levels of the establishment. The apartment communications system was chiming to alert her to a personal incoming communiqué.

It was an MSS medical officer who came on-screen to advise Taren that Yasper Ronan had been killed in action — his body had been identified by Chief Ronan this morning.


‘That is regrettable,’ Taren replied flatly, in vast contrast to how she had reacted the last time she’d been here.

‘If you need —’

‘I’m fine, thank you.’ Taren ended the transmission.

She had three hours to prepare for the meeting, two hours until she met Starman and Jazmay at their rendezvous point and one hour to get to Oceane and back. As she had returned from a mission late the previous evening and been too exhausted to change or wash, a shower would normally have been in order, but as she was headed for Oceane, just a change of clothes would suffice for now.

As she wandered towards her dressing room, the thought occurred that Professor Lucian Gervaise was walking around alive and unattached today, and Taren’s sombre mood lifted completely.

When Taren entered the dressing room, she was startled by the sight of herself in the full-length mirror, and she gasped. ‘I’d forgotten,’ she mumbled. She’d dyed her hair blonde for the mission, and Taren barely recognised her own taut, athletic body.

You all see me as Tory Alexander, but I am not her any more … yet? she’d told En Noah and the thought made Taren smile as she looked so much like the heroine in this instance. I wish I had some of her warrior skills. I’d bring the MSS and the entire US council to justice for what they have done to psychics out of fear over the years.

Taren had made this wish before she had regained her memory, and now she had the assets, knowledge and skills to make that happen.

 


It was a cosy return to the past for Zeven at first; there was a shapely female form draped over him and he struggled to recall who it might belong to.

The night before the day in the past he was aiming to return to, Zeven had graduated flight school, ace of the class, and was now a fully qualified pilot. The ceremony had been followed by a long evening of drinking with his fellow graduates and ended with him in bed with this very beautiful brunette who was quite a bit older than himself.

Who was she again? Zeven racked his brain to recall.

‘At ease, Airman,’ she whispered in his ear, ‘you’ve already impressed me.’

I slept with my Flight Assessor!

It was all coming back to Zeven now, but what he had failed to recall about this particular morning was how completely written off he was! The room was spinning in several directions at once, his mouth was as dry as Sermetica, and his stomach began churning when he could not find his equilibrium. Somewhere in his mind the boy he’d been at this time panicked, knowing that if anyone caught him in bed with his assessor his sterling assessment from yesterday might be queried, and if he was disqualified he’d have to wait and take the exam again next semester!

His gut heaved at the thought, and he found himself on his feet and in his bathroom being sick. As Zeven caught his breath and stood upright he muttered, ‘Why did Taren have to pick today?’ The thought of her brought his present situation into perspective.

He didn’t have to worry about being caught out with his assessor — he already was a fully qualified pilot and time-hopping secret agent, who had an hour up his sleeve before he had to rendezvous with his team.

‘Thank the universe for that!’ Zeven moved to the wash basin and rinsed out his mouth, before being startled by his own reflection. ‘Ah!’

His dark hair was cut short and neat and he was clean-shaven.

‘Fuck off!’ he objected. ‘I look like I’m about twelve!’ He gaped in horror, knowing Taren and Jazmay were going to have a field day teasing him about how young he looked.

‘You may have the face of a boy,’ his lady friend commented as she sidled up to him, ‘but the rest of you is all man.’ She kissed his neck and with an inviting smile she slipped into his shower recess.

His nausea had eased, but his head was splitting and the room had yet to stabilise. However, his eyes found their focus to watch the shapely beauty wetting herself down in his shower. On second thought, this morning is turning out to be a rather finer destination than previously recollected.

 

When Jazmay first left Kila and returned to ten years past, she’d gone back to a few months before the morning she was aiming for this second time around.

In that first instance, Jazmay had awoken as a Valourean, in a barracks on Phemoria. She had resigned her royal post in favour of studying quantum electro-dynamics under Professor Kestler on Maladaan. As her superiors had considered this a worthy pursuit, Jazmay had been permitted to pursue her ambition; with Taren’s knowledge of science, Jazmay had no problem passing the entry exam. Had her Phemorian superiors not agreed to support her aspirations, Jazmay had considered buying her freedom with her information about the lost Princess of Phemoria. Still, back in those early days, when strapped for cash on Maladaan, she had been known to sell information she found stored in Chief Ronan’s memory.

Upon waking several months later in her university accommodation in Esponisa, Jazmay was so grateful she had not sold Taren out to the Phemorians. Jazmay had spent ten years convincing herself Taren was her enemy to avoid confronting her own guilt over stealing from her sovereign to further her own ends. Thankfully her unacknowledged culpability had prevented Jazmay from attempting to destroy Taren before she ever became famous for her scientific endeavours. Jazmay had read the theories of Dr Taren Lennox during her academic career and where her fellow students had scoffed at the body of work, Jazmay knew it was utter genius. Deep inside she had always known that Taren was extraordinary, with an immense destiny to follow. Now instead of hindering that great destiny, Jazmay could assist to help bring it into being. It finally felt like she was channelling her energy in the right direction — just as it had during her brief involvements with the AMIE crew.

Jazmay knew her connection to these people had something to do with the gaseous being on Oceane. The Juju stone, and the sample she’d stolen from AMIE, had both worked upon her psyche like a truth serum when in close proximity — exposing the inner lies that hid her true heart. It had been Jazmay’s close contact with the stolen sample that had initially urged her to seek Taren Lennox out and ask for forgiveness — a desire that had now been fulfilled. Whatever happened from here on in, Jazmay’s conscience would be clear and if she found her love again in this universe or the next then that would be a bonus.

The last time Jazmay awoke on this day, she’d been filled with hate-fuelled resentment towards everyone, Taren most of all! Hence it felt mighty liberating to awake filled with hope, purpose and goodwill towards others — there was no doubt in Jazmay’s heart that she was doing the right thing. Until now she had struggled to get situations to bend to her bitter will, but now she felt that the good outcomes she desired, she need not chase, as by her right action she would attract her authentic destiny and all that went along with that.

For Jazmay the sight of her younger self was not such a shock; it had been less than a season since she’d left the Valoureans and she still sported a fine warrior form. Her physique had been hard to conceal for university life, but this time around there would be no need to hide any facet of herself away; she was powerful beyond measure and feared no one. For the first time in her life, her place in the universal scheme of things seemed perfectly clear and now Jazmay was truly free to embrace her kismet with open mind and open heart.

How odd that choosing the selfless option had finally made her feel good about herself.

 

When Taren thought of Oceane she recalled the rock she had crawled upon during her last visit, to be out of the marshland of tundrells that dwarfed her to the size of an insect, and fortunately the shale crag was in existence and well above water. Taren knew this only because she felt no warm puddle to her knees or mud at her feet when she became present on Oceane; the teeming hot rain was pouring all the way down her body. She’d not considered the time differences between Maladaan and here, and had landed in her target area in the middle of the night.

‘Great.’ Taren had considered herself fairly brave until this moment, but upon realising she was the only human being in this entire solar system at this time, she suddenly missed Starman’s company. The lightning of the colourful storm above shed light upon her periodically, which after a few bursts in close succession made Taren feel more at ease and she crouched down to collect what she had come for. A stiff, wide-brimmed plastic hat was keeping the rain out of her face and Taren had brought tools with which to chip a piece of stone away from the rock.

She separated but one piece of the mineral in this instance. This amulet was for Zeven, who was not venturing any further back in time. Only Jazmay and she would be going back another two days into the past, to save Yasper’s life. After they had made that final leap backwards, Taren would return to Oceane to fashion a Juju stone for Jazmay and herself.

Once Taren held the stone in her hand she appealed to her guardian to grant her protection so that she might keep the whole, whole, until the time of its departure from this universe.

At once the rain ceased to pound down upon her and there was light all around, but unlike the last time Taren had made this appeal, she did not leave her physical form. She stood to watch the light beaming down from the dramatic, colour-filled sky, whereupon the illumination took the form of a being that she had met once before in another timeline. ‘Azazèl,’ she acknowledged him, bemused; did his presence mean Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi would not meet with her or grant her request?

You always have our protection, whenever you ask, he answered her unspoken worry.

‘I am so grateful,’ she said, mesmerised by the sight of her guardian, who appeared as the perfect manifestation of her love, and her heart gave a pang with missing him.

We are so inspired by your courage and vision, Taren-lennox, you make our vocation a delight, he said and brought tears to her eyes. You never fail to utilise an opportunity, no matter how daunting, which is to the great benefit of us all.

From within the light behind her guardian another two spirits, who were akin to Zeven and Ringbalin, emerged to stand beside Azazèl. Then another six spirits emerged from the light to stand apart from the triad of beings she had known before now. These additional six Grigori were akin to other men she’d met in the course of her life: Telmo Dacre, Leal Polson, Yasper Ronan, her father Anselm and even Swithin and the Governor of Kila, Rhun of Gwynedd, were among them.

We support your aspirations completely, Azazèl assured her, but to achieve all you will, you need to awaken us all.

As Azazèl said this, all the male spirits around him split into male and female pairs, and Taren gasped as she recognised the women, from this universe and the next. The real surprise for Taren was to see the soul she’d known as Kalayna standing next to Telmo Dacre.


The Grigori can work through these souls to aid you, but only once they are in touch with their psyche can they benefit from our guidance.

‘Some of you do not wish to have the Powers.’ Taren looked to the spirit who appeared as Aurora.

I will overcome my fear, the spirit told her and looked fondly to her male counterpart, or lose my love. Her sights turned back to Taren. I will be thankful to avoid that.

Was this spirit telling Taren that Zeven’s life depended on Aurora getting over her fear and stepping onto the psychic playing field?

That is exactly what I am saying, the spirit replied to Taren’s unspoken query. But times are changing for the better, the difficult challenges and decisions that you have faced selflessly have not been without benefit to your cause.

‘But I made all those decisions in the future, how can they benefit me here in the past — unless …’ Taren realised she was overlooking her own theory, ‘… our intentions affect our past as well as our future.’

An argument in the future can affect a resolve in the past and spawn an entirely new reality, the spirit confirmed.

‘But.’ Taren’s sights turned to the beings who appeared as Swithin and Amie, who seemed so at peace and full of goodwill towards her, she felt awkward mentioning her concerns about them; as it turned out, there was no need.

I have been a victim, just like you, Amie told her, and the same man is at the root of our betrayal.

‘Khalid Mansur.’ Taren nodded in understanding; if Amie was meant to be with Swithin then they had both been sorely cheated of a happy life as well.


Taren found herself shedding tears for her long-perceived enemies; this knowledge altered her attack strategy completely! She had wanted to expose these two and make them pay for the suffering they had caused Lucian, but now she could see they had already suffered. ‘There is only one bad guy in this entire affair,’ Taren said.

His soul-mind is being coveted by an entity that should never have held sway in the physical realm.

Taren’s esoteric knowledge had improved since viewing En Noah’s chronicles. She had learnt that there were lower spiritual realms as well as higher spiritual realms and that mankind could appeal to either, to gain supernatural power and protection in the physical world. ‘This entity was invited into the physical realm then?’ Taren assumed.

It would be more true to say that it was created in the physical realm and can remain here until its host banishes it or dies.

‘Khalid is the host?’ Taren assumed.

At the time you first met him, yes, Khalid was the host, but not at present.

‘Then who is the host now?’ Taren realised she had another nemesis.

There was one survivor at Dead Man Downs —

‘But how can he still be alive, that event took places thousands of years ago?’

He is being kept alive by the negative thought form he hosts and together they created Khalid, to seek vengeance on the Phemorians for Dead Man Downs.

Taren had so many questions. ‘But how did Khalid become my uncle? Surely he cannot be Zeven’s father?’

No, he is not Zeven’s father, Azazèl was happy to advise.


‘So he isn’t my cousin?’ Taren was alarmed.

Yes, he is. Azazèl confused the issue and with a smile began to fade. The answers to your many other questions, you will find yourself.

All the beings began to retract into the light beam from above and Taren panicked. ‘But what about —’ She raised her stone to appeal for its enchantment, only to note her request had already been fulfilled. ‘Oh —’

Peace to you, Taren-lennox. Azazèl withdrew into the ray of light, which retracted into the turbulent storm clouds above, and once again the rain began to bucket down upon her.

‘Thank you,’ Taren called as the shock of the encounter seized hold of her being. She had been enlightened to a few family secrets that really only served to verify that there were still a great many skeletons in her family closet. No longer able to support her, Taren’s shaky legs gave way and she collapsed onto her behind. ‘I have so much work to do.’ The enormity of what lay ahead consumed her, and not even the warm rain of the Oceane night could prevent a chill of trepidation from creeping up her spine.

 

It was another vivid flashback — walking down the huge glassed-over entranceway to the University of Esponisa. This had once been a street open to the sky, long ago when the air beyond was not damaging to breathe. To one side of the street were tall sandstone terraces, built hundreds of years ago, and these were in vast contrast to the modern high-rise building opposite them. The road in between was now beautifully paved in black-and-white muted marble tiles. The large metal construct that supported the long glass ceiling above extended from the top of the four-storey terraces to Taren’s left, and arced across to the fourth floor of the high-rise to her right, creating a very grand sunlit entrance to the university by day.

At the end of the entrance walkway Taren entered the huge enclosed circular plaza containing all the eateries, supply stores, and university common areas. From here, long corridors connected to the university’s various buildings for learning, development, business and accommodation. The university was the one place that Taren, Jazmay and Zeven all knew well. There was a café located on the corner of Library Parade and the thoroughfare to Science R&D — where AMIE would someday soon have offices — and this was where they had nominated to meet.

As Taren approached the café through the throng of students, all rushing to make their next class, she saw Jazmay waving to her from a table for four she had managed to secure for them. Taren waved back and was blindsided by a collision that near bowled her over.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Her assailant grabbed her arm to steady her, and Taren’s heart skipped a beat as she looked to him.

‘Lucian,’ she uttered, shocked, and then corrected herself. ‘Professor Gervaise.’

‘I really shouldn’t read and walk at the same time.’ He held out the palm-held database that had distracted him, and the screen displayed the floor plan for the astro-marine institute.

‘Well, that’s quite a vision you have there,’ Taren commented on the material, one eye straying over to Jazmay, who stood with her mouth hanging open at this unexpected turn of events.


Lucian noted Taren’s distraction and also looked to Jazmay, who then closed her gaping jaw and smiled sweetly. ‘Yes, it is,’ he said proudly, closing the device and placing it in his pocket. ‘I’ll look where I am going from now on,’ he assured her awkwardly, although he now seemed to be stalling his departure. ‘Are you a student here?’

‘Yes, physics, biology and associated studies.’ Taren was very aware of carrying a Juju stone at present, and she couldn’t help but grin at the fact that Lucian was surely feeling an inexplicable attraction to her. He didn’t need any extra allure to arouse her interest; he appeared so alive and fired up, it was thrilling just to stand in his presence.

‘That is a rather odd mix of subjects,’ Lucian noted — the realm of biology and physics rarely met in their ideologies.

‘I hope to change that.’ Taren grinned confidently, and Lucian grinned also. ‘Taren Lennox.’ She held out a hand to shake his.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ They shook hands, but Lucian did not let her hand go. ‘You know, you might find my project of interest,’ he said.

‘I’m very sure I would, Professor, your work inspired me to my vocation.’ Taren was flirting, she couldn’t help it, but Lucian seemed charmed by her response.

‘We’re having a fundraising function for the project in a few weeks’ time, if you’d like to come?’

Taren’s eyes shot across to Jazmay who was nodding her head furiously for Taren to accept whatever he was proposing. ‘I’d be honoured, Professor.’

‘Where shall I send your invitation?’

‘I’m not too sure where I am residing at present … but I can pick up the invitation from the Administration Office here on campus?’ she suggested, ahead of bringing the professor’s attention to her right hand that he still held in his own.

Lucian was embarrassed by the oversight and let her hand go. ‘I suppose you might be needing that.’ He laughed off his enchantment.

‘I look forward to bumping into you again.’ Taren backed up towards her destination.

‘I see now that sometimes it pays to be oblivious.’ He gave her a wave and moved on.

‘What just happened?’ Jazmay demanded to know everything as soon as Taren reached the table.

‘I just got us invited to a project fundraiser.’ Taren took a seat, glad to see her ally.

‘Excellent!’ Jazmay concurred.

‘Anything to get me out of Yasper’s life,’ Taren said, knowing Jazmay had a vested interest in Taren’s romance with the would-be captain. ‘It’s a pity that our mission is going to wipe any memory that Lucian has of inviting me, as this time today, after our next time-cheat, that meeting will not have happened.’

‘Then we’ll just make it happen again.’ Jazmay encouraged Taren to look at the upside. ‘And think … by this time today next-time, both the men we love will be alive.’

‘Speaking of men you love.’ Zeven announced his arrival.

Taren and Jazmay looked up to find a young, clean-cut fellow with his arms open wide in anticipation of receiving a hug.

Jazmay burst out laughing. ‘Man? Where?’ she teased, looking about.

Taren nudged Jazmay to encourage her not to be cruel, and then rose to greet her old, young, friend. ‘Starman.’ She suppressed an urge to pinch his cheek and hugged him instead.

‘I know,’ he whined about his regression. ‘But at least I fit right in on campus.’

‘It’s a good thing he’s not coming any further back with us,’ Jazmay was still chuckling. ‘We’d have to get a babysitter —’

‘Or better still, a wet nurse … yum.’ Zeven played up to her mockery with a grin and successfully made the Phemorian feel uncomfortable.

‘Be nice, kiddies,’ Taren requested.

‘I don’t have to ask if you got my Juju,’ Zeven stated, as he could feel the presence of his guardian spirit.

‘We should perhaps retreat to my place.’ Jazmay suggested.

‘I thought you’d never ask.’ Zeven grinned and stood again. ‘Ladies.’ He invited them to lead the way.

Jazmay did not appreciate his implication. ‘Watch it, junior,’ she hissed on her way past him, ‘I’m bigger than you.’

‘You certainly are,’ he agreed as her breasts moved past at his eye line.

‘Please don’t provoke her,’ Taren appealed, as she followed Jazmay to the university accommodation building where Taren had been in residence herself, once upon another timeline.

In the privacy of Jazmay’s apartment Taren presented Zeven with his amulet, which she’d incorporated into an elasticised armband, designed to hold the Juju stone in place and keep it hidden. The armband was a tube that slid over the hand and up onto the upper arm, where it was easily concealed. On the inside of the armband was a pocket in which the stone was placed with a window that partly exposed the Juju to the wearer’s bare skin. From the outside, the band was perfectly plain.

‘The fabric of the band is impervious to water and will dry quickly,’ Taren said.

‘This is awesome,’ Zeven commented, flexing his muscle to check the fit. ‘The fabric gives easily, it’s not uncomfortable at all.’

‘Then you have no excuse to take it off …’ Taren said in all seriousness, ‘… ever.’

‘As you wish,’ Zeven concurred with a nod. ‘So our guardian spirit is cool with what we’re doing?’

‘Inspired, was the word he used,’ Taren replied with a smile, proud that they were finally doing something right.

‘Did you speak at length?’ Zeven queried. ‘I’d sure like the opportunity to ask our guardians a question or two.’

‘He said Khalid was not your father.’ Taren knew Zeven’s concerns but could not finish the sentence as Zeven was on his feet and cheering.

‘Yes, I knew it!’

‘But …’ she spoke up over his hullabaloo, ‘… you are my cousin, nonetheless.’

‘What?’ Zeven couldn’t believe his ears. ‘How is that possible?’

‘I don’t know,’ Taren replied flatly.

‘Well, didn’t you ask?’

‘Azazèl had more important things to discuss with me,’ she said gently.

‘What could be more important than where I came from?’ Zeven appealed.


‘Azazèl said we would find those answers ourselves.’ Taren gave a shrug.

‘Well, thanks very much.’ Zeven looked to the heavens, so that Taren would know his anger was not directed at her.

‘This is not all about you, Zeven.’ Taren noted the time on the clock on the wall, to avoid disclosing any more about her meeting with Azazèl. ‘We should make a move. Are we all clear on what to do?’

Jazmay nodded, eager to broker their deal and get back to yesterday eve when Yasper had still been alive. Zeven threw his shirt and jacket back on and gave her the nod also.

‘From now until we seal this deal, Jazmay’s mission alias is Abi,’ Taren advised and Jazmay winked to concur. ‘Zeven, your mission alias is Bob.’

‘Why Bob?’ Zeven queried her choice and then looked to Jazmay as she smirked. ‘If you say “Baby On Board”, I’ll kill you.’

Jazmay suppressed her amusement.

‘Bob is easy to remember,’ Taren explained simply.

‘I could think of loads of names for you that are probably more appropriate,’ Jazmay suggested, to Taren’s mild amusement.

‘What’s wrong with Starman?’ Zeven asked. ‘Nobody would associate that name with me yet.’

‘In future you might be thankful not to have used that name either,’ Taren said.

As Taren tended to have more foresight than he did, Zeven relented. ‘Bob it is.’

 

This time around Taren did not storm into Chief Ronan’s meeting with her father, but rather manifested in the top-level security office with her team, shocking both Anselm and the chief of the MSS into speechlessness for a second.

‘Taren?’

‘Surprise!’ She grinned.

‘What in the name of Maladaan do you think you are doing?’ the chief protested. ‘Who are these people? How did you get in here?’

‘They are my new phalanx,’ Taren advised flippantly, ‘meet Abi and Bob.’

Obviously these were not their real names and as Ronan was already emotionally distraught, he was absolutely fuming, believing he was being toyed with. ‘These two are not MSS operatives, why the fuck are they in my office?’

‘But they will be, or rather have been, secret service operatives in the future,’ she told him, to confuse the issue. ‘You see, today is the day I prove you wrong about my time theories, Ronan,’ Taren told him coolly as she approached his desk, and placing both hands upon it, she leant forward to inform him, ‘I’ve been to the future and I’ve come back. And I intend to save Yasper from his death, just as I vowed I would the last time we had this meeting.’

‘Well, you’re a little late.’ Ronan’s anger was bubbling over inside him and it was very apparent that he was using great restraint to prevent from blowing his stack completely. ‘I identified the body this morning, and I can assure you Yasper is dead.’

‘That’s because I haven’t gone back to prevent the incident … yet,’ she said, raising her eyebrows suggestively. Ronan caught her drift and holstered his annoyance to hear her out. ‘You see, I know that you and my dear father —’ Taren cast her sights in Anselm’s direction, where he appeared dumbfounded by the proceedings, ‘— are here today to discuss my dismissal. You plan to erase my memory of Yasper, my father, my MSS training, mission history and a very large chunk of my childhood.’

Neither man could hold a poker face in regard to the accusations as they were both so stunned she knew their intention before they had even fully nutted it out themselves.

‘And as it has taken me ten long years to get those memories back,’ she said, ‘I can assure you, gentlemen, that your plan for me is no longer an option. My associates and I are here to broker a new deal.’

‘Forgive my interruption, sweetness.’ Anselm raised a hand in question. ‘But if you broker a deal with us today, then go back to yesterday and change the past — correct me if I am mistaken — but we will not remember making the deal, as it will not yet have happened? And Yasper will never have died and so this meeting will never occur, nor will we have any recollection of him dying …’

Taren grinned, having thought this through already. ‘That’s why after we cut this deal, Chief Ronan is going to make a security recording of himself stating the terms of our arrangement. At which time, Father, you will leave here, with my friend Bob, and return in one hour. None of the effects we will set into motion in the past will affect you or Bob, thus your reality will not change. Abi and myself will go back to the past and then meet you both here in Ronan’s office in one hour from our time of departure, and we shall bring Yasper with us.’

Anselm was considering her plan and nodding with approval. ‘That sounds feasible.’


The chief appeared appeased and yet horrified at once. ‘Are you saying that if I agree to whatever terms you propose, that this morning will never happen for me?’

‘That is exactly what I am saying,’ Taren concurred, ‘and not only will you have your son back, but if you stick to the terms of the agreement that we make here today, then you will also avoid an unprecedented global disaster on Maladaan that the MSS and yourself will otherwise be held accountable for.’

‘Why should I believe any of this?’ The chief was still sceptical, although inwardly Taren knew he really wanted to believe her.

‘Have I ever failed to deliver on anything that I said I was going to do?’ Taren challenged and the chief raised both brows to concede there was no argument there.

‘Does this agreement involve you stepping out of my son’s life?’ he haggled.

Taren’s jaw clenched — he was such a discriminating bastard. ‘Absolutely. I will step out of both your lives, just as the MSS will step out of my life completely and permanently.’

‘That sounds fair,’ the chief agreed.

‘Oh, there’s more,’ Taren assured him. She handed him a written letter outlining her terms and conditions and as Ronan took the document and read, he began to turn pale.

‘You obviously know how much my son means to me,’ the chief stated, having read the terms. ‘Frankly, considering what you claim he means to you, I am surprised you would barter his life in such a fashion. Can you honestly expect me to believe that if I refuse your terms, you won’t go back in time and save him anyway?’


Taren didn’t lose her cool, but did adopt a rather more authoritative tone. ‘This is not just about saving Yasper’s life, this is about ensuring the future safety of every single soul upon this planet! And don’t think for a second that I am exaggerating, because I am not. Whether you agree or not is by the by for me, as there is nothing you can do that we cannot undo, so your compliance will save much time and energy on everyone’s behalf.’

‘What the hell happens ten years in the future?’ Anselm was very curious to learn.

‘Nothing, if I can help it.’ Taren wasn’t prepared to share with the Sermetic President at this time. ‘But I have plenty of other issues to raise with you after this mission, Father, so I’m afraid your curiosity will have to wait until then.’

‘I look forward to that.’ He forced a smile.

Taren turned her sights back to the chief. ‘If you think you are a bitter and twisted man today, Ronan, following Yasper’s death you become twenty times more so! And before you meet your end, amid the horrendous crisis you will help create, you will be given cause to regret the harsh justice you have dealt out to others. You will be murdered by a foe you will not see coming, who is more evil than even you can imagine. And if you don’t believe me, well —’ Taren shrugged her shoulders and threw her hands up, ‘— then defy me and see where it all leads. But if I were either of you, I would start regarding Khalid Mansur with extreme caution, as Mansur and his master are at the root of everything that has gone wrong and all that will go wrong in your life.’ She pointed to her father and then to Ronan.

‘His master?’ Everyone queried this at once.


‘One crisis at a time, people.’ Taren held her hands up to waylay that conversation, her gaze drifting between the chief and her father. ‘So what say you, gentlemen: do you wish to be on our team?’

Anselm began to chuckle to himself. ‘My little girl is all grown up,’ he commented, admiring her audacity as he brushed a tear from one eye with a finger.

‘She’s bloody well out of control,’ Ronan grumbled, concerned, and yet he gave a grunt of approval. ‘All the more reason to have you and your phalanx onside … I’m in.’

His grumpy resolve made Taren smile and she looked to her father, who raised both brows as if his response was elementary. ‘I’m just dying to see if you can pull this off, so of course, I’m in.’

‘Then let us record our arrangement for posterity, shall we?’ Taren motioned Ronan to his workstation. ‘Use your own top security code to lock the recording before you submit it to this memory chip.’ She handed the recording device to the chief, who plugged it into his workstation and fulfilled Taren’s request.

Once the recording was complete, Taren gave the memory chip to Zeven. ‘One hour,’ she affirmed.

‘We’ll be here,’ he replied surely, moving to place a hand on Anselm’s shoulder.

‘And where, may I ask, is this kid going to take me?’ Anselm was a little unnerved.

‘Trust me,’ Taren appealed to her father. ‘I’m not like you, I do not lie, nor would I break a promise … and I promise you that in the future you’ll be very pleased you supported me this day instead of suppressing me.’ She could feel a hurtful lump welling in her throat, but reeled in her emotions.


‘My first concern has been for you, always,’ Anselm attempted an appeal.

‘Now is not the time.’ Taren shot him down in flames. ‘Actions speak louder than words, Father, and if you do love me, you’ll cooperate.’

‘Okay,’ he agreed simply.

‘We’re outta here,’ Zeven advised and vanished with the Chairman of the United Systems Council.

‘I must have lost my mind.’ Ronan was most unnerved; but he had little choice but to trust Taren, and with Yasper’s recent death he was surely feeling he had little left to lose. ‘How are you doing this?’ Physical teleportation was near unheard of outside of myths and Phemorian propaganda tales — time travel capability was pure fiction!

‘Loving, wilful intention,’ Taren replied, ‘that’s all. Love sustains light. Light is the communicator of intention to the molecular world which responds to the most influential force in its environment … usually me … but only because I am more aware and confident of my influence than the next person.’

‘I am most eager to see you prove that,’ the chief conceded, more passive in tone than ever she had heard him. ‘Return my boy to me and I shall be forever in your debt.’

Taren waived the offer. ‘How about you just respect what your son wants to do with his life from now on? I may be bowing out of the situation, but I will not be the last psychic that Yasper falls in love with.’

‘How could you know that?’ Ronan queried, agitated by the suggestion.

‘Until you open your mind and heart, Ronan, it will be impossible for you to fathom how I obtain my knowledge,’ Taren said. ‘However, I put it to you … would your resolve about my relationship with Yasper have been different if you knew it would ultimately save his life?’

Ronan was so affronted by the question he could not respond.

Taren moved to join Jazmay who was staring at Ronan wearing a subtle smile of confidence, but there were daggers in her eyes. ‘Abi?’ When Jazmay approached the chief, Taren figured the answer was no.

‘I am one of thousands of psychics who was imprisoned by you, I hated you for that, and yet you died selflessly to save my life and many others. You have the power and the intelligence to accomplish great things, Ronan, your heart is your weakness, and if you do not learn how to channel a love of all things that is unconditional, your heart will become diseased and it will kill you, before the sad fate Taren outlined just now does,’ she informed him bluntly.

‘Are you a prophet?’ Ronan asked her, shaken by this entire confrontation.

Jazmay smiled. ‘No. I am in love with your son, and I’d like my future father-in-law to be alive and contributing to a world that his grandchildren will be safe living in.’

Not waiting for a response Jazmay returned to join Taren, who looked surprised by Jazmay’s confession.

‘Well, the Lord of the Otherworld saw good in him and he won’t remember this anyway.’ She shrugged, although Taren knew intention ran in both directions through time, so a little kindness now may still pay off in the past.

‘Best of luck,’ Ronan managed to say in the wake of Jazmay’s spiel, and it was difficult to tell if the sentiment was heartfelt or not.

‘Luck is a thing of the past, Ronan,’ Taren advised as she prepared to depart for her final leap into the past. ‘Intention rules destiny to bring vision into being.’

Jazmay vanished from their midst.

‘So. I wish you good intention, Chief.’ Taren grinned in leaving. ‘For you are surely going to need it in the future.’

Taren left her stupefied employer to return to a time when Yasper Ronan was alive, contented and sleeping blissfully in her bed.
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TWO DAYS BEFORE …



As Taren stirred and became semi-aware that she was naked and entangled in another warm body, she initially assumed it was Lucian.

Her eyes opened to view the interior of her MSS-assigned apartment and Taren was suddenly acutely aware of where she was and what she was doing here.

Don’t wake him, she thought upon realising the warm, naked body behind her belonged to Yasper Ronan. She carefully removed his hands from her person and, holding her breath, slid out of the bed. As the warmth of her body left him, Yasper stirred, grumbled, rolled over and went back to sleep, whereupon Taren gave a sigh of relief and willed her clothes back on her body.

It was the crack of dawn; the sun would soon be rising over the city skyline beyond the huge windows of the high-rise in which she stood. Yasper and she were not required to report for work until this afternoon, although they would get a call later this morning requesting they meet with the chief before they departed on assignment. Taren still had a good four hours up her sleeve before Yasper would wake — plenty of time to get to Oceane and back. She looked back to her one-time lover sleeping contently, unaware of his fate, and her heart welled with joy to see him alive — it really was a dream come true.

‘Taren?’ whispered a voice from behind her.

Taren’s hand was wrapped around the throat of her unexpected guest before she had time to realise it was Jazmay. ‘What are you doing here?’ she whispered her reprimand as she urged the taller woman backwards and out of Yasper’s earshot.

‘I had to see him for myself,’ Jazmay appealed, ‘it’s been so long, please?’

Taren ceased her charge and let Jazmay go, knowing the man usually slept like a log — when he wasn’t on a mission.

Jazmay moved past Taren and towards the bed where Yasper now lay flat on his back, tangled in a sheet. Her hands rose to cover her mouth and smother her shock as she looked to Taren, amazed.

Taren nodded in response; in this case, Yasper’s resemblance to his Chosen incarnation back on Kila was truly remarkable. Taren had recognised Yasper in Jahan upon sighting him, and she knew Jazmay would have no trouble seeing the parallel either.

Jazmay crept back over to where Taren stood. ‘I can’t believe it,’ she uttered, a huge smile on her face as she looked back to him, gripping her chest with both hands in utter delight. ‘Can I watch over him while you go to Oceane?’

Taren’s eyes welled with tears unexpectedly, and she had to take a moment to come to grips with the situation.

‘What’s wrong?’ Jazmay trailed Taren into her lounge room.


‘I just realised that the man for whom I have endured so much to see live again is no longer mine.’ Taren was more overwhelmed by that realisation than she’d expected.

Jazmay conceded that might be a little crushing. ‘Your love is elsewhere today,’ she pointed out.

‘I know.’ Taren saw the reason in her argument. ‘I just never really got the chance to say goodbye to Yasper … it all ended so horribly —’

‘I understand,’ Jazmay allowed, and suggested a compromise. ‘I’ll watch over him while you are gone, and when you return I’ll leave you to talk as originally planned, fair enough?’

Taren nodded to agree. ‘If he wakes, don’t tell him anything.’

‘Not a problem,’ she assured, and gave Taren a micro-wave to urge her departure and trust, whereupon Taren turned her thoughts to her wet little rock on the surface of Oceane.

As Taren departed, Jazmay thought she heard a noise in the bedroom and moved to investigate. She was rather excited by the prospect of finding Yasper awake, but was sadly disappointed to find that he had knocked an ornament off the bedside table as he slept. With an exhale of disappointment, Jazmay took a seat on a chair in the bedroom, where she could carry out her vigil with the object of her desire within her sights.

 

Drenched and in darkness, Taren chipped away large, thick shards of rock to serve as amulets for herself and Jazmay. She would have cut one for Yasper as well, but he was not yet prepared to carry it. When Yasper was adept, Taren would return to Oceane again, just as she would return as often as needed to retrieve Juju stones to protect her ever-expanding psychic squad.

But there was no deeply stirring spiritual experience nor a visitation awaiting Taren on Oceane this time, just the usual buzz of being surrounded by her soul essence.

As Taren chipped away her pieces of rock in this instance, they were immediately imbued by the colourful gaseous essence of her guardian entity and she realised that the supply of Juju stones for her would be ongoing; the Grigori knew her mind and would aid her to protect their charges. Azazèl was making good on his word that she had protection whenever she asked for it.

‘Thank you,’ Taren called to the heavens, filled with gratitude once again, and was about to depart when Azazèl’s voice in her mind waylaid her.

We foresee a problem with your plan, Taren-lennox.

The comment made her stop still and listen.

The device holding the evidence of the deal you have made will vanish from your timeline when you go back to change the past.

‘But I have already shifted back in time?’ She panicked.

And we exist outside of time, which is an illusion, after all, he assured.

‘Do you have a solution?’ Taren asked; her entire plan hinged on being able to prove what she and Chief Ronan had agreed to.

In this rare instance the Grigori can assist you by enclosing the couriers in an etheric bubble — this will effectively freeze them in time, as the time shift takes place around them, thus your evidence will remain intact.


‘How does one cast an etheric bubble?’ Taren was curious.

With great difficulty, unless when functioning on this plane of demonstration you are entirely composed of ether.

‘I am so grateful,’ she said out loud, smiling — as she could not go forward in time and warn Zeven and her father that they were going to have a close encounter with the Grigori. ‘I should go, but I’ll be back,’ she advised, although no doubt Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi and the Grigori were well aware of that already.

 

A few minutes into her short vigil, Jazmay’s charge began to stir from his slumber and she felt it was her own want to hear his voice and be in his conscious presence that was disturbing his sleep.

As Yasper awoke and spied her, he immediately sat upright; his first instinct was to be alarmed, but once he got a good look at her, he sounded more enchanted. ‘Who are you?’

‘A friend of Taren’s,’ she advised calmly, although her heart was doing back-flips to have his attention. ‘She asked me to watch over you until she gets back, which will be very shortly.’

Yasper gave half a laugh, surprised on several counts. ‘Why, even if I wasn’t a trained killer, should I need watching over here in the centre of homeland security?’

‘Time is not an enemy you can kill,’ she advised, ‘nor one you can hide from in any place.’

Yasper frowned, finding her answer most curious. ‘Where did Taren go?’

‘I’m right here.’ Taren walked in through the bedroom door. ‘Thank you, Abi, I’ll take it from here.’

Taren placed a Juju stone in Jazmay’s hand, as well as an armband in which to store and carry it; Taren was already wearing hers under her shirt.

The Juju of the stone worked quickly and where she might have been fearful of leaving her royal highness with her love in this instance, Jazmay was infused with self-assurance and goodwill. ‘You know where I’ll be.’ Jazmay glanced back at Yasper briefly and then back to Taren, who smiled.

‘It’s all good,’ Taren assured her, as Jazmay moved into the lounge room, and as the door to the bedroom closed she drew a deep breath to steady her faith and return to her university accommodation to await Taren’s word.

 

‘Where have you been?’ Yasper was perplexed by her decision to leave a perfect stranger watching him while he slept.

‘I’ve been ten years into the future and back, to try and figure out how to prevent you being killed tomorrow,’ Taren said frankly.

Yasper was stunned a moment, but being the no-panic, accepting kind of fellow he was, his first query was, ‘Did you figure it out?’

Taren nodded and her heavy heart was difficult to hide. ‘The answer is simple … we end our relationship, you live.’ She threw her hands up, sorry to announce that had to be the way of it.

‘Well, that solution might be simple for you,’ Yasper reached over onto the floor to retrieve his trousers, ‘since your love apparently lies elsewhere today?’ He put his trousers on and then jumped out of bed to confront her.


Taren racked her brain trying to remember what else she’d said to Jazmay prior to leaving; Yasper had obviously been awake and listening in.

‘When did it all end horribly with me?’ he wanted to know. ‘Did I miss something between last night’s erotic episode and waking to a strange — but admittedly beautiful — woman in my room?’

‘It all ends horribly tomorrow,’ Taren impressed on him, ‘well, actually today, as technically the shit hits the fan this afternoon —’

‘Taren,’ Yasper appealed, ‘will you please say something that makes sense?’

‘In less than an hour we are going to get a call summoning us to a meeting with your father.’ Taren spoke slowly and succinctly, as she ran through the events that would lead to Yasper’s death on the morrow, and by the time she was done explaining she’d come back around to the same conclusion. ‘So you see, if we just agree to end it now, before your father demands it of us, he has no reason to take you off my team and you’ll never be sent on the fatal mission.’

Yasper, bemused as he was by the news, was still alert enough to say, ‘But even if I’m not sent on that mission, that is not to say that death will not come for me anyway?’

Taren nodded as this part of the theory was an unknown. ‘From my experience, it will be far more likely that death will take whatever poor bastard is sent in your place.’

‘And how much experience of time travel have you had?’ he asked, wanting to be accepting; but inside, Taren knew Yasper still had reservations about what he was being told.


‘This is my fifth and last trip into the past,’ she advised. ‘Once you are safe, I’m done with the MSS and time travel. I’ve moved into the field of quantum research and am dabbling in politics now.’

‘I feel like a coma victim,’ Yasper said, his eyes wide open, ‘… like I’ve slept for ten years and awoken to find the world just went on without me.’

‘No, it’s more like the world went into coma for ten years and I went on alone,’ Taren corrected.

‘That must suck,’ he said.

‘I was ignorant to it all until recently.’

‘When you met this other love of yours?’ Yasper prompted.

‘You were dead, Yasper. Not that I remembered, as the MSS wipe all my memory of you when I quit the service two days from now. The love affair in question,’ Taren shrugged and forced a grin, ‘at this point in time and space, has yet to happen.’

‘But it will, you hope?’ Yasper was starting to sound a little annoyed by his lot. ‘What about us?’

‘I also met the woman you are destined to love and it’s not me, Yasper,’ Taren informed before he started accusing her of being unfaithful.

‘How could you have done, if I was dead?’ Yasper reasoned and Taren gasped at the thought of trying to answer — the explanation was so absurd, she could only laugh. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘There is no way in the cosmos you are going to believe me on that count, and it’s a really long story, Yas.’ Taren could see he was not going to let her bow out. ‘Okay.’ She held up her hands in truce. ‘In short, I met an incarnation of you residing on a planet in the universe parallel to our own just after you had met the woman in question, and you were very much in love.’


‘Are you telling me that I have to travel to another universe to find this woman?’ Yasper was liking his lot less and less.

‘No,’ Taren assured him with a smile. ‘She will find you.’

Yasper winced; it was all too much to accept right away. ‘You know, Taren, if you want to dump me, you really don’t have to go to such elaborate lengths to do it.’

Taren shook her head. ‘That is not what is happening here.’

‘Well, it certainly seems like —’

The communicator in Taren’s apartment sounded to alert her to an incoming agency transmission. ‘That will be Mr Norward, requesting our presence at the aforementioned meeting with the chief.’

‘If it is,’ Yasper wagered, ‘I’ll consider believing you.’

Taren forced a grin and moved to answer the call.

‘Mr Norward,’ she greeted the chief’s second-in-command, ‘to what do I owe this dubious honour?’ Taren looked to Yasper, as Norward requested the said meeting, and Yasper paled as he realised he may well be a dead man walking.

 

Showered and dressed, Yasper felt ready to present himself to his father, although he was clearly uncomfortable in his own skin right now.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Weird … did you have to tell me that I die tomorrow?’ he grumbled. ‘Couldn’t you have just sugar-coated that a little?’

‘Telling the truth is my new manifesto,’ she said, ‘despite the shock factor to others. Besides, forewarned is forearmed.’


Yasper’s resolve to endure stiffened and he nodded to concur. ‘I believe I’m ready to go face the chief.’

‘You are not coming with me to face the chief.’ Taren stunned him yet again. ‘You’re going AWOL for forty-eight hours.’

‘What? No way!’ Yasper objected as predicted. ‘There is nowhere on this planet that the MSS will not find me within that time!’ He laughed off her plan.

‘That’s why I’m sending you to Frujia.’

‘Frujia!’ Yasper was smiling and scoffing at once. ‘As much as I would love to spend a few days there, may I point out that Frujia is several weeks’ travel from here.’

‘In the reality, time and space I once knew you in, that was true,’ Taren admitted, ‘but I and a few close associates of mine have changed all that.’

‘Just what did you get up to while I was deceased?’ Yasper was grinning now and Taren grinned back.

‘This is where my associate, Abi, comes in,’ Taren enlightened and Yasper gave an ‘Ah’, as the plot thickened.

‘You trust this woman?’ Yasper assumed. ‘Why?’

‘She is the one who aided me to get my memory back,’ Taren told him honestly. ‘I owe her, big time! So, it is not so much a matter of me trusting her, as her trusting me. She is Phemorian, you realise?’

‘Yes, that fact did not escape my attention.’ He grinned, as the race of females were so mysterious, deathly beautiful and psychic — all qualities that Yasper found alluring.

‘I’m sure it didn’t.’ Taren suppressed her amusement so as not to give away too much. ‘Well, as she is of a race who despise men and trust them less, for her to agree to aid me to save your life, was quite a tall ask.’

‘Loathsome as my company is,’ Yasper said, making jest of the insult.

‘Not at all.’ Taren rejected the suggestion. ‘I expect you shall be a perfect gentleman and follow her instruction without question.’

‘Oh really?’ Yasper wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that.

‘Your life depends on it,’ Taren reminded him and Yasper ceased objecting.

 

It was impossible for Jazmay to relax; she was so excited, nervous and apprehensive. Yasper truly was Jahan, minus the long blond locks and plus a whole lot of body muscle; having met him in person Jazmay was convinced of that now. Even from across the room she had felt that electric connection she’d made with Jahan dancing between her light body and Yasper’s.

What is taking so long? Was Taren making love to Yasper in a last fond farewell? Jazmay sure hoped not. In fact, deep inside, she knew it was only her overactive imagination and earthbound fear of loss that made her think such things. Taren did love Yasper, but she was in love with Lucian Gervaise, and carrying Taren’s DNA blueprint in her psyche as Jazmay was, she need only draw on that memory to know that no man in this world or the next was going to sway her devotion to Lucian. Quite apart from that, she considered the princess to be the only true friend, apart from Jahan, that she’d ever had; and Taren would be the first person to tell her that a true friend would never betray her in such a fashion as she was imagining.

It felt like an age that she’d been gazing out the window, her anticipation made every second seem like it was minutes long. The idea that she could ever feel this affiliated with a man brought an ironic smile to her face and made her realise that, in life, there was truly nothing that was impossible. Jazmay’s main concern was, would Yasper feel the same inexplicable connection to her?

‘Abi?’ Taren announced their arrival and when Jazmay saw Yasper in her company, it was hard to prevent her eyes welling with tears of relief.

‘I can’t believe you just did that!’ Yasper was staggering about in the wake of being teleported. ‘You weren’t kidding about learning a few new tricks!’

‘I was beginning to worry that the MSS had entrapped you before you had the chance to get here.’ Jazmay stood to be formally introduced to the love of her life, as Taren aided to steady him.

‘I told you there was nothing to worry about.’ Taren smiled, suspecting Jazmay’s concern was more for Yasper than herself. ‘Abi, this is your charge, Yasper Ronan … Yasper, this is Abi.’

‘That would be your mission alias, I assume?’ In the MSS they often used short, three-letter names as aliases. Yasper held out a hand in greeting, but Jazmay refrained from accepting his gesture.

‘I could shake your hand, but I could steal your genetic memory in the process,’ she advised. Jazmay would never carry out such a threat; she was just letting Yasper know what the score was.

‘Abi is a shape-shifter,’ Taren explained, ‘one of her many psychic talents.’


‘Whoa, really?’ Yasper was immediately intrigued. ‘I am honoured you would even make that known to me, seeing that I work for the MSS.’

Jazmay smiled. ‘The MSS hold no power over us any more.’ She included Taren in her equation — she was proud and quite certain of the fact.

‘I can hardly wait to know how you ladies have achieved all you have?’ Yasper asked, his attention drifting between Taren and Jazmay.

‘Well, Abi has nearly two days to fill you in before our next meeting,’ Taren announced, as she backed away from them. ‘Keep hidden and I’ll see you then.’

‘But what are you going to tell my father?’ Yasper wasn’t keen to let Taren face his father’s wrath alone.

‘I’ll tell him the truth, that I’ve kidnapped you for the next forty-eight hours.’ She made a joke of it, but Yasper was not amused.

‘But he’ll arrest you, and if you don’t cooperate, you’ll be restrained!’ He took a few steps towards her, whereupon she backed up faster so as not to make contact.

‘He’ll have to catch me first.’ She grinned and vanished.

‘Don’t —’ Yasper didn’t waste his breath, as he was now addressing an empty space. ‘Damn it!’ He looked back to his guard for the next few days. ‘We can’t let her do this alone.’

‘We can,’ Jazmay said, ‘and we will. She has more power and influence than you could possibly imagine. This is her plan, and we are sticking to it.’

Yasper realised he was quite ignorant as to what was really going down here and was eager to be enlightened. ‘I want to know how she turned from adept psychic into a superhero overnight!’


‘The sooner we reach a safe location, the sooner we will have time on our hands to talk.’ She grabbed a large bag, approached and took hold of his arm through his jacket. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Am I ready to be spirited away to another planet?’ Yasper emphasised how incredible the question was. ‘Does anyone ever say yes to that?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jazmay gave a shy smile, ‘this is the first time I’ve ever allowed anyone to tag along.’

‘In that case,’ he decided to be polite, ‘I can hardly wait.’

‘You don’t have to,’ she said as the room around them was penetrated by etheric light and morphed into a tropical forest walk.

‘You’re shitting me.’ Yasper was euphoric upon finding himself in a jungle resort, through which the tropical waters of the Frujian coast could be seen. ‘What about permits?’ He knew even brief holiday visas were very costly and difficult to purchase and watched in amazement as Abi manifested a visa for herself and him out of thin air and handed his over. Yasper inspected the visa, noting his face was featured but he was travelling under an alias. ‘Will Livingson,’ he read. ‘Very funny.’

‘And I’m Hope.’ She flashed her visa.

‘We’re married?’ he assumed, noting her surname was also Livingson. The cover appealed to his male ego as Phemorians rarely mated with men, let alone married them.

‘Well, I don’t think anyone will believe you are my brother,’ she bantered as she headed off down the tropical path towards the resort — even in the shade of the trees the heat of the day was stifling.

Yasper found her comment amusing. ‘I think even your husband might be stretching it a bit.’


‘Not to worry.’ Abi shrugged off his concerns. ‘People believe what I tell them to believe, we won’t have any trouble.’

‘Why do I believe that?’ Yasper uttered under his breath, quite enchanted by her confidence and fun nature.

She was far more amiable and tolerant than any other Phemorian he’d met; Abi was nothing at all like the stereotypical Phemorian woman, but she was extraordinarily beautiful and psychically proficient. What the hell was Taren thinking leaving me with such a vision of loveliness? And does it matter, when she is so keen to split up? But then, if Taren really didn’t love him any more, why was she risking her life to save his? Is this some kind of test of my devotion? Then Yasper had a horrifying thought. I really hope Abi is not telepathic too. He began to sweat, more from anxiety than heat, as he followed the tall warrioress down the forest path admiring her shapely form. I think I’ve landed in a whole world of trouble … but it sure beats dying.

 

When Taren suddenly appeared in the chief’s office, right on time, he was startled to say the least. ‘What the? Timekeeper?’

‘This is your wake-up call, Chief.’ Taren strode up to his desk.

‘How did you do that?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, ‘all that matters is that you know I can teleport at will, and not just from place to place, either, I can go backwards in time … which brings me to why I am here.’

‘Have you gone insane?’ the chief asked.

‘If only it were that simple,’ Taren said. ‘I am here on a mission you authorised. I cannot prove that until two days’ hence, when my father will bring to this office a security recording you made that will confirm your approval.’

‘Where is Yasper?’ He was concerned to note his son had not arrived for this meeting.

‘He’s incognito for forty-eight hours to ensure his safety,’ Taren advised. ‘That is my mission here today: to save your son’s life.’

‘What!’ The chief was affronted, assuming she was speaking metaphorically. ‘What have you done with him, you enchantress bitch!’

Taren backed up a few paces, not surprised by Ronan’s reaction. ‘Whatever was going on between Yasper and myself is over,’ she stated, ‘that was part of the proviso on which you allowed me to run this mission.’

‘And you agreed, just like that?’ The chief had expected a huge confrontation this morning, as Taren was not renowned for her compliance.

‘If I don’t give him up then you plan to remove him from the time-cheats squad and on his first mission with his new squad, he will be killed.’ She swallowed hard on her emotion. ‘I’ll do anything not to see that come to pass tomorrow and so will you.’

Ronan was looking a little pale, as he knew damn well an intention to split them up had been the entire purpose of this meeting.

‘I know that in this timeline you have yet to experience his death,’ she added, ‘but I assure you, you did not take it well. So distraught were you that you were prepared to send me, who you utterly despised by then, back to his rescue.’

‘And you can prove this in two days’ time?’ The chief sought confirmation.


‘Two days,’ Taren confirmed, ‘that’s all I ask.’

‘I’ll need to call your father and confirm —’

‘No!’ Taren stressed, panicked by the suggestion, as that was a scenario she’d not considered. ‘You cannot, because you didn’t last time around, you’ll change his timeline and I’ll lose my proof! My father will arrive of his own accord and you must not contact him before then. If you do, you’ll screw this mission completely. I beg you, just give me two days to fix this and then you’ll have your confirmation and your son.’

Ronan’s face went gaunt as he considered her request. ‘I’ll send someone to replace Yasper on the mission.’

‘I’ll go,’ Taren volunteered; she didn’t want some innocent bystander being killed for her cause.

‘But what about your mission?’ Ronan argued. ‘You cannot take out an assassin and commit a theft, on opposite sides of the globe, at the same time!’

Taren held out a hand and in it manifested a memory stick, which she handed to the chief.

‘What is this?’ he queried, puzzled by the gift and her means.

‘They are the stolen plans of this security complex that you wanted me to steal back this evening,’ Taren explained; being able to will things into her possession saved a lot of mucking about. ‘So, that’s the theft taken care of.’ She brushed her hands clean of that mission. ‘The assassin is another matter as last time around this mission failed. Several of the squad were killed, including Yasper, and the culprit got away. So, I guess I’ll hear the brief and see if I can fare any better.’

‘That’s impossible.’ The chief’s jaw was gaping, as he looked over the memory stick.


‘Have the data verified,’ Taren challenged. ‘It will check out.’

‘You know …’ the chief changed his tune, ‘… I am going to let you do this, because I think it’s impossible and you are either lying, or completely out of your mind. I’ll decide which, when you fail.’

‘But you will not hinder me?’ Taren verified.

‘Hardly,’ he scoffed, ‘then you could blame me for your failure.’

Taren was not affronted by his lack of faith, it made her all the more determined. ‘I will not fail.’
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ASSASSIN



Is the chief to be trusted? Taren wondered, as she headed down to the mission brief. Her hope was that the threat to his son’s life would keep him onside.

It felt strange to be walking these corridors again, it had been an age since she’d walked them last, and yet now that she was back here it felt as though she’d never left. As she waited for the lift that would take her down deeper into the complex from where missions were run, Taren recognised the staff and waved to the tea lady, whom she had become friendly with over the years. The elevator doors opened and Taren got the shock of her life.

‘Timekeeper?’ The fellow inside, whom Taren recognised as one of her team, stayed put as she entered. ‘I barely recognised you as a blonde!’

‘Mythric.’ She acknowledged him by the name he was known by in this time/space reality, but for the first time in their fairly long association she realised that inside the more aged form of Agent Mythric Zeon was the soul-mind of Rhun, the ever-youthful Governor of Kila. The revelation quite took her aback. ‘The dye was prep for the mission.’


‘But the mission was just cancelled, what’s the story?’ He remained inside the elevator and returned to the lower floors with her.

‘I’m just heading down to find out myself,’ she replied, for if she told him she intended to go alone, there would be a protest.

‘I was told you were in with the chief, and you don’t know what the story is?’ Mythric sounded unconvinced — he wasn’t the time-cheats’ strategist for no reason — he knew when something wasn’t right. ‘You’ve foreseen something, haven’t you?’

Taren had forgotten how difficult it was to pull the wool over this man’s eyes, and before today she had never had to face that challenge personally, and now she was, Taren was failing miserably for she had fully embraced truth as her manifesto. ‘And if I have?’

‘I would want to know about it,’ he insisted, as the lift door opened.

‘You know I cannot tell you anything if you are not involved,’ Taren said. ‘Enjoy a day off,’ she suggested and headed into the corridor, hoping he would accept the fact and leave.

‘So who is involved?’ Mythric held the door open.

Taren turned back to face him, an apologetic look on her face as she held a finger to her lips to imply that she could not divulge that information.

‘Have you got yourself another team, Timekeeper?’ He sounded rather hurt by the notion.

‘No!’ she insisted. ‘Go home. There is nothing to worry about.’ She turned and walked on, and thankfully Agent Zeon did not pursue her.

 

In the briefing with the chief’s 2IC, Agent Norward, it was revealed to Taren that there had been an assassin targeting MSS agents while on assignment, and that this mission was to be a staged affair, purely to entrap the killer.

‘Somehow someone is getting hold of our mission briefs at the same time we do.’ Norward was puzzled and frustrated by the fact, as he and Taren leant over the strategy screen, surveying from a bird’s eye view the area of the city where the event was to take place. ‘We are staging a presidential visit at the library of Norrodon, using a stand-in for President Tallak, of course.’

Where Esponisa was the business capital of Maladaan, Norrodon was the cultural centre on the far side of the globe.

‘Of course,’ Taren agreed; the real president rarely attended public engagements.

‘Although we believe there is no real threat to the president as this serial killer has thus far only killed our agents, not our targets or charges.’

‘Gee, I wonder why anyone would want to kill an MSS agent?’ Taren said sarcastically and Norward did not look impressed.

The image of the zone around the library on-screen before her had red dots that marked the positions of the MSS agents who would be securing the area for the presidential party.

‘Which one of these red dots represents Yasper Ronan?’ she asked.

Norward pointed to a dot on a rooftop overlooking the library located on the opposing corner of a crossroad.

‘That’s where the killing starts,’ she noted.

‘Have you had a pre-cog vision about this one?’ Norward was well aware of her capability in that department, but she usually only had premonitions about her own missions.

She sidestepped the query. ‘I know that’s where I’ll find our assassin. Do you know anything about him, her?’

‘Him.’ Norward could clarify that much. ‘Vadik Corentin, a.k.a. “the hurricane” … you heard of him?’

She shook her head. ‘Is he psychic?’ Taren asked, as those with the Powers often had a pseudonym.

‘If he is, we don’t know what he does,’ Norward said. ‘But we figure he must have some supernatural talent to be accomplishing these killings without leaving a scrap of evidence.’

Taren was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Have your presidential visit proceed as planned, and I shall intercept the target here,’ she pointed to Yasper’s red dot on the screen, ‘alone.’

‘The team has already withdrawn, as per the chief’s command.’ Norward was very concerned and looked to his watch. ‘How do you plan to get there in time?’ He looked up to find he was alone.

 

It was a bloody miserable day in Norrodon; the rooftop of the building where Taren materialised had deep puddles of water all over it. Thankfully the rain must have eased as there was only a light drizzle now, but dark storm clouds still blanketed the city skyline for as far as the eye could see, and the air was heavy with the smell of chemicals. Taren should have been wearing a mask, but she found it distracting and it hindered her movement. In her grey protective clothing, Taren blended well with the day and the concrete of the roof, where she awaited the arrival of the presidential party and the mysterious assassin — her sights more focused on the rooftops around her than on the road below.

There was only one exit onto the roof and that was via the rooftop stairwell. As she approached to check it out, Taren was alarmed to hear movement on the other side of the door and, with stealth, concealed herself just around the corner from the exit. She retrieved her phaser from her weapons belt and set it for stun.

The exit door swung open and all was silent. After a moment, Taren noted someone inching out onto the rooftop, and pulled back behind her corner so as not to be spotted. He was not silent enough to step out onto the water-pooled roof without making a splash. In one turn of her body Taren had her weapon hard at his neck, but as he was wearing a hooded jacket she could not see her captive.

‘Timekeeper?’ he uttered and raised his hands to show that he was not a threat.

Taren swung him around and was baffled. ‘Mythric!’ She lowered her weapon, stunned to see him present. ‘How did you get here?’

He shrugged, thinking it obvious. ‘I followed you.’

‘You can’t have followed me.’ She knew he was lying.

‘Why not?’ he asked, with a cheeky grin of curiosity, and was startled when Taren aimed her weapon right between his eyes.

‘Apart from our superiors, only the double agent who told the assassin that agents would be here today, and the assassin himself, know I am here … which are you?’

‘I’m none of the above.’ Agent Zeon held two hands high in truce.

‘Well, I know you can’t have fol—’ Taren suddenly had a little revelation that ran contrary to her first conclusion about how Agent Zeon had found her. ‘What city are we in?’ she asked out of the blue, but his answer would be very telling.

Mythric smiled and looked around, although on Maladaan one city looked much like another from this height. ‘We’re in Esponisa, of course,’ he replied — probably figuring she couldn’t have moved far beyond where he’d seen her last, in the few hours that had elapsed since.

Taren gasped on the implications of the answer. ‘You can teleport.’

‘What?’ Mythric panicked at the suggestion.

Taren grabbed hold of her upper arm to check her stone was still in place and it was. But it should prevent anyone finding me? And then she realised that her guardian must have made an allowance for those souls within her soul group who were meant to find her. In her heart she knew that this soul-mind could not be her enemy.

‘No, no, no,’ Mythric denied her assessment, until he figured out how she had guessed his secret. ‘We’re not anywhere close to Esponisa, are we?’

Taren grinned and shook her head.

Mythric nodded, understanding his own betrayal and finding it amusing. ‘So, you are of the royal Phemorian line.’

‘And so are you,’ she noted.

‘I’m Sermetic originally, thanks very much.’ Mythric obviously didn’t hold a lot of love for the Phemorians. ‘But my parents and grandparents were born of the ancient royal line of men and women who escaped Phemoria before it fell into the hands of spiteful spinsters.’


Like Father, Taren noted on the quiet, and she wondered how they might be related.

‘So are you going to tell me why we are here in …?’

‘Norrodon’

‘Norrodon.’ Mythric clicked his fingers, as he realised there were some buildings he might have recognised, if he’d just taken a little longer to take the scenery in. ‘So, why are we here in Norrodon on this miserable day —’ As he looked to the storm above, he was startled to see a large figure of a man descending out of the sky towards them. ‘Not to worry, I think I can guess.’

As Mythric pulled his weapon, Taren turned her sights and weapon towards the cause of his concern, and was about to fire when all the air seemed to retract from around her and she found herself struggling to draw a breath. In her panic she dropped her weapon and looked to Mythric, who was embroiled in a freak attack of a different kind.

All the water on the rooftop was drawing itself in towards Mythric, where it was climbing and covering his body like a watery animal intent on smothering him. Immersed in his struggle against the body of clinging liquid, Mythric protested as the fluid obelisk rose to engulf his head and silence his cries for help.

The assassin floated down to land on the roof, as though he’d just blown in on the breeze, and watched with a smile as Taren and Mythric slowly died before him. ‘That is what you get for serving an evil and cruel regime,’ he said without remorse.

Taren was faint, and suddenly it was no great mystery how this man had killed without leaving a trace of evidence. Visualise. She urged her oxygen-starved brain to manifest a psychic restraining device, which she willed to clamp and lock around the ankle of their assailant and then to activate.

On the verge of blacking out, Taren was finally able to draw breath and realise that her will had overcome her assailant’s efforts.

Mythric burst out of his water cocoon and fell to his knees to cough up water and gasp in air.

Vadik was down on one knee trying to pry the restraining device from around his ankle. ‘Get it off!’

Taren grabbed up her weapon from the ground and aimed it at their attacker.

‘You bitch!’ His furious sights turned to her. ‘There is only one way you could have done this to me … you are one of us!’ Vadik spat in her direction, although his shot fell short of the mark.

‘Yes, I am one of you,’ she admitted freely, ‘and yes I work for the MSS, because knowing an enemy is the best way to overcome it.’

‘What?’ Mythric fell on his behind, amazed, and not in an adverse way.

‘Vadik Corentin, today is your lucky day …’ Taren ignored Mythric, ‘… as provided you answer a simple question, I am prepared to set you free.’

As Vadik had already murdered several MSS agents he was very surprised. ‘Why should I believe you?’

‘Because you were not meant to be captured today,’ she told him, and both Mythric and Vadik were floored by her answer.

‘You’re a pre-cog,’ Vadik figured.

Amongst other things, she thought to herself.

Thanks to her many visits to Oceane and wearing her Juju stone — which was as powerful as breathing Oceane air every day — Taren’s powers were becoming more diverse, and she felt that she was finally transpiring into the masterful psychic that the healer Cadfan had said she would become.

‘What was meant to transpire today I cannot allow either,’ she stipulated, ‘as it would mean a dear friend of mine would be killed.’

Vadik was beginning to catch her drift and forced a grin to suggest, ‘What if I were to leave Maladaan today?’

‘You can’t let him go!’ Mythric objected. ‘He’s a killer.’

Taren looked to Mythric, not impressed by the argument. ‘And what are we?’

‘We haven’t killed anyone recently,’ Mythric said and then reappraised. ‘How will we explain it to the chief?

‘You saw how easily he overpowered us.’ Taren awarded the prisoner his due. ‘But, not before I got the name of his informant out of him, which is what the chief and I really desire to know.’ She threw the ball back into Vadik’s court and he seemed reluctant to spill the beans. ‘I have the power to set you free on any planet you care to name and I will supply you with all the papers to stay there.’ Taren manifested the said visa papers in her hand ‘So, Harry Cane,’ Taren read out his new identity and then looked to Vadik, who was smiling at her play on words, ‘I put it to you, would you rather keep your informant or your freedom?’

Vadik Corentin was no idiot. ‘I choose the remote island of Lappis on Frujia, thanks.’ He smiled broadly to accept the offer. ‘Once I am standing on the beach there, with those papers in my hand and this thing off my ankle, we’ll have a deal.’

‘Fair enough,’ Taren stated and looked to Mythric. ‘Are you coming?’


‘I don’t know what the beach on Lappis looks like, do you?’ Agent Zeon outlined a small snag, and Taren had to concede that was a good point.

‘I know what it looks like.’ Vadik reached inside his protective clothing and produced a folded piece of paper that he held out towards Taren. ‘I have been envisioning myself there for years, but I never thought I’d actually make it.’

Taren moved to retrieve Vadik’s offering, and Mythric was at her side instantly; clearly he didn’t trust Corentin.

‘I’m not going to hurt the little lady and risk this opportunity, I assure you.’ Vadik grinned at Mythric, suspecting now that he was psychic too — he’d have to be one to want to defend one. ‘Who are you people, anyway? If you work for the MSS why aren’t you restrained?’

‘We’re asking the questions here,’ Mythric reminded the prisoner, as Taren opened the piece a paper to view an untouched tropical paradise.

‘Well this will certainly beat prison, hey, Harry?’ Taren nodded to confirm that the image would serve them nicely.

‘Look,’ Vadik was curious, ‘are you guys building some kind of secret psychic army to bring down the MSS? Because if you are, I want in!’

‘Is that what we are doing?’ Mythric put the question to Taren. Although he’d only discovered her adverse feelings about the MSS this day, he had suspected and he’d had the same feelings for as long as he’d been in the service.

‘When the time is right,’ Taren told Vadik, ‘I will be sure and look you up on Lappis.’ She handed over his picture to Mythric. ‘I’ll see you there.’ She walked up to Vadik and held out a hand to him. ‘Are you ready?’

The assassin hesitated. ‘How do I know you will not take me straight to MSS detention?’

‘I guess you don’t,’ Taren told him, ‘but if you don’t take hold, that is definitely where you are going, so what do you have to lose?’

Put that way, Vadik overcame his instinct to mistrust and taking hold of Taren’s hand he was swept away by etheric light to the Maratosh system, where, upon the planet of Frujia, the remote island of Lappis was to be found.

 

The sound of the sea, the smell of the saltwater air and the intense heat all registered to the senses and rapidly intensified as Taren, Vadik and then Mythric materialised on the empty stretch of coast. The colour of the water here was aquamarine green and the jungle beyond the beach was thick and lush. It was hard to know whether to run to the shade of the trees or to the cool relief of the water.

‘Whoo-hoo!’ Vadik cried out like a man possessed. ‘Is this an illusion?’ His eyes filled with tears to be standing inside his dream.

‘No illusion, Harry,’ Taren confirmed with a smile, heartened that such a potentially terrible situation could be transformed into a dream come true. ‘Now, what about that name?’

‘One moment,’ Vadik begged her patience as he stripped off his excess clothing. ‘It won’t feel real until I hit the water,’ he said and took a running jump into the calm, warm water and then surfaced, splashing and laughing like a loon.

‘I think he’s a bit excited.’ Mythric walked over to join Taren, who nodded to agree, keeping her eyes firmly planted on the prisoner. ‘And you, Timekeeper, are full of surprises. Was it Yasper who was destined to be killed today?’

She was a little winded by the query, but her eyes did not leave Vadik. ‘It was Yasper, yes. His death set off a chain reaction in my life that it has taken me ten years to repair … and now I shall know who was ultimately responsible for his death and my sad twist of fate.’

‘Whoa.’ Mythric was shocked by her claim. ‘I sure would hate to be in that person’s shoes right now.’

 

Many islands away in Frujia’s pleasure capital of Kotan-Bathaar, Jazmay and Yasper were holed up on a private yacht that Jazmay had chartered and sailed out into the middle of the lagoon, where she’d anchored for the night.

Jazmay had never learnt to sail, but since she had begun wearing her Juju stone, her psychic powers were strengthening and there was nothing she could visualise that she couldn’t make happen, including sailing a boat.

Yasper had never been sailing and was amazed to have an instant affinity with it; Jazmay knew this would be the case as Jahan had loved this form of recreation. Yasper was so high on the experience, full of questions about Taren’s future past and how she and Abi had met, that he’d completely forgotten about cheating death.

‘So who is this guy in Taren’s future?’ Yasper queried from his reclined position on the bowsprit, where he’d been since dinner many hours ago — the sun was yet to set.


‘What did Taren tell you about him?’ Jazmay was wary of this topic.

‘Not much, that’s why I am asking you.’ Yasper sat up. ‘Was he one of the crew on that space project you were talking about earlier that took the sample from Oceane?’

‘Why does it matter,’ Jazmay appealed, ‘if your future is with someone else?’ Her reply was rather more impassioned and annoyed than she would have liked, and she took up her cup to get another drink.

‘You know about her?’ Yasper crawled right in off the bowsprit to pursue Jazmay downstairs into the cabin. ‘What do you know, Abi?’

‘Nothing.’ She waved off his interest but he grabbed her hand and held it.

‘Is that why you are being so nice to me?’

His question made her heart stop. He knows! No, he can’t. But he suspects. She felt ill prepared to confess her feelings, having known this incarnation of him less than a day; she’d not expected their attraction to be so intense this soon. ‘Taren is my mistress, my charge —’

‘But Taren said that she owed you? So why do you claim to serve her?’ Yasper was confused.

‘That is not for me to say, but Taren requested I be tolerant of you,’ she told him coolly, though she could not let go of his hand.

‘Tolerant?’ Yasper queried gently, his large blue eyes burning a hole into her soul. ‘Abi, apart from being dumped this morning, this has been one of the best days of my life!’

To hear him say so was very gratifying and it was impossible to pretend she didn’t care. ‘I’ve waited for ten years to hear you say that again.’ She gasped at her own honesty and fearful tears.


‘Ten years?’ He was stunned but overjoyed as she nodded to assure him it was quite true. ‘I get the feeling I’ve been asking all the wrong questions today. I was so sure Taren was the one, but … and I know this is going to sound really shallow, but, now that I’ve met you I feel —’

Jazmay couldn’t wait for him to reach a conclusion and kissed him.

‘Ooops,’ Yasper uttered in the wake of the passionate moment. ‘I guess you’ve sucked my genetic memory clean out of me?’ He made a joke of it as he couldn’t have cared less.

‘Not to worry.’ Jazmay grinned. ‘I’ve wrapped my lips around your genetic code before.’

‘Oh, to be in touch with my cosmic memory,’ he sighed, delighted, as she led him off towards the main cabin.

‘Is it true what they say about Phemorian women killing their mates?’ Yasper wondered as he allowed the exotic warrioress to lead him into temptation.

‘Would you be deterred?’ she replied playfully.

He considered. ‘Highly unlikely,’ he said, having been evermore captivated by her beauty throughout the day.

‘Good.’ With one great tug she drew him into the cabin and cast him onto the bed. Like an animal stalking prey, she straddled his form and drew down close to go in for the kill. ‘Then perhaps you’ll get lucky and I’ll make an exception in your case.’

‘Not so fast.’ Taren startled them both with her arrival in the cabin.

‘Taren!’ blurted Yasper, feeling guilty.

‘Yasper!’ exclaimed Mythric, who arrived right behind Taren and was shocked to find Yasper clutching another woman when he’d only just taken up with their commander. But noting the beauty of the woman in his team mate’s arms, all he could say was, ‘Wow.’

Yasper objected to the invasion. ‘You said we were over.’

‘And we are,’ Taren assured him, sounding more than a little awkward. ‘I don’t have any problem with this. I just need to speak with Abi.’

‘Right now?’

‘Right now.’ Taren reached out and grabbed hold of her arm and the next thing Jazmay knew she was leaving her love behind.

‘What in the universe is going on?’ Mythric appealed to Yasper, as the women vanished. ‘Who is the Phemorian?’

‘I have no idea, really,’ Yasper admitted and had to smile. ‘My future lover, methinks.’

‘But the commander just spent all day fighting to save your life.’ Mythric was completely baffled by their break-up.

‘I know that,’ Yasper said. ‘At first Taren’s strategy completely baffled me too, but I do believe that it’s beginning to make a lot more sense now.’

‘To you, maybe,’ Mythric scoffed. ‘I really should have taken the day off today like the Timekeeper told me to. But no, I had to know what was going on,’ he scolded himself in retrospect. ‘Now I’m embroiled in … I still don’t know what.’

Yasper’s nod allied to his sentiment. ‘Sure feels good though, doesn’t it?’

Mythric, despite his ignorance, had to agree.

 

It was dusk on the Isle of Lappis now, and the heat was not unbearable on the open beach.


Jazmay ripped herself from Taren’s clutches the second they arrived on the beach and stumbled backwards to refrain from hitting her charge. ‘You could have waited for me to climb off of him before you dragged me off here!’

‘It was you!’ Taren pointed a finger at Jazmay and let fly with a few harsh truths of her own. ‘You were Vadik’s informant! Thanks for warning me, Jaz! Were you hoping he would knock me off and ensure I was out of Yasper’s life altogether?’

‘No!’ Jazmay denied the accusation. ‘That was not the way of it.’

‘It all makes sense now …’ Taren wasn’t listening as she already knew the truth. ‘How the assassin could have been getting the information at the same time it was being decided; you have the chief’s memory for the next ten years!’ So furious was Taren that her anger burst through into the physical world in the form of a great wave of force that shot out in Jazmay’s direction. The etheric impact knocked Jazmay clear into the water where she landed on her back with a great splash.

‘I trusted you!’ Taren knew she was out of control, but she couldn’t prevent the release; this anger had been bottled up for a decade.

Jazmay staggered out of the water coughing and spluttering, and waving her arms about in a plea for Taren to hear her out. ‘I didn’t know Yasper was going to be on that mission!’ she exclaimed in her own defence. ‘I swear to you I have been faithful to your cause since I committed.’

‘Liar!’ Taren challenged.

‘No, I swear … I forgot that I’d even sold those mission details, as that was all ten years ago for me!’


‘Do you have any idea what you did to me?’ Taren screamed out her years of pent-up frustration that had resulted from ignorance and manipulation. ‘After his death, I allowed them to take my memories and much of my personal power along with it. I forgot my motivation, my reason for being —’

‘I know!’ Jazmay yelled back, in tears. ‘I carry your memories too! Why do you think I am here now, supporting you?’

‘Supporting me, ha! You’re here for Yasper … but I don’t know how interested he’ll be when he discovers it was you who arranged his murder.’

‘No, please,’ Jazmay appealed, seemingly weary. ‘I beg you, don’t tell him.’

‘Hold on.’ Taren pretended to have a coherent moment. ‘It cannot have been you who set these events in motion in the very first place … or can it?’ Taren actually knew the answer to this question — Vadik had enlightened her — but would Jazmay tell her the truth, or lie to save face?

‘I …’ Jazmay was fiddling with the Juju stone band on her upper arm.

‘What are you doing?’ Taren was annoyed by Jazmay’s distraction.

‘I’m trying to lift this bloody thing away from my skin!’ she barked, becoming frustrated. ‘I cannot lie to you when I am wearing this! I can’t even think bad things about you!’ She grumbled her woes and Taren found the claim most interesting — her guardian was working even harder than imagined to ensure her people remained faithful.

‘Then tell me the truth,’ Taren demanded.

‘Yes!’ Jazmay yelled in spite. ‘Yes, it was me! As a Valourean I was assigned the task to make skin contact with Chief Ronan and glean from him any mission directives he might have planned for the immediate future; unfortunately for you and Yasper, his final mission was one of them.’

‘So you did not forget what you had done, nor did you forget the powerful assassin who would be awaiting me this day.’ Taren sought a full confession.

Jazmay shook her head remorsefully. ‘I did not forget. But in my own defence, I did not know that you intended to take Yasper’s place on this mission, only that you intended to make sure he wasn’t on it.’

Taren thought the excuse a little weak. ‘You carry my memory, Jaz, you should know I would never send another to be killed for my cause.’

Jazmay bowed her head in quiet admittance to her shame.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Taren appealed to know once again.

‘I didn’t want Yasper to know,’ she answered, knowing Taren knew damn well why. ‘As a Valourean, I was celebrated for being part of the murder of Chief Ronan’s son, it was seen as a great victory for Phemoria — however accidental it had been. The MSS didn’t catch up with me for five years, but when they did, I paid.’ Her voice went hoarse. ‘I suspect it was Vadik who ratted me out to them, too, as he was caught just before I was.’

Taren could feel her heart overflowing with compassion; she wanted to forgive Jazmay, and yet she wondered if that would be her undoing. ‘When do the lies stop, Jazmay? Telling more to cover past mistakes is only creating new mistakes.’

‘I know that,’ Jazmay insisted. ‘But I’ve had fear instilled in me all my life, it’s not easy to give it up.’


‘I would not have told Yasper,’ Taren assured her, ‘I still won’t tell him —’

‘Really?’ Jazmay gasped on her hope and near choked on it.

Taren nodded. ‘— despite the fact that you nearly got Mythric and myself killed. It’s not my place to tell Yasper your secrets,’ she pointed out, ‘that’s your privilege.’

‘Oh goody.’ Jazmay looked to the ground, none too eager.

‘I’m not going to make you tell him, that’s not my place either.’

‘I didn’t rat you out, sweet cheeks,’ Vadik spoke up in his own defence, as he wandered out of the jungle to make his presence known to Jazmay. ‘The MSS hooked me up to their memory bank and sucked the information right out of my head.’

‘What are you doing here?’ Jazmay was furious because of what he had told Taren, and now he was on the same planet as Yasper!

‘I brought him here,’ Taren announced, ‘because he asked to come here.’

‘We made a deal.’ Vadik grinned, happy with his lot, although he was gripping his upper left arm, which appeared to be bleeding. ‘So, I’m afraid our association is over.’ He looked from Jazmay to Taren. ‘Shall I kill her now?’

‘You’re here to verify the facts,’ Taren replied bluntly. ‘Your killing days are done.’

‘But we have to kill her,’ Vadik insisted.

‘And why is that?’ Taren didn’t feel the subject worth pursuing.

‘Because she is a Valourean!’ Vadik said to Taren, and then laughed. ‘And I still cannot believe you assigned a Valourean to protect your boyfriend from Phemorians —’

‘My boyfriend!’ Jazmay corrected.

‘Whosever’s boyfriend he is,’ Vadik persevered with his explanation, ‘as Phemorians implant all their agents with a tracking device,’ he revealed the bloody hole in his left shoulder, ‘they’ll know exactly where she’s been and where she is. So … I’m off to do a little island hopping. See ya.’ He disappeared back into the jungle, leaving Jazmay and Taren mortified by the information.

‘Yasper!’ Jazmay cried out and vanished before Taren could stop her.

‘Jaz — Damn it!’ Taren followed her unpredictable ally back to the yacht.

 

When Taren teleported herself after Jazmay, she’d rather expected to find herself on board the yacht they were heading for. To her great surprise Taren found herself swimming, but as she surfaced alongside a small Phemorian aircraft floating in the water next to the yacht in question, Taren didn’t question Jazmay’s course of action.

Jazmay was treading water with a finger raised to her lips and they both floated still in the water a moment, to listen.

The sound of a scuffle could be heard coming from inside the yacht, and both women glided quietly towards the stepladder at the stern. As they crept onto the deck, two of the visiting Valoureans emerged from below deck.

‘We were just coming for you!’ the burly woman in charge exclaimed as she spotted Jazmay, and the Valourean’s blood-splattered form sent a chill through Taren’s being. ‘Fancy trying to hide your target, you treacherous whore-to-a-man!’

‘Where is he?’ Jazmay’s tone threatened retaliation if she got a response that was not to her liking.

‘We killed him, like you should have done!’ the Valourean roared, and Taren’s heart began pumping so hard with panic it felt like it had jumped into her throat.

Without Yasper she could not seal her deal with the chief. She would have to renegotiate her way through this entire minefield of a day again, and she knew her chances of making it all come out right in the end would get slimmer with every attempt she made to change the future.

 

Another red-leather-clad warrioress carried Yasper’s bloodied form onto the deck and dumped him roughly on the ground where his moan was sweet music to Taren’s ears.

‘Okay, so we nearly killed him,’ the Valourean corrected herself, ‘but he’ll be dead by the time we deposit his body on some remote part of Frujia … from a great height.’ She pointed towards the sky and Jazmay flew at the woman, transforming into a huge snake that wrapped itself around the Valourean to incapacitate her; Jazmay’s clothes dropped to the ground. The deadly viper’s head was positioned above the crown of its victim and stuck its fangs deep into the scalp of the warrioress who began screaming uncontrollably. The second Valourean pulled a sword with which to sever the animal from her commander, as two more Valoureans emerged onto the deck, one carrying the limp and bloodied form of Mythric.

Taren’s world slipped into slow motion, which was frightening until she realised she could move faster than anyone else. She willed the sword from the hand of the Valourean and cracked her over the head with the hilt whereby she fell unconscious. Taren booted another rival overboard and the remaining warrioress dropped Mythric from her shoulder to confront Taren, whereupon Taren felt time speeding up again.

‘What the —’ Her opponent seemed surprised as Taren imagined her back inside her own ship, along with all the others.

The Valoureans vanished, leaving two battered bodies and a very large snake on deck, which drew up tall and transformed back into Jazmay. ‘How did you move so quickly?’ She willed her clothes back onto her body.

‘Not a clue, not important right now.’ Taren headed towards Mythric as Jazmay made straight for Yasper. ‘How did those Valoureans get past Mythric?’ she wondered to herself, before calling to Jazmay, ‘Is he alive?’ She detected a slight pulse from Mythric’s neck as his wounds brought tears to her eyes.

‘Barely.’ Jazmay was distressed. ‘I must have been insane to think we could cheat death itself.’ She hugged his battered body to herself and began to weep.

‘Save your tears, they’re not dead yet,’ Taren commanded. ‘Grab hold of him and follow me.’

‘Where are we going?’ Jazmay was bemused. ‘Do you know a healer?’

Taren smiled confidently. ‘The very best.’ And in this instance it was not Ringbalin Malachi nor even Kassa Madri that she intended to seek, but the source of all their power. It seemed the universe had decreed that it was time for these two souls to get the big cosmological upgrade.


 

It was daytime on Oceane, and pouring with rain. A colourful electrical storm lit the sky above. The field of tundrells were unfurled and rose high into the sky in front of Taren’s rock of choice.

‘Where in the universe are we?’ Jazmay called through the pouring rain, leaving Yasper reclined on the slightly slanted surface to speak with Taren.

‘Oceane,’ Taren replied, closing her eyes to speak with her guardian spirit.

‘You know a healer here?’ Jazmay gasped at her own query as she looked skyward to see a great white light amid the colourful storm, and she recalled the name that Taren knew the entity by: Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi.

The rain ceased, the light burst forth and was blinding in its intensity.

Within the light Taren felt unified with her guardian; it knew her wishes and she knew why it hesitated in this instance to grant her desire. These souls were meant to die this day, but the being resolved to admit that the final decision, to endure further physical world service, lay with the souls in question.

The light withdrew and left in its wake a moment of utter peace and tranquillity. The pelting rain resumed with force to break the euphoric spell, and Jazmay gasped from the shock of having the heavenly moment snatched away.

As Jazmay was hyperventilating, Taren asked, ‘Are you all right?’ but the huge smile on her face gave the clear indication that she was not distressed.

‘That was … incredible!’ She held her head and laughed. ‘Whoa … I’m so high!’ As Jazmay staggered on the slanted wet surface, a strong hand gripped her arm to steady her. ‘Yasper?’ she gasped, turning to find him smiling back at her, his wounds near washed away by the rain.

‘Hey, Jaz.’ He smiled, and Jazmay was winded.

‘You know my name?’ she rasped; they had gone to great pains to conceal her true name on this mission.

‘Yes, I know your name …’ he assured her, wiping the wet hair from her face, ‘… in this life and in many others.’

‘What?’ Jazmay smiled, enchanted.

‘And I know my names too … for I am Urien, I am Jahan, I am Yasper and a million other men who have all loved you.’

Jazmay would have burst into sentimental tears had Yasper not kissed her.

Taren, bemused by Yasper’s words, looked to Mythric who was seated in the pouring rain smiling at her. ‘And how many names do you have?’

‘Many,’ he concurred, as he got to his feet. ‘Although the one you may know me best by is …’

‘… Rhun,’ Taren chimed in and the premise brought a smile to her face as she overwhelmed him with a hug.

‘Pleased to have you back with us.’ She sniffled back her tears as she took comfort in the embrace of an old dear friend.

‘No point going anywhere,’ Mythric assured her, ‘you are where the action is.’

Taren smiled at this; he sounded just like Zeven and she just knew they’d get along. She looked back to Yasper and Jazmay who were still glued to each other. ‘I think we had better get them off this planet real quick.’ She bent down and pulled her stone tools from her belt to chip off two more pieces of Juju stone for her two new team members. She then manifested two armbands and, placing the stones inside, she passed one to Mythric. ‘Welcome back to the newly reformed time-cheats.’

‘And what is the objective of our mission, Timekeeper?’

‘Oh, we have a long and illustrious agenda,’ Taren assured him, ‘but the first thing we should do is see if we can get that tracking device out of Jazmay.’

The mention of her impediment brought Jazmay crashing back to reality and she let Yasper go. ‘I am a danger to you all,’ she panicked, unsure of what to do with herself.

‘We need to get back to the MSS,’ Yasper suggested.

‘The Phemorians wouldn’t dare pursue us there.’ Taren nodded to confirm his reasoning was sound. ‘See you in debrief room seven.’ She vanished.

‘Catch you.’ Mythric disappeared also, and Jazmay took hold of Yasper’s hand to teleport him back.

‘Hey, how come everyone else has the Power to teleport but me?’ he wondered out loud. ‘Why am I the only one who is Powerless?’

‘Not for long, I expect.’ Jazmay was well aware of the side effects of this planet’s atmosphere. ‘But today, you’ll just have to ride with me.’ She smiled suggestively.

‘That will be my pleasure, entirely.’ He kissed her again, and was swept back to his home planet.
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ONE HOUR



As instructed, Zeven took Anselm to Taren’s childhood apartment, and Anselm felt quite nostalgic upon realising where they were. ‘I never thought to be here again.’

‘Well it’s a good thing you kept the place, it’s come in very handy of late, and in the future,’ Zeven said. ‘I’d never sell it, if I were you.’ He took a seat on a lounge in a great puff of dust.

‘I won’t.’ Anselm was amused by the young stranger’s claims. ‘I promised Taren it would always be here for her.’

‘A clean wouldn’t go astray.’ Zeven coughed and waved away the dust cloud he’d stirred up, then spotted Anselm moving to take a look out through the blinds. ‘Don’t do that.’ Zeven jumped up to pull Anselm back from the window.

Anselm couldn’t help being taken aback — nobody but his bodyguards had dared to physically manhandle him for many years. ‘You could be arrested for shoving me about, you realise?’ Anselm allowed Zeven to lead him to a seat without resisting.


‘Understand this.’ Zeven was in the leader’s face before he sat down. ‘We don’t do anything for an hour, for we do not exist. We cannot be seen, be found, make calls, order food, turn on a light, eat, drink, nothing!’ He pushed Anselm into a seat. ‘We wait, that’s all.’

Zeven returned to his seat and his heavy landing stirred up more dust, which he waved away.

‘But we can talk, right?’ Anselm posed, light-heartedly, and Zeven shrugged, indifferent to the suggestion. ‘Who are you, Bob?’

Zeven grinned, disenchanted with the question. ‘Just Bob.’

‘I find that a little odd,’ Anselm said, ‘as I don’t recall there was ever a Prince Bob in the royal Phemorian or Sermetic line?’

‘I’m sure there are many bastards born of the royal lines that you don’t know about, and I would be one of them,’ Zeven concluded.

Anselm looked a little doubtful about this. ‘As Chairman of the United Systems Council, there is not a whole lot that happens in any star system that I don’t know about.’

‘Are you telling me you know who I am?’ Zeven scoffed at this. ‘I don’t even know who I am.’

Anselm smiled. ‘Well, I may be able to help you find out.’

As tempting as the suggestion was, Zeven’s eyes narrowed at the offer. ‘And what’s in it for you?’

‘Information,’ he replied, ‘I want to know what Taren has discovered about my viceroy.’

‘Then you should really ask Taren,’ Zeven replied, ‘I can track down my lineage on my own.’

‘I just want to help her,’ Anselm appealed.

‘Look,’ Zeven sat forward to explain. ‘I know you mean well … and although I can assure you there is a plan, I’m not the orchestrator … and I have no business bringing you up to speed at this time. So, please stop asking me questions.’ He sat back in his chair and closed his eyes to rest them — his hangover was catching up with him.

‘Is my daughter in love with Yasper Ronan?’ Anselm shifted to current matters.

‘That’s a question,’ Zeven pointed out, but as he was bored and it didn’t pertain to the ancient future, he thought he’d confuse matters by responding. ‘It might have been true in your reality at one time, but it is no longer true in ours. Yasper’s heart will lie elsewhere by now.’

‘And Taren’s heart?’ Anselm queried.

‘Hey, if you are trying to skirt around asking if she’s my girl, she isn’t.’ Zeven ruled out that notion.

‘You sound annoyed about that,’ Anselm noted.

‘She thinks we’re related.’

Anselm had to chuckle. ‘You probably are. We probably are!’ The leader was amazed to concede. ‘For it is far more likely your lineage stems from the Sermetic royal line.’

‘I really don’t give a shit.’ Zeven was rather browned off by Anselm’s amusement. ‘So long as my unique genetic inheritance means I can serve your daughter’s cause, that’s all I’ll ever need from parents who saw fit to give me up.’

‘I’m sure it wasn’t a choice they made lightly.’ Anselm attempted to defuse the conversation.

‘Can we change the subject?’ Zeven had had a gutful of this one.

‘Good call,’ Anselm concurred. ‘You mentioned Taren’s cause just now, what might that be, exactly?’


‘Taren’s cause, at present, is to right ten years of wrongs that will culminate in one big fucking disaster!’ Zeven said emphatically, to be sure Anselm understood.

‘Got you.’ Anselm took a moment to digest that information. ‘She has become all that I envisaged, and more.’

‘And she’s not operating in the dark, or on her own any more,’ Zeven added. ‘Taren is beyond being controlled by anyone … even you.’

‘It was never my intention to control her,’ Anselm defended. ‘I’ve only ever wanted to do what was best —’

‘Well, I dare say Taren has some very firm ideas about what is best for her in the future, and how you can be of aid with that, should you so choose.’

‘Well, of course I’ll help.’ Anselm was angered by the very thought that he’d be left out of anything his daughter had planned.

‘I’m going to tell her that you said that.’ Zeven grinned like a hunter who had just trapped his prey.

‘I don’t mind if you do.’ Anselm stood his ground, although he did look a little concerned that Agent Bob was suddenly so smug.

Then Zeven noted that he suddenly felt rather odd — all the molecules of his body began to tingle and then buzz. ‘Oh dear,’ he mumbled to himself, fearful that this strange feeling had something to do with the time shift that was going on.

‘Is something amiss?’ Anselm asked, starting to feel a little peculiar himself.

‘I’…m n …o …t s …u …r …e?’ His words sounded warped to a slow speed, as Zeven reached inside his jacket and clutched the memory stick that was so vital to his end of this mission. Once he had the item clenched in his palm, he breathed a long, slow sigh of relief, as the world around him slowed to a standstill. W…h…a…t…’s h…a…p…p…e…n…i…n…g? Even his thought was stalling.

I’m taking you out of time for a short spell.

Zeven received a mental answer to his query and was immediately set at ease to recognise the voice of Sammael. This meant that the Grigori were responsible for whatever was happening and hence this strange event could only be to their favour.

 

In the underground headquarters of the MSS, inside the medical chambers located on the debrief level, Jazmay had been X-rayed and the tracking device had been located. Hers was embedded deep in her neck, and as she had been carrying the device so long, it had grown in closer to her spine.

‘I cannot remove this without surgery,’ the doctor concluded.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Jazmay was furious at the diagnosis. ‘If you think I’m going to let anyone from the MSS open me up —’

‘Jaz,’ Yasper moved in to calm her, ‘it will be okay, I’ll stay with you the whole time.’

‘The answer is still no.’ Jazmay was panicked. ‘Taren is due back in Ronan’s office in less than an hour and you have to be there! Give me a knife and I’ll cut the bloody thing out myself!’ The Phemorian willed a scalpel into her possession, but Yasper gripped her hand to prevent her hurting herself.

Taren grabbed the scalpel from Jazmay’s hand. ‘You’ll sever a nerve or something!’

‘What in the name of science is going on here?’ The doctor was alarmed to discover there was an unrestrained psychic in the room.


Taren walked over to set him at ease, and placing a hand to his forehead she telepathically suggested he fall asleep and forget what he’d seen. The doctor dropped to the floor, dead to the world.

‘You’re full of neat little tricks,’ Mythric commented.

Taren grinned; every time she visited Oceane she suspected her talents grew stronger and more diverse.

‘Well, find a neat little trick that will get this thing out of my neck!’ Jazmay cried.

‘Actually, I have an idea about that.’ Taren frowned. ‘But we’re going to need a bath.’

‘A bath!’

‘Our — the apartment?’ Yasper suggested to Taren awkwardly; they’d only moved in together a few days ago and now they were all over.

Taren pretended not to notice his discomfort and nodded. ‘Let’s go.’

 

In the apartment, Jazmay insisted Taren share her idea before they went anywhere near the bathroom.

‘Have you ever tried transforming into a substance you have had contact with —’

‘What?’ Jazmay was mortified.

‘For example … water?’ Taren finished her query and everyone was suddenly enlightened. ‘If you dissolve into water then anything foreign will become very obvious, and I should be able to pluck the chip from the liquid without any damage to you.’

‘That’s rather brilliant,’ Mythric said.

Jazmay was more squeamish. ‘Better than surgery from the MSS or knifing myself in the shoulder, I guess,’ she conceded, heading for the bathroom.

Taren closed the door behind them and when Jazmay climbed straight into the bath, clothes and all, she had to repress a laugh. ‘You’ll need to remove your clothes first … or the chip might get caught up in them, and if I take the clothes out to find it, I might spill some of you on the floor.’ This was absurd, her laughter overcame her.

Jazmay found her humour too, as she willed her clothes off her body and onto the bathroom floor. ‘If you pull the plug …’ she warned as she sat down to attempt the feat.

The notion made Taren laugh again. ‘I promise,’ she wheezed, but it was hard to sound sincere when she had the giggles — she must have been tired, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had any proper rest.

‘Are you girls okay in there?’ Yasper obviously wondered at their merriment. ‘If you need me to help with anything —’

‘No!’ Both Taren and Jazmay called at once, which made them laugh again.

‘I just want to —’

‘Go away, Yasper, we’re fine.’ Taren calmed herself enough to sound authoritative.

‘Oh …’ he whined, sounding most disappointed as he moved away from the bathroom door.

Taren pulled herself together, considering the danger they were all in until the tracking device was removed from Jazmay. ‘Okay, you ready?’

Jazmay nodded in all seriousness and then burst into a grin. ‘And no running the tap, either, I don’t want to come out of this all bloated.’

As Taren smothered the amusement caused by that mental picture, Jazmay knelt in the bath and after turning transparent, her form collapsed into liquid that pooled in the tub. Taren was excited to see the small device in question sinking to the bottom of the tub, and she willed the item into her possession. ‘Got it.’

The water took a gelatine form to draw up, and Jazmay’s image appeared inside the liquid and then externalised into being, perfectly dry as before.

‘Whoa, Jazmay.’ Taren was rather in awe of her. ‘There’s myriad new possibilities for you to explore.’

‘There certainly are.’ She willed her clothes back on and stretched, obviously happy to be back in a solid form. ‘That will definitely come in handy in future, hey, boss?’

Taren held out the offending chip that had caused them so much grief.

‘Get rid of it.’ Jazmay stood and stepped out of the bath, wanting nothing more to do with Phemoria or their underhanded technology.

With a thought, the chip burst into a little flame, which Taren let drop into the empty bath. ‘Bye bye to yet another controlling government organisation.’

Jazmay straightened her attire and gave a large smile. ‘You are my only sovereign now.’

Taren was touched by the sentiment, but would not award her trust so easily again, at least not openly. ‘Yeah, sure, until the next good-looking guy comes between us.’

Jazmay served Taren a hate face and a guilty grin. ‘I deserve that, I know I do … but I will make it up to you in the future.’

Taren nodded to concede that possibility. ‘Speaking of the future, it’s time we went and claimed ours.’

 

As the women returned to the lounge room, they were confronted by Yasper’s free-floating form.


‘Holy shit.’ Taren’s eyes boggled at the sight of the chief’s son floating around like he was in zero gravity.

‘This is what I wanted to show you. Check it out, ladies!’ He was lying horizontal off the ground, and then tumbled a full three hundred and sixty degrees to face them once more. ‘I’m levitating!’

‘Yes I can see that — it’s the Juju stone; it heightens psychic ability.’ Taren was not thrilled with the timing of his psychic breakthrough. ‘But now is really not the time to experiment, Yas.’

‘Who’s experimenting?’ Yasper appealed as he tumbled over. ‘I can’t get down.’

Jazmay approached and guided him down to standing.

‘You might want to weight his ankles,’ Mythric suggested and Taren quite agreed.

‘My father is going to blow a fuse when he sees this!’ Yasper was ecstatic as he’d been looking for a reason to rebel against his father for years. With Chief Ronan’s current mindset, bringing his son back with ‘a Power’ was worse than not bringing him back at all.

‘You should take your leave now, Mythric, before I get you into any more trouble,’ Taren suggested.

‘But what about our long and illustrious agenda?’ He sounded frightfully disappointed.

‘It will unfold, in time,’ Taren told him, ‘but with this mission we gained a ten-year advantage and I’m not going to blow that by rushing into battle just yet. That said, I will be leaving the secret service today.’

‘What!’ Yasper was devastated and Mythric wasn’t happy either.

‘My life is about to head off along a very different path,’ she told them, ‘it is something I want, and have, to do.’


‘Your space project,’ Yasper concluded, finding the fact a little bittersweet.

Taren nodded. ‘The captain of which I would have had the pleasure of meeting this morning, but stuff came up.’ She shrugged off the missed opportunity.

‘That’s right,’ Jazmay realised, ‘you did bump into him this morning.’

‘Hold on.’ Yasper was a little taken aback by the news. ‘You met your new beau the morning after I died? What happened to a period of mourning?’

‘I didn’t say the captain was my new beau,’ Taren said, ‘and anyway, at the time, you’d already been dead ten years!’

‘But I only died yesterday?’ Yasper tried to clarify, but was only more confused.

‘Look, this is my third time through this morning, so you figure it out!’ Taren gave up.

‘I never did like the MSS much,’ Mythric voiced his view, ‘must be about time I retired anyway.’

‘Well, there’s no way they are going to have me like this,’ Yasper laughed, as he threatened to take flight again. ‘Man, I’m just dying to get outside.’

‘That would be highly dangerous.’ Jazmay struggled to keep his feet on the ground. ‘At least until you learn to control this thing.’

‘Look, I don’t want you people to put your lives on hold for me,’ Taren appealed to them. ‘I have made no solid plans beyond this mission as I have commitments and promises to honour that I made in the future … and I don’t know how this is all going to play out.’

‘Well, you sure delivered on your promise to me.’ Jazmay smiled in gratitude.

‘Don’t thank me yet, we still have the chief to deal with,’ Taren pointed out, but skipped to a more positive note. ‘However, no matter what happens today, the stones you are now wearing will protect you from being found psychically by anyone but my people.’

‘Cool,’ decided Yasper. ‘How many people do you have?’

‘Not enough … yet,’ Taren clarified. ‘Some major allies lie in my future. Some major enemies as well, unfortunately.’

‘Well, if the time-cheats are to be no more, I’m done with the MSS,’ Mythric concluded, having heard Taren out. ‘Time for me to take a long-overdue holiday. So, when you need me, Timekeeper, you come find me.’

‘I will certainly do that,’ she assured him.

‘Thanks for the psychic shield.’ Mythric gripped the top of his left arm where the Juju sat beneath an armband. ‘I’ll never figure out how you healed us back from the brink of death so quickly —’

‘You don’t remember what happened on Oceane?’ Taren queried.

‘Just fragments, really.’ His frown deepened. ‘Feels rather like I had a dream and now I can’t remember what it was all about.’

‘It is a bit hazy.’ Yasper frowned in accord.

Taren smiled, wondering if there were things she did not recall, or comprehend, in the wake of her visits with their guardian. ‘Take care, Mythric, until next we meet.’

Mythric let her hand go, and took a step away. ‘You know how to find me when you’re ready to start your revolution.’ He winked and vanished.

‘What revolution?’ Yasper felt he’d missed something.

‘Never mind.’ Taren manifested a set of weights around both Yasper’s ankles, so that Jazmay could let him go. ‘How do those feel?’ Yasper took a few laboured steps, and Taren was so disheartened she almost had to laugh. ‘Ah well, the worst that can happen is that I’ll end up an outlaw again.’

‘Well, I’m probably wanted by Phemoria by now.’ Jazmay shrugged off the setback: she could change her appearance at will so it was hardly a problem. ‘Let me come with you to Ronan’s office.’

‘The MSS don’t know you’re involved, best keep it that way.’ Taren forced a smile in parting. ‘We’ll see you shortly.’

Yasper managed to steal a kiss from Jazmay before Taren vanished with him.

 

When Taren materialised with Yasper in front of the chief’s desk, right on time, she was met by a dart in her behind. The next thing she knew she was kissing the carpet and getting some much-needed shut-eye.

‘Restrain her.’ Ronan had waited years to make that command, and it felt good.

The agents who were lined up behind Taren and Yasper complied with the order.

‘No, you can’t,’ Yasper protested. ‘She did everything she said she was going to do … she saved my life!’

‘Easy enough, when you were never in any real danger!’ the chief grumbled his opinion.

‘But I was!’ Yasper motioned to his bloodied clothes. ‘Why do you think I look like this?’

Ronan frowned. ‘Why do you look like that? Have you not heard of a shower?’

As the agent clamped a restraining device around Taren’s ankle, Yasper made a move to try and prevent them hauling her away, but the weights on his ankles hindered his attempt.


‘Why have you got those things on your legs?’ Ronan queried the cause of his son’s awkward movement.

Yasper was getting a little angry at this point and he fixed his sights firmly on his father to inform him, ‘Because I levitate. It’s the price I had to pay to still be living and breathing … sorry if that is now an offence to you.’

Ronan was so shocked and angered that he could not breathe. ‘He’s delusional too, he could be drugged,’ Ronan concluded. ‘Put him in the cooler for a bit.’

‘You are going to be in so much shit when Anselm arrives —’ Yasper would have swiped his father there and then but was overpowered by agents who wrestled him to the floor.

‘Anselm’s not coming!’ Ronan informed him. ‘Your girlfriend is sick in the head, and she’s so convincing that now she has you believing in her psychosis!’

‘Psychosis?’ Yasper challenged his father again. ‘Get your agents to take these weights off my legs and we’ll see who is deluded!’

‘Sedate him.’ Ronan was unimpressed and unmoved. ‘He’s completely unreasonable.’

‘What shall we do with the woman?’ the agent asked.

‘Take her down to the memory bank,’ he instructed, to his son’s loud hollers of protest. ‘She’s out of control, it must be done. Get in contact with President Anselm and tell him his daughter is under arrest for the kidnap and possible drugging of my son.’
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THE PIVOTAL MOMENT



In the blink of an eye the dragging-time sensation passed.

The tingling in Zeven’s body subsided and, still clutching the memory stick in his hand, he was thinking, Sammael?

‘Is it just me, or did something very strange just happen?’ Anselm asked Zeven and drew him out of his daze.

‘I felt something too,’ Zeven concurred, ‘and I am hoping we are still in the same timeline.’

‘You seem very young to be involved in all this, Bob?’ Anselm could not contain his curiosity about that.

‘Well I was ten years older when I first got involved,’ Zeven grinned, knowing he was confusing the issue, ‘so don’t let the exterior fool you.’

Anselm frowned and smiled at once. ‘I cannot get used to the concept of backwards time. I mean, how in the universe did Taren even conceive of this … plan?’


‘It just sort of evolved all on its own.’ Zeven shrugged.

‘But why come ten years into the past —’ Anselm was fascinated, ‘— to solve a problem that occurs that far down the track?’

‘Because when we looked at the problem as a whole, it traced back to these few days when Yasper Ronan was killed and you and the chief of the MSS stole a good part of Taren’s memory from her.’

‘What?’ Anselm was concerned by the claim. ‘How could that incident have been the start of a major planetary disaster?’

‘I guess you changed Taren’s destiny,’ Zeven hypothesised, ‘and as she seems to be the key for avoiding the said disaster, Taren thought she’d best claim her destiny back.’

Anselm’s communicator toned to advise him of an incoming communication.

‘Don’t answer that,’ Zeven waylaid him, and rose from his chair to restrain him physically if necessary.

‘It’s okay.’ Anselm held up two hands to urge him to heel. ‘I’m sure they’ll call back.’

Zeven checked his watch and was startled to find they were ten minutes late, when it felt like they had only been here in hiding for that long? ‘Shit! I know what just happened.’

Anselm frowned. ‘Do tell?’

‘We just lost an hour.’

‘How is that possible?’ Anselm checked his watch and was stunned to find Zeven was right. ‘Have we shifted timelines?’ Anselm was more fearful now.

‘I think not,’ Zeven stated, fairly confident that the Grigori who had caused the time loss would only ever work to their benefit. ‘We need to go.’ Zeven grabbed hold of Anselm and before he’d even got to his feet, a whirlwind of light overcame them.

 

The chief’s office was completely deserted when Zeven and his charge arrived, and Anselm’s phone was still ringing.

‘This does not look promising,’ Anselm conceded, ‘maybe I should answer this?’

Zeven had a very bad feeling and silently passed Anselm the memory chip for Chief Ronan.

‘Going somewhere?’ Anselm wondered why he was being trusted with their precious cargo.

‘Shhh!’ Zeven vanished and Anselm was left confused, his ring tone persisting.

‘Answer the damn phone,’ Zeven hissed quietly, startling the diplomat, who smiled once he worked out his ally was invisible, and he complied to the request.

‘Chief Ronan, hello.’ Anselm greeted the man on his screen.

‘We have a major problem, where are you?’

‘I’m in your office,’ Anselm advised with a smile. ‘Where are you?’

The door to the office burst open and in walked the chief with several agents ready to fire. ‘We know there was someone in here with you, where is he?’ Judging from all the hardware his agents were toting they’d been aiming to catch him.

‘Who, Bob? He dropped me off and has gone for a spot of fishing,’ Anselm informed.

‘Search the office,’ Ronan instructed his agents, although there were not many places a man could hide.

‘Where is my daughter?’ Anselm pushed his own cause.


‘In the memory bank being prepped to be decommissioned, just as we discussed.’

‘That’s not going to happen,’ Anselm assured the chief, ‘you made a deal with Taren and I will see that you stick to it.’

‘Don’t threaten me,’ Ronan warned, at his wits’ end. ‘You’re in my little part of the world right now, Anselm. You won’t even remember you have a daughter if I so wish it!’ Ronan returned to take a seat at his desk, hand pressed hard to his chest.

‘There’s no one here, Chief.’ One of the agents finally stated the obvious.

‘There must be more than one of these teleporters.’

‘And your son?’ Anselm wondered if Taren had achieved her goal. ‘Has he been resurrected?’

The statement made Ronan turn pale. ‘Taren told you about this little fantasy they cooked up?’

‘Ronan, the last time I saw you, Yasper had been killed in action,’ Anselm stated. ‘So whether or not my daughter is cooking up fantasies would depend entirely on whether Yasper is alive or dead.’

Ronan was speechless for a second. ‘He is alive,’ he admitted at last.

‘Then you need to view this.’ Anselm held out the memory stick. ‘Only your own personal security code will unlock it.’

 

The chief’s office was cleared — only Anselm and Ronan remained. Anselm took a seat across from the chief’s desk, where he could not view the screen. Ronan tossed a couple of pills down his throat, which he swallowed down with water. ‘What is on this?’ He took up the memory stick from his desk where Anselm had placed it.


Anselm filled him in. ‘That is a recording I watched you make only a few hours ago. At that time Taren informed us that she intended to go back in time by two days to save Yasper’s life … which obviously she has managed to do. In which case, you have an agreement to honour.’

Ronan grunted and stuck the memory stick into his workstation. He was quite sure the memory stick would not unlock as he’d made no recording that morning and no one knew his code. The chief was startled when an image of himself filled his screen and began talking at him.

‘Zelimir Ronan, if you are watching this — and I doubt you ever fucking will be — but if you are, you are living in a reality where our boy is alive and I’m telling you, you should be very fucking grateful for that!’

Ronan found it confronting to watch the image of himself on-screen nearly collapse into tears, but he sucked in his pain and repressed it, both on the screen and in reality.

‘Of course, I’ll want proof of this miracle, as no doubt you are now wondering how to try and explain this elaborate fraud. But while you’re dreaming up your radical-conspiracy theory, ask yourself: what do any of the people involved stand to gain from this hoax besides your respect? It is you who is the winner, if Yasper is alive. So be a good sport and honour the agreement we have made with Taren Lennox.’ A tear escaped his eye and he brushed it quickly aside.

‘As I am such a stickler for details and a morbid old fart, find attached the official death certificate for our boy, along with the coroner’s report of how he was suffocated to death, and if you still need more evidence — there are some pictures of our son’s corpse attached to the aforementioned report.’ The chief’s image took a pause and lowered his head to ponder his conclusion and then looked back to camera. ‘I can’t imagine what far-fetched theory you are going to concoct to explain the events of the past few days, but whatever your theory is you’re wrong! The Timekeeper can see into the future, can teleport from place to place in the present, so why should it be any more unbelievable that she can shift her consciousness back a few days, or even ten years? I’d give anything to be in your shoes right now; I hope I am. And if I am, do not screw these people. I authorised this mission, they had our full support so honour this contract!’

When the recording finished, Ronan said nothing. He quietly went about checking the other documents on the memory stick, stony-faced, as if his spirit had left the building.

‘Do you believe us now, Chief?’ Anselm queried.

Ronan nodded, without looking up, the query did not even raise an expression from the man.

‘So you concede that psychics, unrestrained and acting on their own recognisance, rearranged time in order to save your son’s life?’ Anselm pushed.

‘I do.’ Ronan continued reading and did not look up.

‘As witness to this event, I’ve been thinking.’ Anselm saw a huge opening for political reform here, as Ronan carried a lot of weight with the President of Maladaan. ‘Why should we seek to control those with the Powers, when we can harness their unique talents, with goodwill and trust?’

Ronan finally looked up and he was not happy.

‘I’m not saying all psychics are so heroic and selfless,’ Anselm back-peddled a bit, ‘but they should be judged on their merits just like everybody else.’


Ronan stood, absolutely fuming. ‘Have you lost your mind? Your daughter has the ability to change events in the past! Do you realise what that means? She holds the future of every man, woman and child in the United Systems to ransom and as chairman of that council you ought to be a bit more concerned about that! We have to shut the Timekeeper down!’

‘My daughter is not a fucking machine, Ronan.’ Anselm stood to impress his authority. ‘Touch one hair on her head and Maladaan can consider itself at war with Sermetica.’

‘And how are you going to explain that to the voters?’ Ronan challenged. ‘Besides,’ he checked the time on his screen, ‘you’re already too late, it’s done.’

‘You had better pray your people are running late.’ Anselm gripped Ronan around the throat and then cast the older, rounder man back into his seat and stormed towards the door.

‘Don’t threaten me … you … you … Fuck …’ Ronan went into cardiac arrest.

 

Zeven departed Chief Ronan’s office at the same time the agents, hoping to capture him, did. It was up to Anselm to convince the chief of their mission’s success; Zeven’s concern was Taren.

With the thought of Taren, Zeven found himself inside a memory bank, with several medical personnel. The medics were all focused on the subject whose memory they were violating. Zeven was sickened to see the subject was Taren — in the very situation she had fought so hard to avoid!

‘Memory reduction request seventy per cent complete,’ advised the monitoring database.


‘What!’ Zeven freaked when he heard how far along the procedure was and drew the attention of all in the team. Door: Jam. Internal monitoring cameras: Out! he willed, and the sound of the devices blowing out startled his foes. ‘Mental blackout!’ he suggested, pointing to two of the medics, who dropped to the floor, and Zeven confronted the one left sitting by the keyboard. ‘Reverse the procedure —’

‘Memory reduction request eighty per cent complete,’ advised the monitoring database.

‘Now!’ Zeven pulled the more studious form of a man up by his shirt.

‘I can’t do that during the process without direct authorisation from the chief,’ he cried. ‘Please don’t kill me.’

‘Then you can replace the information once the process is complete,’ Zeven concluded. But the little scientist, whom he still held by the neck, fearfully shook his head. ‘Why no?’

‘Because the deposit is set to be deleted upon completion,’ he confessed, and visibly began to shake. ‘Once it completes it will be irretrievable.’

‘Memory reduction request ninety per cent complete,’ advised the monitoring database.

‘Shit!’ Zeven began to panic. ‘Can you slow it down at least?’ He let the scientist go.

‘I can try.’ The fellow pushed his glasses back up his nose and began typing away madly. ‘If I run some other big programs at the same time, it might slow things —’

‘Five per cent of memory reduction request remaining.’

‘You’re speeding it up!’ Zeven accused the frazzled operator, who was suddenly whipped from his chair by Chief Ronan.


‘Out of the fucking way.’ The chief was seated and immediately set to work on reversing the procedure.

Zeven didn’t dare question what he was seeing until the monitoring computer announced.

‘Ninety per cent of memory reload request remaining.’

‘Chief Ronan?’ Zeven queried, relieved that Anselm had obviously won the man over to their side.

Ronan looked to Zeven and smiled, something he never did. ‘I knew you always held a secret flame for me.’ The chief blew a kiss in his direction.

Zeven was so stunned by what he was seeing, it took a moment to register. ‘Abi,’ he said with great relief.

‘Bob.’ She winked at him. ‘Knowing the chief as I do, I figured we’d all get screwed.’

‘And not in a good way,’ Zeven added.

‘Eighty per cent of memory reload request remaining,’ advised the monitor, as Jazmay rolled her eyes at Zeven’s innuendo.

‘This is programmed to finish up and release the subject automatically.’ She stood. ‘I need to find Yasper.’

Zeven nodded to give her leave. ‘I’ll see Taren to safety, as soon as she is freed from this contraption.’

The chief gave Zeven the thumbs up and vanished.

‘Seventy per cent of memory reload request remaining …’

 

This is pure fear. Ronan recognised it, although he had not allowed himself to feel it for a long time. He’d taken his pills already and the pain wasn’t ebbing at all. So now, as Ronan feared the end might be near, all the wrong he’d done by others came flooding back to haunt him. His thoughts turned to his son and the position he was leaving him in. What if Yasper wasn’t lying, what if he had developed a psychic ability? Then the MSS would lock his son up and throw away the key, and the only woman capable of rescuing his boy had had all memory of him erased.

The pain shot up from Ronan’s heart and wedged in his throat, where his regret threatened to suffocate him and his eyes moistened with tears. No, this is unacceptable. I am the Chief of the Maladaan Secret Service and I do not cry! Ronan attempted to stop the tears and pull himself together. He pushed the pain back down, sending shooting pain down his left arm, whereupon he began to choke once more and his heart stopped dead.

‘Chief?’ Anselm seemed to be yelling to him from some distance away. ‘Are you okay?’

Zelimir Ronan’s physical senses fell away one by one, and his perception of the world soared upwards to where he could see President Anselm calling for help.

Where do you think you’re going?

Ronan’s perception shifted to one side where he was stunned to find a young, fit, fair-haired fellow floating beside him, wearing only a pair of trousers and a vest. Am I dead?

Not for long. The young man beckoned Ronan closer with his finger. Your death would prove a political nightmare, so I fear I cannot allow it just yet.

As Ronan was drawn, through no will of his own, towards the Lord, his base human emotions such as resentment began to surface. Who are you that you can deny a man a peaceful demise?

I am Sacha, Lord of the Inner-world. The roguish being grinned.


Ronan’s consciousness was expanding rapidly with the revelation that there was a state of being that followed death. I find this completely perplexing … there is life after death?

There is life after death, in the next universe, in different dimensions, timelines … life is everywhere, said the Lord. In fact here is a little bleed-through that you might find particularly relevant now.

 

Ronan’s consciousness went into a whirl and the next thing he knew he was seated behind his desk addressing Taren Lennox. ‘How are you doing this?’ he asked her, although Ronan had no control over his words; he was trapped inside a memory he’d never had.

‘Loving, wilful intention,’ she replied, ‘that’s all. Love sustains light. Light is the communicator of intention to the molecular world which responds to the most influential force in its environment … usually me … but only because I am more aware and confident of my influence than the next person.’

‘I am most eager to see you prove that,’ Ronan conceded sincerely. ‘Return my boy to me and I shall be forever in your debt.’

 

Ronan’s consciousness shifted quickly back to his spirit form beside the young Lord, floating above the calamity unfolding below in the office as MSS staff scrambled to bring their chief back to life. What was that?

A reminder of the promise you made, said the Lord. You don’t appreciate what you have, nor do you push the great advantage you have to be constructive in this world. And I’m not sending you back until I know you are going to be an asset!


What if I don’t want to go back? Ronan rather liked being above all the chaos for a change and not embroiled in it.

Is there nothing you will miss? Nothing left for you to fight for?

With the Lord’s prompting, Ronan’s dying regret sprang to mind and again he was filled with a foreboding feeling that he had betrayed his own son …

 

The magnitude of his guilt engulfed him like a black hole and spat Ronan’s consciousness out into a bed, inside a very small but grand chamber.

There was a beautiful woman standing beside his bed smiling warmly at him and she said, ‘For a man to be despised, he must first despise himself. What was it that made you despise yourself, Zelimir?’

‘I lost my son,’ he told her, and once again Ronan had no control over his words, but he felt and sympathised with the intense emotions he was feeling in this instance — guilt, regret, loss, sadness; Ronan clutched at his heart, wishing for it to just stop and put him out of his misery. ‘I should never have interfered! It didn’t matter that he was in love, happy and successful … what I would not give to see Yasper thus now.’ Ronan collapsed into tears.

 

After a moment Zelimir felt a tap on his shoulder, whereby he realised he was back in his spirit form, floating in his office. Why are you doing this? This was worse than any physical torture he’d ever endured.

I told you why. The Lord didn’t like repeating himself. You have an agreement to honour, and you must be more constructive!


I will! Ronan had never been this emotionally distraught in all his born days — for someone to have control of his being was one thing, but for someone to have control of his emotions and thoughts was a nightmare.

I’m still not convinced we’re on the same wavelength here, the Lord of the Inner-world cocked an eyebrow. Allow me to give you a quick pop quiz.

No! Ronan protested his consciousness being bandied about from one instance to another.

 

He was back behind his desk addressing Taren Lennox and a very beautiful Phemorian woman was there with her.

‘However, I put it to you,’ the Timekeeper was saying, ‘would your resolve about my relationship with Yasper have been different if you knew it would ultimately save his life?’

Ronan felt affronted by the question.

The Timekeeper moved to join the Phemorian who was staring at him with daggers in her eyes.

‘Abi?’ Taren queried as the Phemorian approached his desk to state her mind.

‘I am one of thousands of psychics who were imprisoned by you, I hated you for that, and yet you died selflessly to save my life and many others. You have the power and the intelligence to accomplish great things, Ronan, your heart is your weakness, and if you do not learn how to channel a love of all things that is unconditional, your heart will become diseased and it will kill you,’ she informed him bluntly.

‘Are you a prophet?’ Ronan asked, disturbed by the woman’s prediction.

Jazmay smiled. ‘No. I am in love with your son, and I’d like my future father-in-law to be alive and contributing to a world that his grandchildren will be safe living in.’

 

Ronan was returned to his station by the Lord, gasping on the revelation. My son is in love with a psychic Phemorian!

The Lord had a very large smile on his face. So what kind of a world shall you build for your grandchildren, Ronan? For despite the many lives we lead, one law remains constant … if you are constructive in this life you’ll advance to a place where you can be even more constructive in the next, but if you are destructive? Well, let me just say that at present your soul’s next incarnation will be in a place where torture and injustice abound.

But Maladaan is such a place, Ronan objected.

Well then, I’d get to work changing that, if I were you. The Lord of the Inner-world directed Ronan towards his defunct form and the chief’s perception was hurled towards his earthly body and back into a conscious state.

 

When the chief suddenly drew a deep breath, the crowd around him all gasped in awe of his return to life.

‘Chief Ronan. How are you feeling?’ Anselm queried.

‘Who drugged me?’ Ronan asked, as he was seeing bright-coloured light around everybody.

‘I think we’d best get him to hospital,’ advised one of several medics attending.

‘No!’ insisted the chief, brushing everyone away as he sat up and buttoned his shirt. ‘Take me to my son.’

Everyone looked blankly at the chief.


‘Now!’ he roared, startling his underlings, before he took a deep calming breath. ‘Please.’ As Ronan viewed the wonder-struck faces around him, he realised how rarely he was polite. ‘I’ve just come back from the dead, is it really so surprising I should want to see my son?’

‘Of course not,’ Anselm answered, as no one else was game, and got the medics to assist. ‘If you would be so kind as to help the chief to his feet.’

‘Why are you still here?’ The chief looked to Anselm, touched that he had chosen to aid him while his daughter was still in peril. ‘You should have been stopping —’

Anselm held up a hand to waylay the man’s worry. ‘I feel sure Bob had a very successful fishing trip.’ He forced a smile in conclusion, as he had yet to confirm that hope.

‘Good.’ Ronan was appeased. ‘I must request a meeting when all this is done, Anselm, to discuss those reforms to MSS policy that you were suggesting earlier. Tell the Timekeeper she has her deal,’ the chief advised as he was aided into a wheelchair, and Anselm looked on, stunned.

 

Jazmay entered the cellblock in the chief’s form, so no one dared to look twice, let alone question her. ‘Where is my son?’ she asked a male nurse on his way past, who motioned to a cell a few doors down the corridor.

When she joined the medics inside the cell they had just finished sedating Yasper, who was strapped to a stretcher. ‘Everyone out!’ Jazmay pointed to the exit.

One medic dared to try and report. ‘He’s heavily sedated —’


‘I have eyes, I can see that.’ Jazmay glared at her. ‘Don’t make me repeat myself.’

The young female medic quickly detoured to the door, and Jazmay locked down the room in their wake. With a thought, she disabled the monitoring camera and jammed the small viewing window in the door, then resumed her own form to return to Yasper’s side.

‘I cannot believe your own father would do this to you.’ She held his hands and willed the sedative to reverse back through his system and out through the needle wounds. The clear fluid drained from his body without spilling one drop of his blood.

As Yasper began to stir, Jazmay banished his restraints, and he immediately began to float up towards the ceiling. Jazmay grabbed for him, but the weight of his sleeping form was against her and to her amusement he slipped through her fingers. He appeared so comfortable, curled up on the ceiling, facing down towards her, that Jazmay almost felt bad disturbing him. ‘Yasper!’ she called and when he opened his eyes, she waved up at him.

‘Hello, you,’ he said with a smile, and then realising his unusual predicament, his smile broadened. ‘I thought I’d died and gone to heaven there for a second.’

‘Sorry, no, you’re still here in the MSS medical detention block on Maladaan,’ she advised and held a hand up to him. ‘But I can change that, if you like?’

‘Taren!’ Yasper realised she was in danger.

‘Already taken care of.’ Jazmay winked, and wiggled her fingers to urge him to take hold, which he did.


‘What a woman,’ he said as she pulled him down close to herself. ‘Will you marry me?’

Jazmay took hold of his floating form by the head, with both her hands. ‘Just try and stop me.’ She kissed him and the door to the cell unlocked and opened, which startled their lips apart. ‘It must be your father.’ Jazmay was of the mind to teleport them elsewhere.

‘Wait.’ Yasper waylaid her as his father was wheeled in, seated in a wheelchair.

‘What’s happened? Your heart?’ Yasper clung to Jazmay to prevent himself floating upwards.

When Ronan saw how his son was struggling, he ordered the medics and agents with him to leave and close the door.

‘You look like you should be in a hospital bed.’ Yasper grabbed onto the stretcher he’d been strapped to and pulled himself towards his father, who gasped when he saw his son’s legs floating behind him.

‘You weren’t bluffing,’ the chief mumbled. ‘Thank the Lord of the Inner-world that I did not die this day.’ Ronan grabbed hold of Yasper, as soon as he was within arm’s reach, and pulled him in to hold him as he’d not done since Yasper was a small child. ‘I love you, boy, no matter what you do, who you love, or how much you despise your old man —’

‘I don’t despise you,’ Yasper insisted. ‘I hate the system that keeps a large percentage of the United System population repressed!’

‘We’re going to change that, Anselm and I,’ Ronan, teary-eyed, assured him. ‘And until then … if I can cover for Anselm’s kindred, I can certainly cover my own.’ His father looked to Jazmay, who appeared a little uncomfortable. ‘That includes you, young lady … I will ensure my grandchildren have a better world than this one, in which they may thrive.’

Jazmay gasped and nearly burst into tears. ‘How could you remember that?’

Ronan smiled, rather enjoying having the mysterious advantage over someone else for a change. ‘You must have left quite an impression.’

‘She certainly does,’ Yasper agreed.

‘No,’ Jazmay couldn’t accept his answer. ‘You couldn’t have seen through into another timeline, surely?’

‘Of course I can,’ Ronan bantered playfully, ‘I’ve just come back from the dead, I can do anything! Including changing this planet’s psychic-restraining laws.’

‘Is this even my father?’ Yasper laughed, beyond thrilled about the transformation. ‘Death has sure done wonders for you!’

‘No, son,’ Ronan’s eyes filled with tears as he confessed. ‘It is your life that has done wonders for me.’ He hugged Yasper again and as he did so, he looked to Jazmay and mouthed the words ‘Thank you’.

Probably best not to mention that I have stolen the chief’s genetic blueprint, at least until after the first grandchild is born. The resolve brought a cheeky smile to Jazmay’s face as the last of her resentment melted away. She was at peace with the world, which, the warrior in her finally realised, was the secret to being truly free.

 

A soft gentle pressure on her lips seduced Taren from her slumber, as in her wildest dreams she imagined that somehow she was being awoken with a kiss by her long-lost lover.


When her eyes parted to see the very young Zeven Gudrun smiling down at her, Taren hit him. ‘What are you doing?’

Taren looked about to realise that she was back in her childhood bedroom and safe from the MSS.

‘Well I thought the prince got to do that, once he’d rescued the fair princess?’ he defended.

‘Not if they’re related!’ She whacked him again, several times.

‘Yow!’ Zeven fended her off. ‘I just saved you from losing most of your mind again! You could be a little grateful.’

‘I am grateful,’ she barked, and then broke into a disappointed smile. ‘I just thought …’ She stopped short of saying it, shook her head and gave a heavy exhale to try and release the pining feeling in her chest.

‘You thought I was Lucian.’ Zeven knew the conclusion. ‘Well, sorry to disappoint … he still doesn’t know you exist!’

Taren caught her breath, hurt by the fact, and Zeven winced.

‘Sorry, that was harsh.’

Taren repressed her urge to get upset. ‘I have to go after Yasper.’

‘Jazmay is taking care of that.’ He attempted to calm her down.

‘So were we successful? Am I an outlaw? What happened?’ Taren pumped Zeven for answers that he didn’t have.

‘I don’t know what’s happened.’ Zeven shrugged. ‘I just broke you out of the memory bank and —’

The front door chimed, whereupon they both froze and caught their breath.


‘Who knows we’re here?’ Taren wondered in a whisper, knowing Jazmay wouldn’t use the front door.

‘Probably everyone, the way you were carrying on just now.’ Zeven crept towards the bedroom door, and out into the corridor that led towards the front door. Taren followed and then took the lead, much to Zeven’s annoyance.

As she was ahead, Taren beat Zeven to the exterior surveillance screen, within which could be seen a hooded character. ‘Anselm,’ they both said at once, and as he was alone, Taren issued the command to open the door.

He entered swiftly and alone, whereby Taren locked the door behind him. ‘Father,’ Taren greeted him with a respectful nod from a distance, ‘are you here to arrest me, or pat me on the back?’

‘Definitely the latter.’ He smiled, proud to inform. ‘Ronan will honour your deal —’

‘I’m not an outlaw, yes!’ Taren and Zeven began squealing and jumping for joy, before Anselm could finish.

‘— and, he wishes to discuss political reform for the rights of those with the Powers,’ Anselm added to shock them to silence. ‘So that psychics will be judged on their merits, just like everybody else, and freed or restrained accordingly.’

‘What!’ Zeven was shocked to his foundations. ‘You mean I may not have to be an outlaw in hiding all my life either!’ He didn’t sound too sure if he was happy about that or not.

‘You’ll always be on my secret service,’ Taren assured him with a smile and Zeven was appeased by that thought. ‘Good heavens!’ The full ramifications of what she had accomplished this day began to sink in. ‘This is the way things always should have been,’ she realised. ‘This is going to have a huge effect on the future of the entire United Systems.’

‘Yes, it will,’ her father agreed, and unable to contain himself any longer he approached and held his daughter. ‘I am so very proud of you.’

Taren closed her eyes, and for a moment she was a little girl again. The safety she felt within the embrace let her know she had truly come home, and tears of relief and gratitude began to flow.

‘Shhh,’ Anselm whispered, kissing her head as he rocked her to calm, and Zeven quietly left the room to leave them to speak alone. ‘It’s over now —’

‘Oh no, no, no, no, no, it isn’t.’ Taren pulled back to look her father in the face. ‘This is just the beginning.’ She wiped the tears from her face and stepped away from him.

‘Oh dear.’ Her father found her claim rather ominous.

‘I have so much I have to tell you, Father.’ Taren looked him straight in the eye. ‘I know who my mother is.’

‘What?’ Anselm’s eyes near popped out of their sockets. ‘Your mother is dead.’

‘No, she isn’t,’ Taren challenged. ‘She’s ruling on Phemoria as we speak.’

Anselm went very pale and quiet.

‘I also know that you love her very much and she loves you —’

‘Now you’ve left reality,’ he argued, just as Taren had known he would.

‘I know that it was the morning after the night of my conception that you argued and fell out, because you were robbed of your memory of the event by Khalid Mansur —’


‘What!’ Anselm was gob-smacked.

‘Who is in fact my mother’s half-brother and is out to steal her throne, by way of me … if you get my drift,’ Taren concluded calmly, but her father had to take a seat.

‘Khalid doesn’t know who you are, only Ronan does, and I believe you have him well onside at present.’ Anselm was confident about that. ‘But as far as your mother is concerned, I have to tell you, Taren, she’s completely insane these days.’

‘No, Father, she is cursed. Literally!’ Taren enlightened. ‘Remove the crown of Phemoria from her head, and you’ll have back the woman you fell in love with. I swear it to you on my life.’

Anselm had never been lost for words, but he was absolutely dumbstruck, for the longest time. ‘If I can verify your claim, I will have Mansur arrested and restrained.’

‘Just check the memory bank on Sermetica for a deposit from you at around that time,’ Taren advised, ‘I’m sure you’ll find it a very arousing memory indeed.’ She tried not to grin. ‘But arresting Mansur will not be so easy — he has supernatural allies — so best not to let them know we are aware, just yet.’

‘Supernatural allies?’ Anselm was suddenly very concerned. ‘I can see we do have a lot to talk about. In fact, you’re starting to sound like a politician. Is that where your future is heading?’

‘Not right away.’ Taren didn’t discount the possibility out of hand. ‘I’m more interested in science and philanthropy at present.’

‘Do tell.’ Anselm was interested to hear this. ‘You’ve worked so hard to gain your freedom, I was wondering what you planned to do with it.’


‘Well, I studied last time around,’ Taren answered. ‘I have several different science degrees and a doctorate in quantum physics.’

‘Really? I didn’t know that,’ Anselm conceded. ‘Good for you.’

‘I now have quite a large nest egg of funds from my days in the service, which I intended to use for university, and which I am now looking to invest in a project that I have been eyeing off,’ she advised in a leading fashion.

‘Really? Anything I might be interested in?’ He offered to help just as he had promised Zeven he would.

‘Only if you are talking from a personal point of view, no government or otherwise secret service funds allowed.’ Taren fielded the offer — even though she had yet to become involved with the project.

‘Of course.’ Anselm smiled, delighted by the idea of being business partners. ‘What’s the deal?’

‘It’s a science project, of course.’ Taren prepared to launch into a sales pitch. ‘The project name is A.M.I.E. —’

‘The Astro-Marine Institute Explorer,’ Anselm cut in, ‘I was only just reading a proposal that was sent to my office along with invitations to a fundraiser next week.’

Taren smiled broadly, unable to believe her luck, although it was typical of destiny to provide. ‘I guess that makes you my new best friend?’

‘No one has to know we’re related,’ Anselm realised. ‘In fact, a business partnership is the perfect way of seeing more of you without raising suspicion.’

‘I’d like that.’ Taren smiled to assure him.

‘Me too.’ Anselm stood, having regained his sensibilities.


‘I’ll be taking my apartment back.’ Taren moved to open the blinds in the apartment for the first time in ages, which sent dust flying everywhere, as the light of the grey day filled the room.

‘Might be time to call in the cleaners too,’ her father concurred, waving dust from his path to her. ‘There is something that is puzzling me?’

‘What’s that?’ Taren asked, although she got the distinct impression she shouldn’t.

‘You gave up Yasper Ronan very easily,’ he said warily. ‘Why do I get the feeling there is another man involved in all this somewhere? I mean, AMIE’s handsome, intelligent and well-written creator wouldn’t have any bearing on your interest now, would it?’

Her father knew her tastes a little better than expected, and just the thought of Lucian made her light up like a city on New Year’s Eve. ‘Not that it is any of your business, but … we loved each other very much once upon the future, and hopefully that will come to pass again, as it has many times before.’

‘So he’s the one!’ Her father felt a little overwhelmed to know in advance who his son-in-law would be, as he had often wondered if Taren would ever marry.

‘If I can be with him, without getting him killed, I will be.’ She was very sure about that. ‘His soul and mine are one and the same, just as yours and mother’s are within the ranks of the Grigori.’

‘The Grigori?’ Anselm frowned, having never heard the term before.

‘Your spirit self. The Grigori are being drawn down into their incarnations here, and waking up to the fact that they are here to bring about huge sweeping reforms to every aspect of civilisation in the United Systems. And if we do not outsmart your viceroy and his secret allies, every planet will be controlled by a dark force, more formidable and spiteful than the Phemoray who are controlling Mother. Maladaan will escape the wraith, only to be cast into another universe where a more evil threat awaits.’

Anselm was looking very concerned; he wanted to doubt her forecast, but he could not. ‘I am an ally, Taren,’ he assured her, in case there was any doubt about that.

‘I know that you are, the Grigori told me.’ She smiled at him broadly in conclusion. ‘And so will Mother be if we can get those bloody witches away from her.’

His daughter’s attitude made him smile. ‘You give me hope that our family life could be what I have always dreamt it should have been.’ A tear escaped his eye and fell straight to the floor; betraying the love he still felt for the mother of his child.

‘She will come back to us.’ Taren’s tears began afresh as she hugged her father to assure him. ‘I have had many grand adventures across time and space, and what I’ve learnt is that nothing is ever wasted in life, and no one is ever lost, from the smallest quanta of our being to the Grigorian souls that are at our highest point of individualised consciousness.’ Taren was having an epiphany; her scientific knowledge was melding with the esoteric knowledge she had gained in her travels and she was amazed by what she realised. ‘Both quanta and soul-minds, in their pristine state, are not just in one place at one time, but both here and there, and in fact everywhere in space and time!’


‘Whoa.’ Her father was rather amazed by what he was hearing.

‘A wise man told me that the same principles that govern quanta could be applied to soul-minds as well, which means that, when one pair of formally connected souls are subject to being measured or observed, one twin chooses its own real state and the second twin chooses a state, not the same, but complimentary to its partner. And like quanta, once soul-minds have shared the same identical state, they remain linked, no matter how far they travel from each other.’

Anselm was pleasantly surprised by his daughter’s resolve, for it did lighten his heart. ‘Now that’s a beautiful theory.’

‘It is indeed.’ Taren’s eyes drifted to the panoramic cityscape outside her window, as her theory continued to unfold in her mind. ‘And if I am right about this, then I can only be confident. For if you observe or measure one quanta from a system, then all the other quanta from that system switch from their virtual states to a real state too!’ The implications of this occurring with her soul group brought a smile to her face. ‘And as I am being measured, I know the Grigori will rise to meet this challenge with me, and together …’ she looked to her father, optimistic, ‘… we shall create an idyllic civilisation that might one day rival the one we once founded in the Universe Parallel.’
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PLANETS OF THE UNITED STAR SYSTEMS



Maladaan

Capital City: Esponisa

Ruler: President Woodford Tallak

Climate: Polluted

Landscape: Overdeveloped

Highrise-modern cityscapes

Known as the technology capital of the USS

Frujia

Capital City: Kotan-Bathaar

Ruler: Chief Matan-tu-hoo

Climate: Hot, tropical

Landscape: Scattered island archipelagos

Small tourist colonies

Known as the pleasure capital of the USS


Sermetica

Capital City: Heavensgate

Ruler: President Jabez Anselm

Climate: Controlled

Landscape: Desert-mineral rich

Mobile-airborne cities in the clouds

Known as the mining capital of the USS

a.k.a. the Planet of Men

Phemoria

Capital City: Tonissia

Ruler: Queen Qusay-Sabah Clarona

Climate: Moderate

Landscape: Forest and ocean rich

Beautiful ancient cities, unspoilt by time

Known as the cultural capital of the USS

a.k.a. the Planet of Women

Oceane

Capital City: none

Ruler: Azazèl-mindos-coomra-dorchi

Climate: Wet and steamy

Landscape: Largely ocean and small rocky land masses

Unknown to the USS








THE POWERS




1. Clairvoyance (clear vision) — to see into the ethereal dimension without using physical eyes, to reach into another vibrational frequency and visually perceive ‘within the head’ or ‘in outer space’ something significant to this incarnation, eyes opened or closed. To see psychically a full-blown picture, part of a person or scene, an object, lights, words, colours, auras, geometrical figures, thought forms, deceased friends, living friends, etheric world intelligences. Visions are shown regarding past, present or future. Clairaudience (clear audio) — to perceive sounds or words when no person is present. Sounds are inaudible to the normal hearing, can appear to come from ‘within the head’ or ‘out in the atmosphere’.

2. Shape-shifting/Physical Transformation — to physically transform oneself into another human being, animal, bird, fish or object for a temporary period and to be able to perform the task of that animal or object and use the mind, memory and senses of the adopted form as if it were one’s own.

3. Levitation — to elevate oneself or an object in the air. The object or the self is kept suspended for a length of time without the use of physical means. Performed by a psychic in a semi-trance or full-trance state of consciousness. Levitation is always willed and desire controlled. This is accomplished by the undivided concentration of the subconscious mind or the guides. The psychic’s subconscious reverses the attraction of gravity in the subject or object.

4. Mediumship (mediator; go-between) — one who serves as an instrument through which the personality of an intelligence in the etheric world can help earthlings. The intelligence enters the medium’s body to speak. Channel — bringing psychic information or healing energy to others. Comes through in physical and mental psychic skills while the person is in a deep or semi-trance state. The intelligence advises the psychic and the channel passes on the information in their own voice.

5. Psychokinesis (PK) — to deliberately change the position, form or elements of objects of a specific energy field with disciplined concentration of the conscious or subconscious mind. To physically and intentionally direct one’s will to act on elementary atoms of the third dimension in a definite manner.

6. Precognition (speaking before) — a word meaning psychic message from the future. All psychic information pertaining to future events that comes spontaneously or willed.

7. Remote Viewing — to perceive clairvoyantly something that is happening at the present moment that is out of range of the physical eyes. This sometimes involves astral projection.

8. Astral Projection — to will one’s soul-mind to leave the physical body enclothed in an astral body and travel to distant localities.


9. Telekinesis (TK, tele ‘over a distance’; kinesis ‘movement’) — a psychic production of movement or motion over distance. To act psychically on third-dimensional matter and change its position, form or elements. Phenomenon is always pre-planned, willed and desired by the medium.

10. Telepathy (tele ‘distance’; pathos ‘sensing’, ‘to feel afar’) — the touch of consciousness of one person upon another person with the ability to discern what that person is thinking and feeling at the present moment: thoughts, visions, hypnotic energy, body movements, subconscious data, feelings, illness, emotional states, psychic messages or the train of inner dialogue. Both individuals can be alive or one deceased. Can be voluntary or involuntary, selective and deliberate, or spontaneous and undesired.

11. Transmutation Teleportation — to transfer one’s body, another’s body, or an object through ethereal space from one physical locality to another, via the use of the will. To dematerialise one’s own body by rearranging the atomic structure until it is ethereal in nature and attuned to a higher vibrational frequency, and to rematerialise one’s body into the mundane.

12. The Healing Touch (Remote; Holistic; Spiritual; Sympathetic; Psychic; Magnetic; Mental) — all holistic healing requires that the practitioner takes into consideration every aspect of the patient’s lifestyle and emotional attitudes to find the cause of an ailment. To use etheric world energy to cure a patient or etheric world information to diagnose an ailment.
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THE ANCIENT FUTURE TRILOGY
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THE CELESTIAL TRIAD
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THE MYSTIQUE TRILOGY
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