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COMMENTS FROM READERS WHO READ THE RAW, UNEDITED VERSION




It captures you and drags you in fast and strong.  Even your longest chapter felt like it was flying by.  Moon 514 is just as thrilling the second time through as it was the first time.  Funny … Tragic … Loved it. 

@coppertree




Wicked!  My heart was racing.  It's official: I'm addicted to your book.  Once you start reading, it’s almost impossible to stop.

@JeckoJasher




Your characters are believable and the story progresses well.  I loved the ending!  Awesome book.

@CinnCinn




I don't think that my heart will calm down for quite a while.

@TheShadowThree




Blaze has definitely kept me up until the wee hours.  The paragraph that starts, “Another hour until sunrise...” keeps echoing in my mind.  I love the way you have with words.

@laurab




Great job.  I'm hooked.

@MartinBennett1




You are sooooo good at twists … lots of surprises to capture the audience.  Your play on aliens is very unique, interesting, and delightful.  The imagery is amazing!  I love the detail and descriptions … brought tears to my eyes. … I like how you made it exciting and new to come back to earth.  

It really needs a second book very soon!

@todreamadream




People flock to your writing!  I can't wait to read more.  I find myself entranced by this woman, she seems amazing. 

@phantomx




I like the beautifully descriptive glimpses into the magic woman's mind … beautiful sentiments worth pondering.  You set up all sorts of interesting leads for what might be next … you have a great deal of creativity and complex webs of interaction.

@AprilSunshine




You are amazing!

@girlonfire02
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DESPERATE, BLAZE DOVE, ROLLED, AND FELL into an defensive posture to await his attacker.  But the beast was already upon him.  Without a moment to spare, he slashed at his opponent’s neck while diving sideways a second time.  From the unnerving sound of shrieking behind him, Blaze guessed that he had successfully slashed a tender spot on its neck but he had no time to carefully assess the damage.  

The young warrior had resorted to dive rolls precisely because his legs had been injured so badly.  It was the only way he could quickly gain significant ground.  And bulbous swelling on his throbbing right arm suggested a significant fracture.  He tried hard to ignore the almost debilitating pain and realized he was running low on options.  He stood up and spun around in one fluid movement, preparing to make a desperate last thrust with the bladed end of his staff, but the beast was already too close for him to avoid its attack.  Checkmate.  With no time to look at his opponent, aim, or otherwise methodically prepare for his attack, Blaze fell into instinct and thrust the blade parallel to the angle where the alien had attacked before - while simultaneously bending his torso to avoid a possible bite to his own head.  As the beast crushed into him and pinned Blaze against a rock wall, the young warrior lost consciousness.

“Simulation ended,” announced the emcee.

Nearly instantaneously, the simulated, painful throbbing mellowed down to nothing and Blaze’s alertness flashed back to normal.  He was always grateful when the simulator functioned well.  It’s a tricky thing to manipulate the psyche.  Sometimes the pain lagged on for several minutes.  This time, the pain had been so intense that Blaze couldn’t help but to rub his legs out of instinct.  Moments before, they had been a mangled mess, whole pieces of tendon and muscle torn from the bone.  It had been difficult to suppress the body’s natural drive to panic in situations like that but now, his legs were perfectly whole.  Still, a disquieting self preservation instinct lingered.  Adrenaline coursed through his veins.  He was ready for round two.

Blaze noticed the spear ominously peering out of the beast’s backside and then watched as his simulated opponent dissipated into nothingness.  Simulated terrain followed suit and disappeared.  Blaze took a deep breath.  He won.  He had been knocked unconscious but the beast had been slain.  It looked like a modified velociraptor with spikes, bulky muscles, and long forearms, he mused.  Jim usually came up with innovative simulations.  This one seemed old school and lacked creativity.  It just didn’t seem to fit Jim’s personality.  He must be busy with another project, Blaze considered as he anxiously watched a few of his friends approaching.
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“UNINTIMIDATING,” HE GRUMBLED IN FRUSTRATION.  “That was the word she had used – unintimidating.  Is that even a word?”  

Evelia couldn’t have deliberately chosen a more damaging thing to say to bruise a young warrior’s ego had she thought about it carefully and preplanned the entire exchange.  His voice growing louder and clearly betraying his mood, Blaze continued, “I mean, can you even create the negative of intimidating like that?” 

 “Oh, come on Blaze,” Jazz responded energetically, “she also said you were the best fighter on earth – how ‘bout that?”

“No contractions,” Blaze reminded the young boy, “We are not supposed to use contractions.”

“Sure – but that was a nice compliment don’t you think?”

“You did it again,” Blaze grumbled. 

“Oh, come on Blaze,” Jazz encouraged.  “You can’t be depressed when someone gives you a compliment like that!”

“No contractions!” Blaze reminded his young protégé with more gruffness than he used the first two times.  “Context is everything.”  He looked down into Jazz’s admiring eyes.  “If you did not notice, she said that although I was ‘the best fighter on earth,’ I also held the element of surprise over anyone that I would meet outside of the Order because I was unintimidating.  At best, she was warning me not to ask her father’s permission to date her.  At worst, she was slamming me.”

“I think she likes you,” the young one contradicted.  “She’s just trying to make sure she isn’t too obvious.”

“NO contractions!” Blaze emphasized in frustration.  “You know, I will have to report you to the head mistress if you continue to employ sloppy language like that – our whole society will become corrupted.”

“You are just trying to avoid the subject,” the young lad retorted wryly.  “You do not have a good response so you have to resort to a conversation about grammar – you will become quite the bore if you don’t … uhhh … do not stop that!” he jested.

Blaze hated to admit it but the young boy was probably right – there were very few girls to choose from and he really only held an interest for one young lady and she rarely showed the slightest interest in any of the other men – let alone him.

“You may be right my young friend,” Blaze responded in melancholy tones,  “… about the changing the subject thing – but you still need to be careful.  We have less than five hundred people left in the Order and only a very small handful of us are under fifty years of age.  How we speak could change our language forever and the whole purpose behind the Order would be in danger of being lost.  Do not assume that just because you are so special – being the only child in the entire Order – that you do not have the same responsibility as the rest of us.  If anything … you have the greatest responsibility of us all.”  

“Best fighter on earth,” Jazz repeated dreamily.  “I would not be discouraged if someone said that about me.”  His eyes gleamed as he pondered the thought.

With roughly five hundred known people left on the planet, the compliment could have been sloughed off as a jest.  However, Blaze always fought the simulator – and he always fought the most difficult opponents that could be simulated in the database – everyone knew that.  And many of them would come to watch him take on particularly tough opponents – and being designed as dynamic characters, simulated opponents could improve every time they fought a real person so they were far from challenge free simulations.  

To give himself the ability to fight heavyweight opponents, Blaze regularly made adjustments to the simulator, preferring the disadvantage of fighting larger, heavier, and faster opponents.  This time, his ears were still ringing.  There must be something wrong with the fight enhancer, he considered.  The enhancer was supposed to deal true-to-life blows but they were precisely calculated to avoid any significant damage.  The punch should have come slightly softer to avoid hurting my ear like that. Or, Blaze considered more thoughtfully, perhaps I surprised it by being more unprepared than usual – the result of being distracted by the young lady.

“I am going to ask permission to leave the Order.”

“WHAT?” the boy shouted in astonishment.  “Leave the Order?  Why?”

“There have to be others who survived,” Blaze began.  “I recently checked the database again.  There is some chance that a small percentage of the population would have been resistant to the mutated diseases and radiation.  There is some chance that some of those people are not sterile and therefore, there is a chance that there are people out there who could help us to continue our heritage.  The Order is small now.”  Blaze’s demeanor retrograded to gloominess again.  “Even if we were able to continue reproducing at our current rate, we would be back to the proverbial Adam and Eve state within a few generations if the sterility problem does not subside – and despite all of Doctor Boyd’s advancements, I see little hope that he can reverse our situation.”

Blaze turned to Jazz and tapped his shoulder encouragingly.  “Maybe you will be assigned to a pretty girl for a while!  That would be a worthwhile change would it not?”

“Well,” the boy began, “I don’t think anyone could be as great of a teacher as you are,” he confided with a barely concealed blush. 

NO CONTRACTIONS, Blaze silently shouted – he wouldn’t dare correct the lad after a confession like that.  “Thank you,” Blaze answered.  “I will put in a good word for whomever you would like to take my place – think about it and I will see if I can arrange it.”

“Evelia,” the boy quickly blurted.  Evelia was the young woman that he and Blaze had just finished discussing.  “Maybe I could put in a good word for you,” he finished with a beaming smile that was, without a doubt, both enthusiastic and sincere.

It never hurts to have someone like him on your side, Blaze mused, even if he is less than a dozen years of age.

“Do you suppose you could tell me why your hair is like that if you are really going to leave,” the boy asked.  “You promised that you would tell me when you were not going to be my teacher anymore.”

“Right,” Blaze conceded.  “Perhaps we should wait to see if my proposal is approved though – don’t you think?” he playfully jested.  

“Do you really think they would say no, Blaze?  After all – if things are really like you say they are, maybe there is no other choice.”

They would also risk losing one of their few young males, Blaze silently contradicted.  In fact, it may not be worth asking permission at all – it may be better just to take my copy of the database and leave a letter of explanation.  Or maybe … no, Evelia would not concede to go with him and if she said no, all of the elders would know faster than lightning.

The boy was still waiting for a response.  “Blaze?”

“Sorry,” he answered.  “Okay.  I was born with a birthmark on my head.”

“A what?”

“A birthmark.  I am not entirely sure how to explain that – anyway, there is a thing called a birthmark and if you get it on your head, sometimes it will change the color of your hair.  That is why I have a blaze of white hair instead of it all being dark.”

“Nuh uh!” the boy answered.  “Tell me – really.”

Blaze grinned at his young friend and ruffled his hair.  “Really – I tell you the truth,” Blaze assured him.  “I had it from the moment I was born and it was so obvious that everyone started calling me ‘Blaze’ right away.  It was only supposed to be a nickname but it stuck. Plus, many people in the Order saw it as some sort of sign.  One would think that with all of the education we receive that silly things like that would be abandoned by our people – but I guess they were feeling desperate and needed something to hope for.”  He took a deep breath and sighed.  “Like it or not, that is the truth – sorry there is no more glamorous explanation than that.”

“Glamorous?” the boy asked.

“That just means that it is exciting or especially interesting.”

“Oh,” he considered.  “Well, I think it is really interesting if it is true – how could a birthmark do that?” he finished.

“You know, with all of the information that was preserved in our database, one would think that we would know the answer to that question, huh?”  Blaze paused.  He wondered if he should really engage in such sloppy speech even if it was for the purpose of cheering up the young lad.  “But,” he continued, “none of us have ever read a thing on the subject in the database – and with all of the reading that goes on around here, I suspect that this means that we will never know.

“Mmmm,” Jazz mumbled almost inaudibly.  What would life be like without Blaze, he wondered.  It doesn’t sound very fun, he concluded.  The young lad had unabashedly admired Blaze since he was a toddler and although years would pass, that admiration would never diminish.  He had requested Blaze as his teacher for a number of years before the elders dared to approach the young warrior about taking on the only child in the Order.  Although Blaze was known to be ready to serve others and to have a gentle temperament, he was also known for being neurotically devoted to his studies and to excessive athleticism.  

Unintimidating or not, Blaze was athletic and strong – he just didn’t have a hulky build to prove it – nor did he have impressive height to give him the appearance of someone who was to be feared.  

I really am unintimidating, Blaze thought as he looked over his shoulder and into the mirror.  He wiped his brow and reached for the toothbrush in the bottom corner of the left cabinet as he considered another factor – I have a baby face, he thought.  I look seventeen when I count nearly two dozen years since my birthmark gave me my name.   
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ECHOING THE DAY BEFORE, HE SILENTLY GROUSED, Unintimidating.  His bruised ego was obstinately sore and it was showing in his disposition this morning.  With furrowed brow, he tensely rehearsed a staff kata of his own invention, flexing his muscles as tightly as possible while slowly moving through the form.  Liquid misdirection, he silently drummed into his subconscious mind.  Although very young, Blaze had been trained by Master Kitana – a nickname that was so engrained in everyone’s mind that few remembered his birth name – Xun.  Training with Xun was an advantage for anyone but few were able to be trained from their youth like Blaze had.  

Xun had studied the entire UWC (The Ultimate Weapons Contest) database and several forms of martial arts before he died at 116 years of age.  The natural extension of all hand to hand combat forums, the UWC took fighting to its inevitable climax: what style of martial art and what weapon would come out on top in battle with real weapons?  Initially begun with smart armor and inert weapons designed to prevent permanent damage, the sport was woefully unpopular because it lacked realism.  Decades later, as technology increased, the sport was revived with a simulator that allowed each opponent not only to feel simulated pain from blows received, it also simulated injuries so that a deeply cut muscle would fail to perform as it would in real combat and so that simulated blood loss would result in faster fatigue and lessened strength.  Other advances eventually allowed the athletes to fight until one of the parties would have been killed in real life – but at the end of the simulation, each athlete would essentially leave the simulator physically unharmed – apart from occasional and unpredictable imperfections – or “glitches” in the programming.  

Criticized for being too similar to the barbaric practices of the Roman gladiator games, UWC was a popular sport for centuries and eventually replaced nearly every form of martial arts practiced during the Classic Ages.  

But Xun did more than watch the UWC database, he dissected it, digested it, reviewed its most significant contests, and developed his own form of martial arts.  Founded upon empty handed techniques, Xun’s style was largely based upon modified, redirected circle theories and only focused on practical weapons that survived the millennia.  Although Blaze learned several weapons under Xun, he was essentially addicted to bo staff and short sticks.  Every other weapon, it seemed to Blaze, was just a modification of these two weapons; in private, he would admit that this was not really true but in public, he regularly jested that the only reason to learn other weapons was because it was important to know what to do with your opponent’s weapon once you disarmed him.

Strike, arc, trip, strike, he rehearsed without really thinking of each step separately – each action was simply a moment in time from a larger fluid motion.  Trying to retain fluidity, he flexed his legs even as he jumped, performing a spinning hook kick and then spinning again as he landed, striking an invisible, fallen opponent with his staff.  Moving back to starting position slowly and methodically, flexing specific muscles all the while, and doggedly focusing on every detail of his kata, Blaze ended the form and instinctively bowed before relaxing.

Unintimidating.  Blaze rounded the corner of the gym and approached the simulator.

“Alien,” he gruffly instructed Jim, the programmer.  “Six feet, five inches tall, four arms, and weighing in at 275 pounds,” he concluded.

“Come on Blaze,” Jim retorted.  “Seriously?  Are you forgetting how sore you were last time you tried that?  I almost got suspended from my job!”

“Yeah, I remember,” Blaze grumbled, “but we both know that was just a big political façade – no one else can really do your job well and no one wants the thankless task anyway.  You and you alone are the master of this arena.  Make it 300 pounds.”

“No way Blaze,” he answered.  “Until you master the four arm thing, I cannot risk taking you over 250 pounds – who knows what programming glitch that may create?”

“Who cares?  It is only a simulation,” Blaze countered.  “260.”

“Wow, you must really be in a bad mood,” Jim offered, changing his tone.  

“Everyone is still at breakfast,” Blaze began, ignoring the comment, “no one will know.”

“Unless you get hurt again.”

“No chance,” the ambitious young warrior responded.

“All right,” Jim concluded.  “250 pounds with 5% speed increase but that is it.”

“Thanks,” Blaze conceded, visibly disappointed but grateful for the concession given the circumstances.  “Will you make it extra strong though?” he pushed, hoping for a little more intense experience.  “I will confess to the bad mood thing if you just make it a little tougher.  I need to let off some steam.”

Glancing over each shoulder and doubting his own wisdom, Jim raised one eyebrow, squinted the other, and offered a half grin towards Blaze.  “265.”

No other words exchanged, Blaze went to his own terminal, silently reduced his weight down to 175 while Jim was looking at his own controls, quickly took off the mandatory safety monitor, and jumped into the cage.  Nearly thirty feet in diameter, the cage was essentially a gigantic, circular chicken-wired fence with bars stretching across the top to allow unusual swinging moves that may occur in real life terrains.  Blaze watched, muscles relaxed but ready to respond as the simulator morphed before his eyes.  Rough terrain appeared to allow for natural landscape variations, small bushes appeared, and various rock formations grew in size until the terrain was complete.  Blaze quickly surveyed this new simulation, gauged which areas would pose the greatest challenges and which areas might provide the greatest advantages, and controlled his breathing to keep his attention firm.

When Blaze saw the four armed alien, he immediately knew what Jim had been doing the last several days.  Noticeably absent from a few community meals, Jim had been heavily involved in perfecting a new concept alien that boasted a noticeably unfair intimidation factor – this one was horrifyingly scary even for a warrior of Blaze’s caliber.  Instinctively, his body slightly recoiled and regretted the request for an extra strong opponent – the extra weaponry on its tail and its triple row of fangs would have been enough.  Consciously however, Blaze was excited and looked over towards where Jim would be standing – although unseen through the simulator – and beamed with approval.  

Unintimidating?  Perhaps.  But then, he wasn’t easily intimidated either.

The creature appeared somewhat bulky and unrealistically large for the weight class Blaze requested.  He silently wondered whether or not Jim accidentally typed in 365 pounds and tightened his grip on the bo staff.  Slightly shorter in length than his height, the staff was mostly made of a titanium alloy that allowed for greater strength and flexibility while simultaneously allowing him to send electric shocks to his opponents.  The staff was coated in the middle section to allow for a stronger grip and protection from any electric pulse.  One end of the staff was punctuated with a double point that resembled an artistic dual-edged javelin.  In reality, the staff had several lethal properties but he almost never used them in the simulator – these were for reality, not playtime.

The creature advanced using its two lower arms to more easily bend itself over the rough terrain, each hand gripping jagged blades measuring slightly more than a foot apiece.  The length of its back and the backside of each appendage was coated with a plate-like armor that was punctuated with occasional spikes and otherwise rough textures.  Eyes undeviating from its prey, the beast quickly and lithely moved towards Blaze with surprising speed.  Plus 5% increase?  Blaze silently queried.  He wondered whether or not Jim had enhanced the beast by 15% after all.  All of a sudden, Blaze felt more stress than he had felt in many moons.  

But he was game.

He would have been willing to request stats like that if he thought Jim would have agreed to them.  It was after all, only a simulation.  The pain felt real, the loss of blood felt real, the fatigue felt real, and he supposed, the few deaths he had experienced felt real as well.  Of course, no one knew for sure what death felt like but programmers simulated a painful knockout as their accumulative best guess as to what a lethal blow might feel like.  But in the end, it was all simulation – and nothing more – apart from the glitches.

Blaze wondered whether or not the beast was programmed to know his habits and weaknesses and decided to test its knowledge right away by feigning a blow towards the beast’s lower right arm while circling the staff to strike at its lower left arm.  Blocked once.  Blocked twice.  That probably answered the question: it held dynamic programming or else its responsive speed was enhanced to match its increased muscle speed.  But Blaze had anticipated the second block and prepared the blow to be redirected, using the beast’s own block to deliver a powerful blow to its upper left arm.

Nearly breaking its wrist, the beast dropped its multi-bladed weapon to the ground, growling in disapproval.  Encouraged, Blaze delivered two more feints before offering a reinforced, twisting downward strike to the lower left arm – but this time met disappointment as the alien creature dodged the blow and threw a knife at Blaze’s right thigh.  Although an imperfect throw, the blade sliced the leg badly before ricocheting onto the ground.  Two weapons down, Blaze forgot to rejoice as he winced at the pain.  Partially cut tendon, he quickly assessed before throwing several more strikes at the beast and half jumping, half rolling over a medium sized boulder that was threatening to corner the young warrior.

In contrast, the beast was relatively uninjured, held one more weapon than his opponent, and boasted three perfectly functioning appendages – not to mention a semi-bladed tail.  Rather than try a blow barely within its reach, the creature swung that tail at Blaze, hoping to catch him by surprise – but it too met with disappointment as Blaze was already wary of this extra advantage – and dodged it.  

And so the contest continued for over ten minutes.  Towards the end, Blaze felt as exhausted from the simulator as he had ever felt before and silently recited feelings of gratitude that the contest would soon be over one way or the other.  Now bleeding steadily from his leg, Blaze had two new significant scratches on his right arm and a series of abrasive carvings decorating his abdominal area and lats – they looked as if someone had taken a power sander with coarse texture to his body.  If it continued to bleed like it was bleeding now, Blaze was going to lose consciousness soon so he decided to make his moves more daring and unorthodox.  Do or die, he instructed himself.

Blaze dove into a modified shoulder role to accommodate his injuries and his staff, grabbed one of the alien’s abandoned blades, and threw it at the beast as he stood up.  Calculatedly overthrown, the beast stepped to the side to avoid the blade – regardless of whether or not the reckless throw would have landed blade or handle first – and then turned its gaze back towards its wounded combatant – but not in time to see the javelin like tip of the staff enter its eye socket and not in time to stop it from exiting the other side of its skull.

Contest over, Blaze silently groaned in relief before nearly passing out.   
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 “WOW,” EVELIA REMARKED, watching Blaze’s eyes slowly focus back into full consciousness as the effects of the simulator dissipated.  “I apologize for watching uninvited but at the same time,” she paused, chewing a little on her lower lip, “and even though that was the nastiest, scariest opponent I have ever seen, I am very glad I happened to be strolling by to see your performance.  Impressive,” she finished, “Very impressive.”

Pain dissipating, fatigue remaining, energy gone, and frustrations evaporating very quickly, Blaze grinned but said nothing audible in response.  A slight nod was all he had to offer but it didn’t matter.  Evelia was already walking away towards her intended destination and Blaze couldn’t have intelligently responded anyway.  Even though it was barely past breakfast, he was already exhausted and ready for a good rest.  Besides, now it seemed like there was nothing left to accomplish.  Impressive, he inwardly gloated.  That was the word she used – very impressive.  

As he let the words echo repeatedly in his mind, Jim walked by, patted him on the shoulder and apologized: “Sorry for the typo buddy.  365 pounds.  Wwwhhhhhew.  I almost stopped the simulator to reprogram your opponent until I saw your big smile.  No one is game as you man!”

Blaze just smiled.  Impressive was all he could hear – and for days, those words would remain at the surface of his thoughts.
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MOON 4 | DAY 7




I DIDN’T BELIEVE IT.  But there were a lot of things that I didn’t believe until I saw them with my own eyes.  Other people may have faith in things but I’m a scientist – or rather, I was a scientist.  I’m not sure what label should be placed upon me now.  Explorer perhaps.  Philosopher.  Vagabond?   I didn’t believe in flying snakes either.  They have them you know – they survived the Third Holocaust.  They spring from one tree to the next, slithering and flailing like a snake that swims, spreading their ribs and creating an indentation on the underside of their bodies that creates air pockets they manipulate.  Scientists technically refer to these as “gliding” snakes and I suppose that is accurate if flying means that you flap wings.  

But they didn’t see what I saw – the greenish-blue one.  

The one whose second set of ribs separated away from its body like a whole train of wings.  They didn’t see it glide over one hundred yards on a nearly even keel, undulating through the air on its spread appendages like some flying centipede until it landed on one of our junior scouts.  They didn’t see it coil up around his neck until his eyes bulged and his tongue hung out.  I did.  They didn’t see the fierce fight it gave before releasing the hapless fellow and slithering away in its newly crippled condition – riddled with knife cuts from the natives.  They didn’t see its separated joints like I did either.  They didn’t see its insides.  I did.  I dissected it.  The world’s only flying, constricting, poisonous viper.  One of the other natives got bit while trying to rescue his friend.  He was dead within twenty seconds – really: twenty.  What is the point of constricting your prey when you have poison like that?  I don’t know and I don’t suppose I’ll ever find out – or at least, I hope I never do.  I don’t want to see one ever again – did I mention it was over six feet long?

But flying snakes weren’t what awakened me from my scientific disbelief.  I analyzed the creature for days.  I measured it, I analyzed the innards before discarding them, I made holographic sketches, I took samples, I even tried to tan the hide to preserve it.  It was an embarrassingly poor attempt but at least I preserved the skin – it is surprisingly beautiful – striking.  

Draco volans – the flying lizards didn’t make a believer out of me either – dragons some call them.  I thought that was quaint – of course, they would get that label.  That makes them sound exotic and inspiring and that generates better tourist revenues.  But they were really sort of boring in comparison with what I saw – they just glide from one tree to the next feeding on ants and termites and such.  The natives reported more ominous activities from these little creatures but they seemed more intent on providing folklore than legitimate information – more intent on capitalizing off of the flying snake incident than protecting our crew.  With virtually no tourism, I suppose that I cannot blame them for capitalizing on freak incidents like the one we had with the flying snake.  They are just struggling to survive like everyone else on the outside.  Of course, as opportunists, they were bound to exaggerate. 

At least, that was what I guesstimated until I met her.

Not much taller than five feet, she was incredible in every way.  I found her when I went out on a hike on my own one evening.  I thought our chief scout was going to suffer from an anxiety attack when he saw me leaving on my own.  Our crew leader castigated me for wanting to venture out on my own but I reminded him that this was supposed to be a very safe area and that everything we had seen wreaked of funding issues – the scout just wanted a bonus for standing by my side – and the junior scouts’ comments about letting me die were surely similarly motivated.  So he let me go without further protest.  I hadn’t ventured more than a couple hundred yards when I spotted her.  

She looked nothing like the natives.  In fact, some of her features were so different from any person I had ever seen that I would have described her as a new species at first glance had I not been too far away to make a judgment call like that.  Long, feathery eyelashes swathed around her eyes; an extra long waist gave her the false appearance of being a tall woman, and her skin glowed.  It was surreal but its glow was so subtle that I initially assumed that she had oiled herself with one of Malaysia’s bazillion unique plant species.  Only later did I learn that her natural skin glowed like that.  Initially, I thought she was laced with subtle tattoos as well but those were natural markings – impossibly intricate and beautiful.  Like many of the natives, she wore little clothing.  What she did wear was comprised mostly of a decorative, feathered belt-skirt type thing and then lacey wristbands, armbands, anklets, and a necklace type thing that functioned as some sort of a half tank-top.  All of that lacey material is made of a twine she makes herself out of a local “ngofe” plant as she calls it.  The material is stretchy but extremely strong, one bracelet holding at least a few hundred pounds before it loses its elasticity; she showed me how to make them but I don’t think I knotted it quite right as hers seem much stronger.  

If you would have asked me right then, I would have guessed that she was only fourteen or so – but I would have been very wrong.  Maybe it was just her slender build or maybe it was her small size but when you look past that and see right into her eyes, you can somehow tell that she is older – much older – than fourteen.

She caught me by surprise when I first saw her.  I happened to be walking upon a rare stone outcropping in those moccasin-type shoes the natives insisted that we wear so I was essentially silent in movement, having left my backpack and gear behind as this was simply a pleasure stroll.  When I turned a bend, there she was, crouching down near the edge of one of those crystal clear ponds that you don’t expect to find in the middle of a deep forest like we were in, looking carefully into the water before cupping her hands for a refreshing drink.  If I ever saw a woman look more vulnerable than her at that moment, I have no recollection of it – and I’m sure I haven’t read about anyone in the database either.  

That is when it came: the griffon-dragon-thing.  I know that sounds strange, but it is true.  Its feathered wings flapped, its unusual saber toothed canine teeth protruded out of the front of its jaws, and its feline-like claws extruded when its digits were bent.  Despite its feathered wings, it appeared mammalian … well, besides its short haired tail that punctuated with a sharp, quill-like tip that looked as reptilian as anything I’ve ever seen – except it too was white.  It wasn’t overly large in size – perhaps only eight feet long without considering its tail but it made my heart pump hard nonetheless.  That is, until I saw that it wasn’t looking at me.  It was looking at this small woman.  I froze.  I didn’t know what to do.  Calling out to her might have directed its attention towards me and I’m sorry to say that I acted the coward and did nothing.  But that was probably best.  

She saw its reflection in the pool.  I quickly guessed that this is why she had been looking into the pool in the first place – she had been observing the skyline, not the water itself.  I hadn’t noticed it until that very instant but there was what appeared to be a delicately carved stone ball next to her – one of those kinds where someone carved something on the inside so that there was a carving inside of a carving.  I didn’t see right then what the inside carving was but I later learned that it was a sacred symbol for her: the griffon-dragon-thing.  Casually, as if she were waiting for her husband to bring her some game to be cooked, she stood up, faced the dragon, held the ball in her hands, and began enchanting something in her native tongue.  As she did so, the griffon-dragon exhaled some nasty fire of bluish hue that changed my life’s paradigm instantaneously, I know not how to describe it.  It was utterly fabulous and terrifying at the same time.  But she barely noticed.

The ball glowed so intensely as the flame engulfed it that I had to look away.  I expected that when I looked back, the little woman would be barbequed and banished to my memories.  But there she was, calmly staring down this griffon-dragon – the real thing – and speaking words to it that sounded like a mother scolding her child for coming to dinner too slowly.  The dragon-thing bowed its head and tried hard to avert its eyes to escape her censure and that was when it happened.  It stared me down.

By this point, I thought I was pretty much out of the picture.  I was the fly on the wall observing this magnificent interchange and had carefully backed myself behind a leafy bush – foliage that I still don’t know how to classify.  But it saw me nonetheless – and it glowered.  It growled without opening its jaws much like you would expect from a mountain lion or perhaps some other large feline.  When the woman’s eyes discovered my presence, she waved her hand at the dragon as if ordering it to fly away – and it did.  

Now, I wouldn’t readily admit this to anyone who asked but since I’m just writing in my journal for posterity’s sake, I will say that this is the first time in my life that I was genuinely afraid of a woman.  I had a mind to turn and run away but something kept me glued to the stony ground – but it wasn’t fear.  Her walk was almost tender, mesmerizing.  I don’t know how to describe it.  She came towards me like a woman might approach a small, frightened child hiding underneath a table – but without the slightest air of condescension.  I later found out that she was as curious as I was.  Over six feet tall with pale skin, amber eyes, and ruddy hair splotched with white around the temples, she had never seen anyone like me and wanted a closer look.  It seemed like an eternity as I waited for her to climb up to where I was.  And she seemed entirely oblivious to the possibility that I might run away while her attention was distracted climbing up the rock wall – or that I might perhaps attack her or otherwise bring her harm.  She has always seemed so innocent – which is very strange considering what she really knows and who she really is.

When she climbed up over the ledge to where I was, she remained on all fours, her knees slightly bent still above the ground and her eyes gazing up at me with those enchanting looks she gives sometimes.  When I saw her up close, I was strangely attracted to her despite her odd skin color and her idiosyncratic features.  And yet, part of me wondered whether or not I should have run away – whether or not I should be intensely scared of her; but then, the other part of me was still a scientist.  I still had that worldview where discovering a new species was something exciting – something worth taking risks.  Foolish.  I know.

If I then had only a tenth of my understanding about species on other planets, I would have long before abandoned this barren wasteland we once called earth.  There are much more wondrous places to explore – places where the inhabitants haven’t been so abusive to their environment or to each other – places where we can easily take up residence and enjoy a much easier lifestyle than what we endure here.  Places where scientists haven’t made their final refuge in the forests of Borneo so that they can gene splice their hearts away, creating ever new and more monstrous creatures – even griffon-dragons.  What fool was behind that project?

But there she was, some sort of new species walking – or somewhat crawling – right there in front of me.  I hadn’t noticed until then – as she was working her way towards me – that she had a tail as well.  It too appeared to be tattooed and it too had that glowing quality to it and there was only a subtle puff of hair punctuating its tip – hair that matched her head: a thick black color with an iridescent shine to it – bluish.  By now I could see her eyes: also sort of a blue but they reflected a greenish tint when the light caught them right – sort of like when lights shine on a cat in the dark – but the effect was different and it happened in the daylight – never at night.  Her pupils were oval instead of round but not pointed like a feline.  Her ears had small, pointy tufts of hair that made them look almost elvish in appearance except for the extra concave curve on the sides.  

Oh – and I didn’t notice it then – it was dusk after all – but the nape of her neck has gills.  You almost can’t see them at all when they are closed.  I didn’t notice them until the third or fourth time that I met her by the pond at midday.  Perhaps the strangest thing about her though was her nails – although not hollow, tube-like feline claws, they are retractable and unusually sharp – though far from lethal.  I noticed them retract as she turned her hands over and she reached towards me.  Her movements have always been so gentle and soothing – graceful.  Watching her is sort of like watching a swan or an egret – every movement is somehow soothing and relaxing and makes you feel like leaning back in a chair to soak up the nature around you.  She is organic like that.

She smiled at me but I didn’t see her teeth until later.  This was a soft smile – and perhaps she was aware that if I had seen her canine teeth, I might have been startled – or maybe she was too naive to think such things.  Maybe she was just a little cautious herself.  But her smile was so captivating and her eyes were so riveting and flashy that I didn’t even notice that I was no longer afraid of her; I was no longer wary of what she might do or what she might be like.  I was like one of those prey fish staring at the glowing appendage of a vicious angler fish – only she was no predator – though her hand was glowing a little more than the rest of her body.  As I reached out my hand to touch hers, I noticed for the first time that her skin was shimmering – not just … glowing – oh, what is the right word?  




***Computer Contextual Suggestion*** 

***Glistening, shiny, glimmering, sparkling.***

***End Contextual Suggestion***   




Because she wore little clothing, I could easily discern that some portions of her skin were more shiny and glowing than others.  Her backside was quite shiny compared to her face and her front side but there were patches even there (mostly around her darker skin designs) that shined more effusively.  She was stunning to behold.  

The scientist in me wanted to study her, to run tests, perhaps even to dissect her – so much so that at first, I pretty much failed to even notice her breathtaking beauty.  I guess that wasn’t the first time.  I have seen rare birds and beautiful creatures before and hardly noticed their aesthetics – too entranced in learning about their anatomy and their ecological significance to see form and beauty.

But I digress.

She learned English in a matter of days.  She could speak at a toddler level in less than a few hours and after I had spent a few solid hours with her the second visit, she could speak as well as any eight year old I ever met.  I still cannot say her name – only half of it – and I still haven’t begun communicating in her language.  She devoured information from our database much more quickly than anyone I have met before and she cried when I told her that she had learned almost everything we had to offer – and the database is almost finished.  This woman knows nearly everything that I do – if not lots more.




***Computer Contextual Suggestion*** 

***Five completed database copies are housed in Unit 5, Compound B, and are held in receiving under code name “magic woman.”***

***End Contextual Suggestion***   




Give us a few more months and I believe our efforts will be complete.  I have unit seven reworking everything that has already been done to make sure that we miss nothing important but they remain thoroughly convinced that we are years away from completion. 

When the database is done, I will take her with me to another planetary system.  This one is being overrun by natives controlled by the gene splicing team – ever intent on gaining control over this ever shrinking piece of real estate we still call Borneo.  

She believes she can find her way back to her home moon with a little help and that she was inadvertently left here by herself after an attack by local villagers.  And because she gets quite lonely sometimes, she has always been anxious to trade promises of my resources for her knowledge of magic – the real thing.  It’s all based on some primeval system of animism – only, rather than simply believing that everything around her has a soul, she actually communicates with them.  She can communicate with soils, plants, animals, and anything with the slightest amount of life in it – she even changes the air.  I’m a slow learner but I expect to learn enough to satiate my interests by the time I find her home moon.  She says I could learn faster - she can use telepathy to teach me everything she knows quite quickly – I guess like we do with the database – but I suspect telepathy would lead to a mutual exchange of information so I have not accepted her offer – I cannot let her learn my true intentions.  

She describes her home moon as paradisiacal – a blissful patchwork of islands.  Perhaps I will settle there – or perhaps I will continue to explore as I have for years.  Either way, I’ve chosen to take a few more recruits with me this time.  Each Order continues to grow infertile – some have so far devolved that they may be entirely unfit to continue our race even with our modern medicines.  I will only take the best specimens (scientifically speaking); the rest will go extinct or fall prey to the natives I guess.  But that is no concern of mine – the database is finished and nature will run its inevitable course.




***New Voice Transmission***

“Good morning Doctor; how are you?”

“Oh, hello. I’m fine thanks.”

***Inaudible***

***Unexpected Transmission Error***

***End Transcription***
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 “IT SOUNDS LIKE HE WAS DICTATING it for editing.”

“Exactly,” Evelia answered excitedly, “but because of an interruption, he inadvertently sent the transcription into database archives instead of into his personal files.  The recording was made over a month ago … can you believe the database is really almost finished?” she ended with sincere disbelief.

“And Dr. Boyd has been planning on leaving most of us here to die,” Blaze grumbled, not even trying to conceal his growing unhappiness.  Not to mention he used several contractions, he quietly castigated in his own mind.

“But it sounds like he is going to take you with him,” Evelia soothed, “and it sounds like there are other people in other units … right … here,” she added with a touch of disbelief mingled with curiosity.  “… only a couple of months from completion …”

A quick but not overbearing knock on the door interrupted their conversation.  Evelia swashed away the screen of Dr. Boyd’s memo, tucked her hologram pad underneath a small blanket on the shelf, and motioned Blaze to silence with her finger.  As she opened the door, she nearly gasped in surprise: Dr. Boyd was standing opposite her, offering a genuine smile. 

“Evelia – I am glad I happened to catch you home.  I hope I am not intruding but I have a small item of business I would like to run past you … oh Blaze!  Good to see you,” he blurted to his own surprise.  Then, turning back to Evelia, he continued, “actually, this works out quite well.”  Pointing to Blaze, he added, “I just spoke to Blaze yesterday about the possibility of joining a new team.  Top secret, highest security clearances, and utmost confidential,” he said in his characteristic manner – by avoiding contractions, Dr. Boyd was known to speak in incomplete sentences, a nuance that few really noticed but a nuance that deeply bothered Blaze: if the Order was going to insist on linguistic purity, its chief leader ought to be the exemplar, not the exception – regardless of his advancing age.  

“Space exploration,” he began again.  “I know we’ve all been taught that space exploration ended with the Third Holocaust but it is a living, breathing, viable technology that we possess … we’ve just been waiting for the right time to tell more of our Order members.”

Evelia all but fell backwards with surprise.  Subconsciously, she’d successfully dismissed that detail in Dr. Boyd’s memo as wishful thinking.  Hearing the doctor speak of it in person dispelled all doubt that he was serious.  Connecting the dots, she remembered that had Blaze mentioned that his visit with Dr. Boyd was top secret and that he was excited about being invited onto an elite team but he had failed to mention this exotic detail – proof that he can keep a good secret, she mentally noted.  

Dr. Boyd barely noticed her surprise and didn’t skip a beat.  “I have been on a few trips myself and our special team in charge of exploration has performed a number of other trips besides that.  In roughly two months, we will be making an extremely significant trip and will be in need of a larger crew.  I am hoping that you will join us.”

Blaze’s temper, still smoldering after listening to the misfiled memo, was now brimming over – though by looking at him, you would never have guessed it.  All of a sudden, the “special team” and the “extremely significant trip” meant a whole lot more to him than it had the day before and he felt indignant that anyone would be so brazen as to invite someone else on a mission to colonize a new planet without being informed that they would never return and that everyone you left behind would likely be exterminated by forces they didn’t even know existed and were therefore completely unprepared to defend against.  Still, keeping a poker face was crucial in this situation and Blaze was bright enough to recognize that fact so he said nothing and revealed nothing.  He simply looked at Evelia as if he was excited to have her invited on the trip with him.  Truth be known – but for the memo – he would have been thrilled to have her with him on the trip – or maybe he was thrilled to have her with him on the trip despite the memo.  But then, he realized he didn’t know if he really would be going – and if he was going to go, he didn’t know what the terms or circumstances might be.

“Yes, sir,” Evelia all but exploded with enthusiasm – whether well faked or sincere, Blaze couldn’t tell – but he guessed the former.  “Well,” she began amending her first statement, “at least, I expect that the answer is yes – if I was to be responsible, I suppose I would have to say that I would like to think about it but based on my first impulse, I would have to say that my answer will be yes.”

“That sounds great,” Dr. Boyd replied, giving her an eye less full of caution than Blaze would have expected.  “I will expect a definitive reply in a few days.  Until then … no word of this to anyone … agreed?”  Although his voice betrayed no tone of ominous pretensions, Evelia heard the veiled threat loud and clear – intended or not.

“Yes, sir,” she heartily agreed.  “I presume Blaze is excepted from that requirement … is he not?” she pressed.

“Of course,” Dr. Boyd answered, “He is under the same injunction as you though.   You are the first two new recruits that I have spoken with at this point in time.  As I speak to others, I will let you know but even then …” he seemed to hesitate a little, “even then,” he repeated, “keep the conversations to an absolute bare minimum.  Word of this cannot get out without causing a great deal of unwanted consequences,” he warned.  Again, Evelia received the veiled threat with an enlarged understanding – she now interpreted Dr. Boyd’s statements with a great deal more context than he would have ever dreamed that she would hear.

As Dr. Boyd turned around and left the room, Evelia closed the door behind him in as casual a fashion as she could muster under the circumstances, nearly shaking from stress.  She turned her eyes over to Blaze.  He couldn’t tell from her look whether she was ecstatic, horrified, or whimsical.

“Looks like we will be spending more time together,” she observed without any clear emotional expression.

But that didn’t matter.  Blaze accepted from her comment that at least something was going well in his life – even if everything else seemed to be falling apart all at once.  At least he would be spending more time with Evelia.  “What are we going to do?” he asked, hoping Evelia would have some insight better than his own stupor of thought.  

But he was disappointed.

“I have no idea,” she answered, twirling her hair with her right finger and looking down at her foot as she tapped the tip of her toes to the ground.  Then, as she looked up, Blaze could see for the first time a clear look of fear and uncertainty that mirrored his own heart.  Fighting aliens was one thing; fighting false paradigms and incorrect beliefs is something entirely different.

But he was game.  

That is, so long as Evelia came along.
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“BUT IF SHE DOES NOT BELIEVE US, she will tell Dr. Boyd will she not?”  The question was obvious but the answer wasn’t so clear.  Neither of them had been able to sleep the night before; both of them had thought about it; neither of them had any answers.

“That depends on what she is really like,” Evelia answered, “and given what we know about her, it seems like she would be pretty trusting.”

“But would she be trusting of us … or him?” Blaze retorted with unveiled skepticism.  “I do not pretend to understand politics,” he confided.  “You are a better judge of character than I am so I suppose you should make that call – what is your best guess as to what she will do?”

“Hmmm,” Evelia nearly sighed.  “The database entry says that she can give information telepathically.  I suppose …” her voice trailed off.  “I guess we really cannot know for absolute positive but I suppose that if she can speak telepathically, she can hear telepathically – and if she can hear telepathically, that means she can read minds does it not?  Dr. Boyd seems to think so and he knows her better than either of us.”

“Maybe – but maybe she can only hear whatever you speak in your mind.  Dr. Boyd did not seem so sure but either way.  What does it matter?”

“Well,” Evelia responded, feeling encouraged despite the slightly pessimistic response of her companion in conundrum, “if she can read our minds, she will know that we were not lying and that she needs to be careful of Dr. Boyd.”

“Okay – that is a good thought – but will that change anything?  That will also tell her that there is nothing we can do to help her – we know nothing about space exploration – and that if we do anything to challenge Dr. Boyd’s plan, her chances of getting home are not so good.”

“Oh,” Evelia groaned, now more discouraged by Blaze’s pessimism than before.  She paused for an uncomfortably long time before offering another thought.  “But what if she just has a good heart?  What if she just wants to do the right thing?”

“What if the right thing is getting back to her family – if she has a family – or her people and letting our violent race go extinct?” Blaze questioned in return.  “What if we just talk to Dr. Boyd about taking everyone with us?  Do you …”

“Really?” Evelia interjected.  “Did you hear him threaten me yesterday?  Did you not understand his warning about telling the others?  He has no intent to help them.  He is letting nature take its inevitable course remember?  No, we either fight Dr. Boyd on our own, with the help of the Order, or with the help of this magic woman we have never met.”

Inside, Blaze knew Evelia was right.  And he wanted to agree with her – whatever the subject matter might be.  But he also did not want Evelia to be right in this thing.  He wanted yesterday’s paradigm back.  He wanted hope.  He wanted to venture outside the Order for survivors, for good people.  But that hope was gone now.  The survivors were planning on exterminating the Order – and the Order was larger than Blaze had ever dreamed – and Dr. Boyd was only going to take the few dozen healthy people alive to another planet to start anew.  In theory, the idea seemed innocuous – it almost seemed exciting.  But somehow, the tone of Dr. Boyd’s voice and the tone of his journal entry somehow precluded the rosy interpretation Blaze wanted to impute upon this situation.  Deep inside, his instincts were screaming for him to listen to Evelia’s counsel – despite his mental misgivings and despite the unpleasant realities that her counsel entailed.  A fight was brewing and the only help they had was a bunch of people who would have a very hard time accepting the truth or a total stranger from another planet, another solar system, perhaps even another galaxy.  No expert of astronomy, Blaze had no rock solid understanding of where the alien may have originated.

“Some people in the Order will believe us; some may be wise enough to offer some good ideas,” Blaze began with a very pondersome and somber voice, “but this magic woman – whatever her real name is – this woman will know about the natives; she will know about space exploration and she will probably know details about Dr. Boyd’s plans that we will have to know if we have any hope to stop him from condemning all of our friends and family to an inevitable death.”  He paused for a long time, deep in thought – so deep that Evelia didn’t dare interrupt him.  Then, lifting his head out of his hands, pushing his elbows away from his knees, and looking at Evelia very intently, he asked the only question that really mattered: “Are you willing to entrust an alien woman we have never met with information that will irrevocably place all of our lives in danger?”

“Do we have any other real choice?” she queried, crossing her legs, placing her head in her hands, and looking up at Blaze with blank eyes.  Blaze pushed aside his feelings for Evelia, pushed aside his crush, pushed aside his every desire to just spend time with her and hang out – to forget his troubles.  Hundreds of lives depended on him now – he couldn’t let them down by being distracted by personal interests.

Meeting her gaze for a very long time before answering, he finally acknowledged the inevitable: “I guess not.”  Then, as he watched Evelia bite her lower lip and raise her eyebrows with a look of anticipation, he added, “It sounds like Dr. Boyd has visited her at all times of the day – but who knows how often he visits her – and it sounds like the trip there might be very dangerous.  Can you look up our exact location in relation to various ponds and lakes around here so that we can get our bearings before setting out?  It might take a few days but I will look up medicinal plants around Borneo, update my database, and get some supplies if you …”

“I can do better than that,” Evelia interrupted.  “I traced the source of the transmission last night.  It looks like Dr. Boyd has some affinity for that outcropping he mentioned in his journal entry … at least, I hope it is the same one.  I looked at satellite imagery predating the Third Holocaust and the source of the transmission was located at an outcropping overlooking a small lake or pond – just like the transmission described.  If this is a special – or sacred – place to the magic woman, it seems likely that she will visit it often.  It sounds like she was performing some sort of ritual there when Dr. Boyd first met her so I am guessing she goes there often – and the transmission said that Dr. Boyd met her there on at least a few occasions so all we have to do is …”

“Make sure Dr. Boyd does not know that we are missing and make sure that he does not find us there,” Blaze finished.

“Right.  I’ve been thinking about that too…”

“No contractions,” Blaze impulsively interrupted, suddenly, but only briefly regretting that he had taken apprentice.  “Sorry, I guess that is not so important right now.  I …”

“Right,” she started again unperturbed, “Fifteen years ago, there was an illness that swept through the Order – I barely remember it – but I looked up the symptoms, looked at some combinations of herbs that mimic the rash, and got some information that will get us quarantined for at least a couple weeks.  That should give us time enough to meet the magic woman.”

“There is a good reason you are so highly regarded,” Blaze blurted before he could stop himself.  “You are brilliant.”

Evelia smiled.  This is going to work.

“Oh,” she added, “I also found where they keep the complete database.”
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THE MAGIC WOMAN LAY AWAKE, eyes closed but ears acutely attuned to the soft patter of rain, the plodding of flying insects grounded by the moisture, the occasional splashing from mammals shaking water off their soaked fur, the croaking of various species of frogs, and the musical sounds of exotic birds calling to one another.  Her large waterlogged eyelashes threatened not to open because of the extra water weight but she soon had her eyes carefully slit to observe her environment without moving.  Nothing unusual, she observed.  Frogs, lizards, snakes, monkeys, and several other critters moved around in apparent silence, their sound covered by the white noise sloshing all around them.  This was her new home.

She grabbed some berries next to where she lay and passed them to her mouth with her tail, greedily absorbing the succulent flavors of the local delicacies.  Her environment safe, her consciousness surfacing more clearly each moment, and her rested muscles ready for movement, she sat up and considered her plans for the day as she continued to ingest berries by the dozens.  For other species in this jungle, it was a dangerous thing to lay next to a berry bush to sleep but for those on the top of the pecking order, it was less foolhardy.  

But neither was it risk free.  

Although local creatures recognized her as the top predator in the area, she still had to be wary as sleeping predators can also be considered prey by those with the disposition to think so.  And with so many new species created by the rogue gene splicing team, there really was no security based on status here in the deep jungles of Borneo.  She constantly monitored the movement of life and energy around her;  it kept her safe.

Not yet ready to stand up, she began her daily routine of meditating while stretching.  Legs split, face resting on the ground, and arms pointed behind her and towards the sky, she held her tail while carefully and methodically breathing in a regular, rhythmic fashion.  After several moments, she shifted position until she was stretched into a similarly odd pose and continued focusing on her breathing.  The air was habitually moist but today, especially dense fog left her feeling like she was breathing in whole swallows of water – and the heat was nearly unbearable.  Her glowing, shining skin glistened more than normal under these conditions but she was too focused to notice that – all she noticed was that it took extra focus to run through her routine under these uncomfortable conditions.

But then, food was plentiful here and the environment was beautiful – though dangerously and deceptively so – so she did her best to enjoy her surroundings.  

Today was the day she expected this new world to communicate to her.  She had spent moons here – many moons – learning everything she could about this new environment and all of its inhabitants, its patterns, its pulse, its energy.  Now, it was time to learn its thoughts.

As she sat upright, she pushed her arms behind her back once again, twisting around one another more than looked natural.  Her waist also twisted awkwardly, angling over her left hip.  As she held that position, the magic woman felt a disturbance in the energy around her and looked up – only to see a large crocodile methodically edging towards her.  She wouldn’t have named it so and she wouldn’t have named an alligator either but she recognized the difference – and she could recognize that this particular creature was especially large and boasted features that suggested genetic manipulations: spikes decorated its backside in two rows much like one would expect from certain species of extinct dinosaurs.  Its tail boasted spikes and an edged tip as well.  Apart from these modifications, the woman could not quickly detect anything unusual about this beast – but other modifications were there.

She sang to it.

A short little tune, she hummed and sang a simple melody and countermelody in harmony with herself, using both of her vocal chords and the secondary flap in her throat to make soothing, fluttery sounds.

But it didn’t work.

The beast continued creeping towards her as if it had no ears whatsoever.

Hard hearted, she observed.  Typical of these mutated abominations, she groaned to herself.  LEAVE! she telepathically ordered the beast.  

But still, it continued moving towards her.

She swathed her eyelashes a few extra times, unwanted water dripping into her eyes and then washing away.  She glanced into the canopy of moss covered trees and then around the grounds far away from her, observing several creatures watching from above.  Some monkeys were raising a warning call and a few species of birds were making similarly frantic noises – some of them flying away.  Bear witness, she thought, satisfied that half of the visible jungle was watching.

Still sitting cross-legged, she bent her torso towards the ground, raised her arms to her side until they were above her back, bent her fingers into a claw-like position, extended her nails, raised her head towards the mutant croc, exposed her canine teeth, glowered with her eyes, and hissed at the creature, using both sets of vocal chords to create an ominous, scratchy, breathy sound.

But that was not all.  That was just for show.  Her mind was the key here.  She sent psionic blasts of great pain towards the beast with relentless efforts.  The croc offered a horrific groan – or perhaps a growl – and slashed its tail wildly towards its unseen attacker.  Run! she instructed the beast with visual imagery of itself turning and moving away from her.

And it did: it ran – or at least, it scuttled back and forth very quickly like giant crocs are prone to do.  

She patiently waited for the creature to be far enough away from her to be assured that it no longer represented any danger before shifting her body out of the threatening pose she had fashioned a few moments before.  Then, she found an especially relaxing position, closed her eyes, and absorbed the energy of nature all around her.  She closed her ears with flaps unique to her alien body, relaxed all of her muscles, and attuned herself to the earth.  She allowed herself to feel the sludgy earth beneath her legs as she gently slid them into a more perfectly comfortable position, noting the tiny scratches from pebbles and dissolving bits of organic materials that were still hard.  She allowed herself to feel droplets of rain trail from her collar bones down to her navel and then to the ground; she felt other droplets trail from her shoulders to her elbows to the ground.  She allowed herself to feel the slight breeze moving among the underbrush and she allowed herself to lose awareness of the many creatures that were crawling around in the canopy above – all she would listen to was the earth itself.  

Two hours she sat motionless.

Then three.

Perhaps four.

She did not count the time however.  One cannot rush nature; one can only invite it.

And when it was ready, it spoke to her.  She watched as a young native, not especially far distant, gave birth to a child.  Although under stress, the mother remained relaxed, breathing methodically and moaning that deep moan that helps the baby peacefully move down the birthing canal.  She watched the young native breathing carefully and with great patience as the baby arrived.  She observed great peace – and great joy.  

This race of people has achieved phenomenal things, she considered, images of dancers, sculptors, gymnasts, entertainers, statesmen, and scientific achievers flooding through her mind.  And yet they are globally uncivilized in many ways – while these natives, considered the least civilized by their world at large, are more in tune with nature than those who claim to have risen above it.

She now observed the mother holding the child, cradling it in her arms, admiring its new little body, caressing her fingers through the little tufts of hair, and gently nuzzling its cheek before kissing the child.  She observed a triumphant smile.

This child, she heard the earth speak in great simplicity – and then silence in shadows ruled.  Nothing more came.  But those words meant more to the magic woman than the sounds themselves.  She understood much more.  This child holds the key to the advancement of this race; this child could be thoroughly trained by the mother earth; this child alone was conceived and born in peace; this child alone was one with nature; she was fully organic; she was Elayuh.
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 “THE BOY INFORMS ME that Blaze left last week, Dr. Boyd,” the young recruit reported.

“That cannot be correct Greydon.  Last week Blaze was seriously ill.  He probably suffers from extreme nausea this very moment,” Dr. Boyd responded.

“Possibly,” the young man answered, “but he left nonetheless – and he asked the boy to keep an eye on you for him.”

“No.  Really?  He left the Order?” Dr. Boyd asked, entirely dumbfounded by this news.  “What is he thinking?  And why would he ask Jazz to keep an eye on me?” he finished, staring well beyond the confines of the office wall where they were talking, trying to remotely comprehend this new puzzle, and reeling in confusion over these few short details.

“Well … why did you ask Jazz to keep an eye on Blaze?” Greydon queried back, entirely unsure about whatever was going on.  “Did you not invite him to be a part of our team only a couple weeks ago?”

“A week and a day to be precise,” Dr. Boyd responded with an aloof, far away look.  “But to answer your question, I just had a hunch ...”

“The young boy …”

“His name is Jazz.”

“Yes, sir.  Jazz reports that Blaze is convinced that there must be people who survived the Third Holocaust and if there are, we need to find them before our infertility problem becomes…”

“No – blast it!” Dr. Boyd almost yelled.  “That foolish …”  Pausing and reconsidering what he was saying in front of this young recruit, he began again, “but probably well intended …”  Still tripping over his own words and frustrations, Dr. Boyd began to pace, rubbing his fingers along his moustache and down his beard like some men do when they’re pensive.  

Unsure whether or not to interrupt, Greydon waited in silence for quite a while before continuing his report.  “The boy … ummm, Jazz … he reports that Blaze took Evelia with him.”

“No,” Dr. Boyd responded again in disbelief.  “Why would he do that?”  A brief, silent moment passed before he continued.  “Even considering that he is unaware of this crazy gene splicing team and even considering that he is unaware of the hostility of the natives, why would he take a docile young woman like Evelia with him to look for survivors?  She studies art and music – she could be of no use to him out there – at best, she would be a constant liability.” Dr. Boyd was clearly surprised by the news and was clearly perplexed by these developments.

“Jazz reports Blaze is crushing on Evelia.”

“Yes, that much was apparent to me long ago,” Dr. Boyd interrupted.  “Blaze is a weapons master and is fully educated in the dangers this planet can bring.  I wouldn’t think that he would risk her safety so recklessly because of a crush … but then … he is quite young,” Dr. Boyd continued, still disjointed in his thinking and unsure what to make of this new development.  

“Jazz seemed unwilling to tell me anymore about the situation Dr. Boyd but I did learn something else.”

“Say on,” Dr. Boyd encouraged.

“Jazz felt a little betrayed because Blaze informed him that he would ask around to see if Evelia could be Jazz’s new mentor – but then, Blaze took Evelia with him and would not tell him where they were going or how long they would be gone …”

“Good,” Dr. Boyd interrupted again.  “Tell Jazz that I am very sorry to hear about what has happened to him but that I will make sure that he gets the very best mentor we have available and that I have something very important to talk to him about soon.  I need him to keep monitoring Blaze for us if he shows up again – that is, when he shows up again,” he corrected himself with a tone that clearly indicated he was hoping for a best case scenario.

“Then the boy will be coming with us?” the young man asked.

“Yes, of course,” Dr. Boyd responded.  “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to try to make sense of all of this so please don’t allow anyone to interrupt me for at least a couple hours.”  As his voice trailed off, Greydon failed to hear the following question: “I don’t suppose you got that tracking device on Blaze’s staff yet?  Of course not – he would have been gone by the time I gave you that order…”

“Sir,” the young man ventured, feeling very nervous over how this conversation was unfolding.”

“Yes.” Dr. Boyd looked up, pulled out of his nearly subconscious meanderings.

“As you requested, I made a few more copies of the completed database, including the newest changes that you requested, and modified the older versions.”  Despite himself, the young recruit inadvertently paused, internally unwilling to make this final report when Dr. Boyd was already visibly disturbed.  The older man waited patiently, half distracted, half curious as to what the younger man might say – he clearly wasn’t finished with his report.  Then, in a flurry, Greydon gathered his courage and confessed: “One of the completed databases – an older one without the new modifications – is missing.  And whoever took the copy failed to properly check it out as you have instructed.  The librarian on duty – the one in charge of the databases right now – she reports no visits from authorized personnel – or anyone else – to check out a completed database for well over a month.  She believes that it was probably … stolen.”

“No,” Dr. Boyd repeated for the third time, his cognitive dissonance intensifying, his disappointment growing, and his frustration furiously mounting.

Unhappy at his misfortune of having to deliver all of this bad news at once, Greydon held back several questions: Will this delay our mission?  Will the natives attack before we go?  Do you think Blaze and Evelia will survive?  How will we find them?  The latter question reminded him that he had forgotten to report on his failure to find Blaze’s staff – though the implication of Blaze’s disappearance clearly suggested this result.  However, one interminably burning question could not be suppressed: “Sir, do you think Blaze could have taken the missing database?”

“No,” Dr. Boyd instinctively responded without the slightest hesitation or thought.  “He knows nothing about this version of the database – and for that matter, he knows nothing about Unit 5.  If he left the Order, he undoubtedly took the southernmost exit – it’s the only exit he knows about – and that exit doesn’t even allow a view of Unit 5 without travelling all around the exterior of his Order.  No, this is unrelated – and the timing is very unfortunate.”  His voice trailed off again.  Dr. Boyd was not normally so distracted and disjunct with his thinking so his response showed that he had not anticipated any of these new developments and that he was personally and emotionally distraught over the news.  Still half drowned in his own concerns, he almost whispered his last question: “It tends to suggest a traitor does it not?”

The young man shifted nervously.  Dr. Boyd’s last sentence unnerved him.  Not only did it state the obvious – something he didn’t want to admit outwardly – it came with the more formal grammar that everyone else was required to use – the grammar that Dr. Boyd occasionally slipped out of because of his old age and old habits.  Intended or not, the formality of the inquiry left the young recruit feeling that he was being accused – accused of something that he did not do.

“I am afraid so, sir.  However, there appears to be little motivation for anyone to take a copy of the completed databases when everyone who knows about them has been promised a complete and clean copy in just a few weeks when we begin our mission …”

“Right!” Dr. Boyd responded with some degree of enthusiasm.  “You’ve marked the problem well.  Go.  Do a search of any correspondence discussing the database in the last couple of months.  Sweep the discussions for anything that would give us a clue as to who might have taken that earlier version and what their motive may have been.”

“So you think we can find it?” Greydon asked hopefully.

“We can only hope so,” Dr. Boyd finished, looking distant once again.  “But I’m more concerned about finding out who has it,” he added.  Then, as an afterthought, he suggested, “Don’t forget to search encrypted messages, misspellings, code words, and the like … and I suppose you had better go back a few months just to be safe.”

“Yes, sir,” the young man responded, quickly turning on his heels.
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SHE WAS A SENSUAL BEING.  In tune to everything that was happening around her, she made herself an extension of nature itself.  It had taken time to attune herself to this new planet but she was becoming one with it and with that endeavor, she was finding a peace she had not known on her home moon – peace she had always intuitively wanted, unconsciously needed, and keenly anticipated.  

Sad, she grimaced inwardly, to have been so lost in my own world only to become one with another one so far away.  Here, she sensed the energy of every living creature around her.  Here, she more keenly noticed when moisture passed into the pores of her skin.  Here, she felt more subtle changes in the movement of air around her.  Here, she felt how strongly the world buzzed with life.  Its people might refer to her moon as a long string of islands encapsulated by vast swaths of desert-like, sandy beaches.  Before, her home had seemed full of energy and life: 70% of its surfaced covered with water, its continents were primarily beaches; its mountainous areas boasted tons of foliage and greenery of every sort but most of her people lived along the sandy beaches where plants and trees and flowers were less abundant.  Even with all of those factors considered, her home held no amount of life and energy that compared to the area she lived in now.  In retrospect, her previous home almost seemed dead – that is, compared to the energy she keenly felt here.  It invigorated her; it enlivened her senses; it left her buzzing with excitement.

But she was very lonely.

Visits with Dr. Boyd, the old man who looked decades younger than he was, had been enjoyable.  At least, they provided her with some companionship.  But lately, even those visits were becoming less fulfilling.  Full of questions, the scientist was void of meaningful answers; full of aspirations, he seemed to lack direction; and full of ideas, he seemed to lack purpose.  It was clear to the magic woman that Dr. Boyd felt he was doing the right things; however, even without the benefit of reading his mind, he had told her enough of his activities to guarantee banishment from her people were he to live among them.  This, she was keenly aware of; this, she knew quite deeply.  After all, she had her secrets too.

She sensed energy shifting. 

Humans.  Two.  One injured – badly.  Neither was a local native; neither was Dr. Boyd.  One was carrying the other; both were deliberately making their way towards the magic woman.  Torn between her interminable curiosity, her desire to help anyone in need, and her desire to keep this spot holy and untainted by outside influences, she hesitated.  She compromised to allow Dr. Boyd to meet her here – and it was no small compromise – but he had something she desperately needed – something she could get from no one else – something she could not live without.  Ultimately, nature itself must decide whether or not to bring people here – it was not her spot after all – she had just found it and recognized it for what it was: a holy place, a place where nature’s energy was magnified far beyond what it was in other places, a place where she could listen to what the earth itself had to say.  

And now, it seemed to say that it was allowing these two humans to come here.

She crouched behind some bushes to get a good look at them and to size them up before making a decision as to what she might do next.
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 “WE ARE NOT FAR EVELIA … hold on … be strong.   Those plants should be close by.  I cannot remember their name but I will recognize them.  They grow by these little ponds of water and I can see the water now.  They have jagged red tips and purplish stems – they look so different from anything you have seen before that you cannot miss them.  Do not worry.  I will get you some.”

Her head flopped helplessly to the side.

“No!” the boy instructed.  “Hold on!  Just a few more minutes.  Do not leave me Evelia.  There is too much at stake.  We need you.  Do you hear me?  Stay with me Evelia!”

The boy was frantic.  

But he was right.  

Those plants were found on each side of the pond and he was only a dozen yards from a small patch if he would quit looking at the petit brunette in his arms and look around for the desired foliage a little harder.  

But it might be too late, the magic woman considered.  

Despite her loneliness, the magic woman was slow to approach people or to talk to them; she was even loathe to bother spending time analyzing their energies; she was unabashedly antisocial in many ways.  After all, this race was, all things considered, intolerably violent.

But she was also a very curious individual.

The large human girl – at least, she was large by the alien woman’s standards – looked delicate and had a pleasant countenance – despite the effects of the poison.  Somehow, Evelia (as the boy called her), seemed too pristine, too innocent, and too delicate to be sacrificed to the savageness of these dangerous wetlands.  Somehow, it seemed an offense to nature to let her life slip away while numerous beasts and abominations of nature were allowed to freely run around these jungles.  It seemed a contradiction to spare the life of these beasts while not sparing this harmless creature’s life.

That is why she did it.

She didn’t even take the time to carefully consider the energy circulating among these two strangers.  She intuitively knew that Evelia carried good energy, that she was worthy of help, and that she could receive energy harmonious with the nature around her – even if she had never been here before.  Intuitively, the magic woman knew that nature itself yearned to right the wrong of its mutant inhabitants.  So, she quickly – but gracefully – leaped out of the foliage and gazelled towards the young couple.  She expected that her sudden appearance might surprise the young boy and leave him feeling overly anxious given his companion’s vulnerable condition; she expected that he might even feel frightened. 

But she was very wrong.

He almost seemed to smile with relief to see her.

Very strange, she mentally noted, not taking the time to consider the situation more carefully.  She had more important things to do.  She had reached her destination.  Gracefully acknowledging the young boy with a nod and a timid smile, she reached her hands towards Evelia’s face.  And he didn’t resist.

Tired, stressed, and trusting without a reasonable choice, Blaze quickly lowered Evelia to the ground where the magic woman could see her better.  But the magic woman did not need to see the wound or her patient; she needed to feel her.  Placing her hands around the young woman’s face much like a mother grabs the face of a small child to get its attention and to make somber eye contact, the magic woman closed her eyes, placed her cheek next to Evelia’s cheek and whispered in her ears something Blaze was unable to make out.  He wasn’t sure if this alien creature was speaking too softly for him to hear well or if she was speaking in a foreign tongue but whatever she was saying soothed his nerves – and he found himself relaxing under the influence of her voice.

“Evelia,” he heard in harmonious tones, as if two people were speaking together in unison.  Then, Blaze heard nothing else he could repeat.  He immediately understood that she was speaking in her native language and he immediately recognized that her speech resembled the gentle, relaxing purring of a satisfied feline.  He noticed that her tail was wrapped around Evelia’s closest wrist and that the magic woman was holding that carved sphere Dr. Boyd described in his journal entry.  

It glowed.

The magic woman’s skin glowed ever so slightly – and it glistened as well.  Blaze might have tried to resist noticing these interesting details about the alien’s body and focused on the needs of Evelia but he intuitively sensed there was no need for him here and nothing he could do that would help.  Beyond intuition, he consciously felt calm and peaceful as the magic woman spoke.  He nearly felt entranced by her voice and that glowing sphere.

Evelia was glowing too.  Mostly, it seemed her skin was glowing but soon, Blaze could tell that the glow was moving internally.  He guessed that the glow might be draining – or pushing – the poison out of Evelia’s leg where she had been bitten by some puny, harmless looking lizard.  Had it been a snake, Blaze would have pushed it aside with his staff or shot something at it to make it change its course – but a lizard?  It hardly seemed a threat at the time.  Like Dr. Boyd, he wouldn’t have believed the tales of the natives.  But now, he knew better.

Soon, there was a mass of coagulated liquid slodgily stagnating on the ground underneath the bite, collecting itself together like some sludgy black algae at the edge of a dormant pond.  Task complete, Evelia’s skin still seemed to glow a little and Blaze quietly – and quickly – determined that he liked it.  Somehow, it made Evelia even more beautiful in his eyes and somehow, it made her seem more innocent and pure as well.  

But she still wasn’t moving – and he couldn’t tell if she was breathing either.
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BLAZE STOOD AT THE TOP of the outcropping, quietly considering whether or not Evelia was alive, waiting for some sign of breathing to return, furiously rehearsing the daily and massive changes in his life that led him to this moment, and quietly trying not to notice the imposing complex of buildings he could see from this vantage point.  It was all there – boasting of its majesty and inviting everyone for miles around to see: Unit 7 – that is us, he mused, digesting the new information that he had been learning.  And that must be Unit 5, he guessed, looking at the building behind it where he had obtained a complete copy of the database, and there must be at least five more, he logically deduced, unable to clearly identify where one building may have ended and where another may have begun.  But this distraction lasted less than a few seconds – the real focus of his attention was Evelia.  

For years now, Blaze had been interested in this young woman.  For years he had sought out opportunities to visit with her, to get to know her better, to befriend her.  For years, he had considered the day when he might approach her father and Dr. Boyd about the possibility of marrying this young woman.  The formality of this archaic system of marriage was intimidating to Blaze – despite the fact that it made a lot of sense under the existing circumstances.  And while everyone knew that Blaze could pretty much choose to marry whomever he wished under those same circumstances – there were few young men around, there were few young women available, and there were even fewer of each who could have children.  All things considered, Blaze wasn’t interested in pulling rank.  He was interested in genuine friendship, a lifelong friendship.  And despite many months of concerted effort, he simply felt too shy to approach Evelia most of the time and he secretly worried that she might return his interest for practical purposes only – or worse, out of duty.  

The Order environment was simply too stifling, he had thought many times before – and he found himself thinking it again now.  But now that I am outside with plenty of time to visit … this happens.

Evelia’s chest started rising as she made guttural, gasping sounds.  She breathes, Blaze heard in his mind.  It was a woman’s voice, not his own, and it made him quickly look at the magic woman next to him.  

The mental intrusion was accidental – and she was sorry for that – but she turned her head upwards at the young human and smiled with unfeigned pleasure. Then, she moved her hand to caress Evelia’s cheek.  

“It’s alright dear … everything will be just fine,” she purred with her harmonious voices.  “You’re going to be just fine.”

She uses contractions, Blaze silently noted as he beamed at Evelia’s opening eyes.
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“WE HAVE NEWS TO SHARE WITH YOU,” he said to the magic woman.  Blaze had turned this moment over and over in his mind, unsure of exactly what would be the best way to handle this situation.  Not known for being overly logical, he had a tendency to think things through, make a decision, and then follow his gut instinct to do something entirely different from what he had planned.  

That is what he found himself doing now.

“Can you read my mind?”

The little woman furrowed her brow slightly, tilting her head and looking deeply into his eyes.  “Would you want me to?” she softly queried.  

“Okay – let me be honest here.  My thoughts are jumbled.  I have thought about this situation constantly for days now.  We have been looking for you for a number of days as well.  I do not understand what is happening around me and I do not know the best way to explain our situation so …” Blaze paused for a moment, feeling like he was simply babbling instead of saying anything helpful.  “If you could read minds, it might be easier.”

“I see,” the magic woman responded, still looking carefully into his eyes.  Blaze was unaware but she was carefully analyzing whether or not what he was saying to her was truthful, how he was feeling subconsciously about what he was saying, and how much stress he was under this very moment.  “I can only read all or nothing,” she warned with such a soothing voice that Blaze failed to consider the intrusiveness of what she might do and failed to consider things that he might not want anyone else to know – those secrets that everyone has and never shares until finally, one forgets those secrets altogether.

“Okay,” he answered blandly.

As she moved a step towards him, Blaze remembered how Dr. Boyd said that she moved gracefully – like a swan or an egret, and determined that he agreed.  There was something surreal about the way the magic woman moved.  He could have wondered whether or not she was even capable of doing anything violent or nefarious at all but such an idea was almost unthinkable when he was in her presence.  She represented peace itself – and despite her unfamiliar, alien features, she was enchanting in every way.  The magic woman held both of her hands in cupping shape in front of her face and beckoned Blaze to kneel down by twice straightening and contracting her fingers back into cupping position – although her hands were angled somewhat as if pouring contents out of her hand.

While Blaze knelt before her, she remained standing, offering a reassuring smile for the young man and his petite companion.  Placing the blades of her hands underneath his ears and her fingertips underneath his skull, she tugged his head very gently upwards as if carefully bearing the weight of his head – and his burdens seemed to lift with the movement.  Then, in that mesmerizing, purring voice that was so characteristic of her personality, she instructed Blaze: “This will not hurt at all but you may have many emotions surface while your spirit speaks to mine.”  One set of her vocal chords seemed to whisper while the other seemed so mellow and melodious that Blaze instinctively calmed down – his heartbeat slowed, his blood pressure lowered, his mental activity lessened.  Passingly, Blaze worried that he might fall asleep.  Then, closing her eyes as if concentrating very intently on her own thoughts, the lithe little alien added, “please calm yourself and don’t move while I learn what message you came to give me.”  

No problem there, Blaze thought, unaware that she was already in tune with his mind.  She smiled softly.

After a few moments had passed, Evelia recognized that she had been holding her breath and that she was in need of some fresh oxygen so she deliberately and consciously made a decision to breathe – the first time in her life that she ever recalled needing to think about her own breathing.  It seemed as if time itself had stopped.  She found the magic woman absolutely entrancing.  At the same time, Evelia felt an energetic peacefulness unlike anything she’d ever felt before – but she remained so physically calm that she intuitively recognized that the energetic portion of her feelings was entirely mental, spiritual.  Silently, Evelia tried to name and understand these feelings she had recognized from the moment she had awakened from the magic woman’s administrations.   There was beauty about them so she chose to bathe in their energetic calmness.  

And then there was physical beauty.  As an artist – indeed, as the Order’s most prized artist and best art historian – Evelia devoured the magic woman with her eyes.  She saw golden ratios all over her body; she even recognized the golden mean in the varying tones of her skin.  Her large eyes bore different proportions to human eyes when compared to her entire visage but they were clearly based on the golden ratio as well – as were her stunning eyelashes.  Evelia carefully surveyed the face of the magic woman while her eyes were closed and mentally measured the proportions of her unusual body – including her tail.  Intuitively, Evelia craved a paintbrush, a digital stylus, a pastel stick – anything she could conjure into her mind – so that she could draw the proportions of this ideal model, this amazingly graceful creature, this beautiful and petite – yet majestic – woman from another world.  And while thinking all of this, she watched as the magic woman’s face subtly reacted to Blaze’s memories – sometimes grinning, sometimes scowling, sometimes – perhaps? – mourning.  

Somehow, Evelia knew that the magic woman was nearing the end of Blaze’s life.  There were no outward signs, there was no communication made, and there was no feeling that she could pinpoint that would confirm that it was so but she knew it was true nonetheless.  And within a few brief moments, Evelia could discern the moment the magic woman had learned of Dr. Boyd’s mistaken transmission and of Blaze and Evelia’s decision to come meet the magic woman.  

The huge, feathery eyelashes quickly widened as if they were seeing some terrible thing happening in front of them.  Graceful features disappeared for a brief moment as a passing look of terror swept over the magic woman’s face.  

“No,” she cried with both of her vocal cords, the dissonance of the two tones especially evident to Evelia who was no casual lover of music.  Then, as tears began streaming down her face, she repeated her distraught feeling with barely a whisper: “No.”

“What is it?” Evelia asked, assuming that she knew the answer – the magic woman had just learned about Dr. Boyd’s plans, her heart was broken over the betrayal, her hopes were dashed...

But that wasn’t it.

The magic woman pointed to the complex of Orders where Evelia and Blaze had spent their entire lives, where everything they had ever learned and understood was housed, where all of their friends and families lived, and then she whispered – nay, she hissed – again: “No.”

Just then, as all three of them were looking towards the majestic buildings in the distance, it happened.

Several explosions erupted all over the complex, one particularly huge explosion followed them all, setting every visible building entirely in one gargantuan blaze of fire.  Nothing needed to be said.  The inevitable conclusion was obvious: there would be no survivors.  The Order was destroyed.  Everything Evelia and Blaze had ever known was destroyed.  Only one word escaped anyone’s lips as they sat in silence for several moments – and it surprised the others:

“Jazz.”
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THIS WAS NOT HOW THINGS WERE SUPPOSED TO HAPPEN.  Greydon nervously paced his personal quarters by the door leading to the hallway.  A few weeks ago, the plan was to take the newest recruits on an exploratory tour – a tour to find the magic woman’s home moon and to learn from her people – a tour to find another place where human life could be supported and perhaps to find more people to associate with, learn from, and interact with – a scientific tour.  The team would take samples from the moon, perhaps leave a few volunteers to secure a base on the moon - or its planet - and wait for Dr. Boyd’s team to pick them up on the next tour.  It was simple.

But this … this was not simple.

Without explanation, Dr. Boyd urgently requested that Greydon bring Jazz to the waiting unit next to the launching pad – where the ship had been moved ahead of schedule.  He was to give the boy a tour of the base, explain Dr. Boyd’s plans for the next tour, and ask if the boy would be interested in joining the crew.  What young boy wouldn’t jump for that opportunity?  Expecting Jazz to say yes, Greydon was to leave the boy in his personal quarters on the ship for a few days, gather the newly chosen secret teams from each Order – again, ahead of schedule – and make sure that they were each shown their new living quarters.  While they were adjusting, Greydon and his team were supposed to locate Blaze, brief him about the nature of the trip, convince him to come back to the Order post haste, and await further instructions.

But that was all before the explosion.

By chance, Greydon happened to be with Dr. Boyd the moment it happened.  While meeting with the newest recruits for the purpose of giving them instructions about their new security clearances, new understandings about the true size and extent of the Orders, and answering their seemingly endless questions, Greydon had felt more excitement than at any other time of his life: the database was completed, the Orders were finally to be united as one grand unit, space tours were to increase in frequency and duration, and Greydon was going to be third in command over everyone who survived the Third Holocaust – well, that is, everyone except the crazy natives and the small but extremely influential group of scientists that controlled the natives.    

Where did they come from anyway? and how did they secure the technology they had?  Greydon had pondered these questions many times.  He supposed that there could have been another group of people who survived in bunkers, who retained a history of technological advances, and who continued to educate themselves – just like Dr. Boyd’s Orders.

But he had seen the pictures.

A few years back, Dr. Boyd had been able to secure access to two independent satellites that had been taking pictures of the planet for decades.  When pieced together, it had been quite evident that there were next to zero survivors on this planet – apart from those societies on or around Malaysia.  And the database contained no record of nearby bunkers.  Greydon suspected that a few scientists from one of the Orders may have abandoned their post and deserted their Order for some reason – but there was no record of any such event in any of the Order histories.

None of that really mattered now.

While Greydon was immensely enjoying his post teaching the newest recruits and preparing them for the next mission – the mission that was probably the most exciting of any he had been involved in – he heard the first explosions.  

The conference room had been designed by Dr. Boyd to oversee each of the nine Orders.  A semi-circular wall of windows allowed an expansive view of Dr. Boyd’s lifetime of labors – and the labors of men who had gone before him.  The wall of windows allowed those in the conference room to enjoy beautiful vistas while they learned at the feet of the world’s most brilliant scientist but they now allowed Order members to personally observe the destruction of their family members and friends, the destruction of their homes, the destruction of many lifetimes of hope.

Initially, panic ensued but Dr. Boyd quickly regained control over his crew.  Despite the horror etched all over his face, the recruits quickly recognized his skilled and charismatic leadership as he informed everyone that he had been informed of possible attacks by the natives.  And although, as he told them, he had never expected that they would have access to technology of this kind, and although he had not expected an attack so soon, his elite team of trained soldiers would supervise the situation and determine what should be done next.  Until then, it would be exceedingly dangerous for anyone to return to their Orders.

Within moments, the team assembled outside the base.  Roughly a half hour later, it was evident that they should not expect to find any survivors.

But there were a few.
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“SIR, WE’VE GATHERED EIGHT WOMEN, five men, and two young adults that survived the blasts.  They were all located in the east wing of Unit 2 where we found three of ten explosives undetonated.”

“What is their condition?” Dr. Boyd immediately queried, deep concern surfacing in his voice.  His emotions were clearly barely in check.

“Not good sir.”

“Where are they at now?”  Dr. Boyd’s voice was starting to crack a little.  This was no hardened military leader who had seen a lifetime of battle.  This was a man doing the best he could with the information he had available.  If things had gone as planned, Blaze would have been in Greydon’s place and Blaze may have been holding these briefings.  Dr. Boyd simply wasn’t cut out for this type of leadership – he needed a warrior in charge here, not a microbiology and chemistry savant.

“We’ve moved them into tents on the outskirt of Unit 6 – where it attaches to Unit 2 – and we have our only remaining emergency nurse attending them.  It appears that our entire medical unit was not at the base where they were supposed to be – they were having an unscheduled meeting in the conference hall between Units 8 and 9 when the explosions hit.”  The soldier only briefly paused before continuing.  “None survived sir.  You are the only doctor left – well, you and our emergency nurse.  With the help of some of the soldiers, he is doing the best he can to help survivors find some comfort, sir.”

With this news, Dr. Boyd all but crumpled into his chair – two of his children were part of the medical unit and a full dozen (or more) burn cases could never be handled without some trained staff unless their injuries were relatively minor.  From the sounds of things, the survivors would likely suffer long, excruciatingly painful deaths.

“Thank you for your report,” Dr. Boyd forced himself to answer with as much composure as he could muster.  “Let’s go,” he added.  Then, in a raspy, rather hushed voice, he gave the soldier another order: “Quickly!”
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GREYDON TRIED TO STAND TALL.  He tried to look composed like a leader should.  He tried to appear more in control than Dr. Boyd.  

But the blood was too much and the burns were even worse.  Beyond the smell of burned flesh and blood soaked rags, the moans and cries of the survivors were nearly unbearable for someone unaccustomed to observing trauma patients in their hour of suffering.  And this was all very new to Greydon.  His training had little to do with medical emergencies.  Sure, he knew how to slow bleeding, how to treat a concussion, and a good deal of other simple medical tasks every soldier knew but his training had been largely theoretical so he found himself disappointingly unprepared for what was happening and had to excuse himself from the main tent.  He knelt outside behind some bushes and tried to control his stomach for quite some time before he began hearing the distinctive sound of gunfire.

At once terrified and concerned, he ran back to the main tent opening only to see that there was no wild shooting melee here, only methodical, rhythmic, carefully placed shots.  As Dr. Boyd walked away from the survivors and towards the door where Greydon was now standing, gun pulled and ready for whatever might come, three soldiers walked along the rows of makeshift beds and euthanized each of the burn victims – and those few who had only suffered injury by shrapnel.  As the gun firing continued, the moans ceased.  Cries of agony ended.  Silence ruled.

As Greydon looked back upon Dr. Boyd in shock, he observed tears freely falling down the cheeks of this man who had once been the subject of Greydon’s greatest admiration.  Appalled, Greydon held his feelings in check as Dr. Boyd placed his hand his shoulder, trying to master his feelings before announcing his judgment: “I could save none of them, Greydon.”  A silent moment passed before the older man repeated.  “None of them.  There was nothing I could do … not here, not now.”

Greydon’s shoulders slumped, his arms heavy – like an ape, they almost drooped to the ground.  With great effort, he lifted his right arm and placed his pistol back in its holster where it would quietly charge, awaiting its next call to duty.  This was too much for the young man to absorb in one day.  This was too much for most men on any given day.  

Then, things got much worse.  His eye caught a soldier lying on the ground at the far end of the tent.  “Is he okay?” Greydon naively asked, pointing to the fallen man.

Dr. Boyd silently shook his head.

“What happened?” Greydon pressed in genuine concern.

Dr. Boyd paused for quite a while before answering the question.  “He refused to follow orders,” he blandly spoke as if this portion of his job was mere routine – a routine that had been instituted before today’s horrific events.  

The sharp contrast between that answer and the man crying moments before left Greydon completely disheveled and confused.  His heart sank to the earth below – and he left it there. 
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 “GREYDON.”  THE VOICE CAME FROM BEHIND the door and it came with conviction and authority.  The voice was amplified through the door’s intercom system.

Greydon ordered the door to open and stood in front of it, awaiting Dr. Boyd’s orders.

“I trust you are feeling better?” the old man inquired.

“A little.  How are you doing?” Greydon responded, immediately thinking that he probably shouldn’t have been asking personal questions of his superior like that – at least, not under these circumstances.

“A little better as well,” Dr. Boyd confessed.  “Everything is very different now – life will never be the same,” he explained with no small degree of melancholy escaping his voice, “but I have had a little time to reconsider our plans and to make necessary adjustments,” he continued.  “I will get you up to speed on these things very soon but first, we need to find Blaze and Evelia to bring them back here.  If we cannot convince Blaze to come, we at least need to bring Evelia back.  Byorn has tracked them down and conveniently, they are not far from the magic woman’s sacred pond so we need to be quick.  Well, that is not quite accurate,” he corrected, reconsidering his word choice.  

Gathering his thoughts, Dr. Boyd remained silent for a bit before continuing his explanation and orders.  “I am not sure why but Blaze and Evelia have been separated since very early this morning.  Blaze is nearly back to the pond where the magic woman and Evelia are apparently awaiting his return – and he has brought someone back with him – a very small someone – perhaps a native.  It appears that he has been joined by a young child of unknown age.”
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NERVOUSLY, HE ROTATED THE HOLOGRAM PAD.  This was the updated, completed database.  With a swath of his hand, he had access to every valuable particle of information preserved from human history.  Whatever technology, history, discovery, or artistry that humans had ever learned or obtained was right here in the palm of his hands.  

More or less that is – it was, of course, incomplete.  

Information – tons of information – was destroyed or lost during the First and Second Holocausts.  And human filters had to determine which information was duplicative – and more significantly – which information was less reliable or less “important.”  Human subjectivity played an integral part in the preservation of the database and therefore some information was unquestionably tainted by human bias.  That was however unavoidable and necessary – nobody could ever verify which of the bazillion internet pages and personal websites contained accurate information when there were no citations to where the information was obtained – and once video – and then hologram – editing had been perfected, it became nearly impossible to determine which footage was authentic versus which footage was fabricated for the purpose of entertainment.  Everyone in the Order, and now Blaze had to presume, everyone in all of the Orders – knew that some historical information in the database could be completely fictional.  There was simply no way to avoid the nagging possibility that some preserved “history” was in fact fictional – or worse – propaganda.  Verifying scientific truths was one thing – verifying historical truths was something entirely different.

That is why Dr. Boyd assigned different orders to review the same information on multiple occasions – it ensured that as little human bias crept into the project as possible.  It was better to have some small amounts of questionable material chosen by one team but rejected by another than to have one team’s bias eliminate material that may be helpful or valuable to future generations – Dr. Boyd was visionary that way.  If there was too much discrepancy between two teams reviewing material, a third team would be appointed to review it all again.  That is why it took nine Orders and a few generations to produce the hologram pad resting in Blaze’s hands.  No doubt, it took well over a billion man hours to produce the extraordinarily important artifact Blaze tumbled between his hands.

Virtually every day of Blaze’s life had been dedicated to improving that database.  In fact, virtually every day in the life of everyone that Blaze had ever known had been dedicated to improving the database or ensuring the survival of the people who were working on the database – they were carefully preserving human history, preserving important lessons, preserving mistakes so that they wouldn’t be made again, preserving everything that could be useful for generations to come.  For very many decades, Order life had revolved around this ordinary looking object: a flexible piece of brownish grey linatech that measured less than a half inch thick when folded in eighths.  Although rectangular in shape when folded, people referred to the physical hologram pad that the database was stored in as “the cube” because it appeared to be nothing more extraordinary than a simple block of linatech.

As Blaze rolled the folded hologram pad back and forth in between his hands, his emotions churned inside.  Part of him wanted to read the updated information on weaponry history and the various styles of martial arts from the Classic Age – this was his contribution to the database – this was his life’s investment.  Another part of him wanted to listen to some smooth jazz music while reviewing inspiring artwork – the specialized portion of the database overseen by Evelia.  Another part of him wanted to find entertaining holographic movies to watch so that he could escape reality, a devastating reality that was both discouraging and heartbreaking.

The other disgruntled part of him wanted to throw the database into the nearby pond and hope that it would lose its waterproofing properties before it was discovered.  

It represented a lifetime of lies.   It had all been a lie.  

His Order was not the only Order.  His Order of five hundred people did not represent the only survivors from the Third Holocaust.  The people in the other Orders were not the only other survivors on the planet either – there were natives in Malaysia – and scientists.  Blaze didn’t know how many natives lived around here but Dr. Boyd’s transmission suggested that there were enough to launch an invasion against all of the Orders.  And as far as Blaze knew, there were at least six other Orders in existence.  He could only guess that they housed a similar number of people.  In total, that would suggest more than three thousand people were working on this database – before the explosion that is – and if there were natives who were considering an invasion – and if those natives had a high likelihood of succeeding as Dr. Boyd’s transmission suggested, that meant that there were probably a couple or a few thousand natives as well.  In short, the world’s population was at least ten times larger than what Blaze had been led to believe since he was a toddler.  And none of that said anything about the possibility of survivors around the globe.  Despite everyone else’s skepticism, Blaze was convinced that there would be more people … somewhere.

In retrospect therefore, he wasn’t too surprised there were other survivors.  The earth had always shown an amazing resilience in restoring life upon its surface.  Many species had nearly gone extinct only to flourish a half dozen generations later – why should people be any different?  It was only surprising that there were so many who were so close – and that Dr. Boyd knew about them all along but never told anyone from Blaze’s Order.  Why?  

And now, before he could meet any of them, the people from the other Orders were all gone.  While Blaze might find survivors somewhere else, it was a very real possibility that none of them would be of his same race.  Maybe that didn’t matter.  Intellectually, Blaze supposed that it didn’t really matter.  Internally however, he somehow felt that it did matter to him – he just couldn’t explain why.

“Blaze.”  

He hadn’t heard her coming but she was not too far away.  Her gentle voice immediately brightened Blaze’s mood a little.  She was soothing to him.  As far as he knew, she was the only human he had ever met that was not dead now.  She was his soul mate – at least, he believed she was.  Everyone else was just a memory.  His mother was dead.  His father was dead – as were his cousins, his aunts and uncles, his friends, his mentors – and his enthusiastic protégé: Jazz.  Blaze would have given almost anything to have the young boy’s cheerful and energetic companionship now.  

“Blaze, the magic woman has something she wants to tell you.”

The words were both welcoming and annoying.  Depressed and confused, Blaze was feeling more than a little antisocial.  That is why he had withdrawn from Evelia and the magic woman for the last several hours – he wanted to be alone.  At the same time, he recognized that his thoughts were not leading him down any productive route.  And he was too exhausted from his earlier weaponry practice to feel like doing anything overly physical for another hour or more so outside conversation might be preferable to silently venting his angry thoughts.  

Beyond these thoughts, Blaze still hadn’t considered the possibility of saying no to any request Evelia might make of him so of course, he consented.  He would follow her to the end of the world – or much further.

He stood up.  No words coming to his mouth, he merely pressed his lips together and nodded politely towards Evelia as he started walking towards her.  Sensing that Blaze still wasn’t up to much conversation, she kept her words to a minimum.  “She has good news,” she ventured.  “Can I tell you?”  She asked the question with a tentativeness Blaze had never before detected in her voice.  She was one of those girls who remained unreasonably and interminably oblivious to her suitor’s interest in her.  It didn’t matter that everyone she knew told her that Blaze was crushing on her.  If she didn’t hear it from him with her own ears, she just wouldn’t believe it.  To be fair, Blaze was her unwitting twin: he was equally oblivious, equally dense.

“Sure,” he answered, trying to sound as hopeful as possible.  He really couldn’t imagine what good news she could have for him.  What could it be? he sarcastically considered.  We are having Sambar deer for dinner?  Unlike last night, it will not rain constantly so we should get a good night’s rest.  We found an entire style of martial arts that was missing from the older version of the database ... 

Blaze had updated Evelia’s copy of the database from the newest copy he acquired from Unit 5 so it was reasonable to believe that she may have found something interesting to share – but it seemed unlikely that the magic woman would have found anything that she would have considered good news to share with Blaze.  In short, he wasn’t very hopeful about any news she might want to share.  On the other hand, Evelia seemed significantly more cheerful than she had been yesterday after the explosion so maybe ...

“Jazz is alive,” she cheerfully beamed.  She would have been happier to announce that someone in her or Blaze’s family had survived but she was happy to report that anyone survived those blasts.  Neither Blaze nor Evelia nor the magic woman had considered it worth returning to the Order for a while – it seemed entirely irrational to believe that anyone would have survived the explosion and surely, the natives who were behind the attack would be scouring the place for survivors.  No, it seemed best to wait a while before venturing that direction.  But this news changed everything.

“How could that be?” Blaze began, half disbelieving and half ecstatic at the possibility.  “And how could she possibly know that?” he added, considering the improbability that the little alien woman had made a trip that direction.

“How did she know the explosion was coming seconds before it happened?” Evelia teasingly asked in reply.  “She says the earth speaks to her.  And the earth says that Jazz is alive – as are several others from Dr. Boyd’s team.  For some reason, the natives did not attack his ship or his crew and for some reason, Jazz is with them.  She also says … well, I should probably let her explain the rest to you,” Evelia finished.  “I’m not sure I fully understand.”
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 “BLAZE,” THE MAGIC WOMAN SOOTHINGLY PURRED.  “Would you please sit down?”  Nearing a foot taller than the alien, Blaze almost seemed monstrous in size next to her lithe little frame.  Her voices were characteristically gentle, making her request nearly irresistible.  Like a small child sporting a charismatic smile while asking a grandmother for a treat, she had a way of being very convincing without needing good reasoning to back up her thoughts.

He lowered himself down to his knees and then settled upon the grassy undergrowth that permeated this lower portion of the canopy of trees.  He expected that she might sit down across from him so that they could speak on the same level.

But she didn’t.

Sauntering towards him with slow but steady steps, she was a giraffe, stretching her neck in front of her body to look at the top of his head.  Then, gently resting her hands upon his shoulders, she leaned her body weight squarely upon his shoulders.  She is even lighter than she appears, he observed, wondering why this alien woman would behave so oddly.

“Reviewing your memories,” she began, “I have seen your hair several times in your bathroom mirror but,” she emphasized the last word with enthusiastic pomp, “your eyes do not see colors the same as mine do.”  

Awkward, Blaze thought, having not considered some types of memories he may have given the magic woman access to.  He blushed involuntarily.  As a teenager, he had been involved in several strange conversations but this one might be taking the cake.  Thousands of people were dead.  A race of humans was nearly extinct.  Nearly everything important to him had been destroyed – but this alien wanted to talk about his hair.  Weird, he concluded.

Without asking, the woman leaned harder on one hand while using the other to flip through his hair, moving it around as it if was some sort of floral bouquet in need of rearranging.  While Blaze felt deeply indebted to the woman for saving Evelia’s life, his instinct was to push her away, stand up, and then lecture her about common standards of human etiquette.  With strong deliberation, Blaze mastered his thoughts and governed his tongue.  Meanwhile, he glanced over at Evelia to see what her reaction might be. 

She quietly giggled and covered her mouth.  

Not helpful, Blaze considered, now more embarrassed than he had been a moment earlier.  What is the best way out of this situation?  he wondered, growing more anxious by the second.

“As I suspected,” the magic woman announced in that airy tone she created when one of her vocal cords was breathy and the other spoke normally.  Then, seamlessly switching back and forth between her two voices, she continued.  “Evelia, grab your cube.  Find the holographic lens for ultraviolet light and come look at this.”

All of a sudden, Blaze felt like he was on a nature show.  Some birds have different coloring under ultraviolet lights – colorings that are supposedly more attractive to prospective mates.  Some flower species have spectacular coloring under ultraviolet lighting to attract certain species of butterflies or bees as well.  Now, Blaze suspected, his birth-marked hair, where the magic woman had spent the majority of her time primping, was to be the center of attention – and what is it supposed to attract? he silently queried with no small degree of annoyance and stress – aliens with glowing skin, feathery eyelashes, and tails?  

How this could possibly be very interesting, he didn’t know and how this could possibly be worth the time and energy to go through this embarrassing exercise, he couldn’t fathom.  Nevertheless, out of respect for the alien and what she had done for Evelia, he sat motionless.

Meanwhile, the magic woman was not entirely oblivious to his reaction.  Although she hadn’t bothered to look at his face, she felt his energy change and inwardly mused at his cultural reaction.  Such an odd species, she mused as Evelia found the lens she was looking for and brought the cube to the magic woman as requested.

“Look right here,” she instructed Evelia, pointing to the center portion of Blaze’s white blaze of hair as she stepped away so that Evelia could see better.  “You must look very closely.”

As Evelia bent over, she leaned on Blaze’s shoulder and put her weight on him to tease and then smiled down at him as she was enjoying his mild embarrassment.  But her teasing tone quickly dissipated as she held up the holographic ultraviolet lens to view Blaze’s hair.

“Wow!” she exclaimed with great enthusiasm, intuitively reaching her hand to touch his hair before thinking better of it.  “I cannot believe it.  Blaze!  Wow.  I have to take an image.”  

Great, Blaze inwardly moaned.  How much worse is this going to get?  There was no way he was going to tell Evelia that she couldn’t take a close-up image of his hair.  On the other hand, few things could seem more humiliating.  With prodigious patience and with a great degree of self control, Blaze sat quietly and set his face to be as expressionless as possible.  He looked only at the ground.  He focused on the feeling of the grass beneath him.  He waited for a bug to crawl by to distract his attention.  He wished this silly exercise was already over.

Holding the holograph pad in front of Blaze and pushing some markings on the side of the screen that controlled the size of the three dimensional image, Evelia asked him a simple question.  “Do you know what that is?”

Despite knowing very well what she was talking about, Blaze was speechless.  Any child could tell you, he thought – but nothing escaped his mouth.

Seeing his puzzled look, the magic woman felt perplexed for a moment.  She had carefully reviewed many of his life’s memories the day before.  She recalled seeing similar images in Blaze’s memories – why wasn’t he recognizing it now?

“Blaze! … Really?  You do not know what this is?”  Evelia asked in disbelief.

“Of course I do,” he finally managed to blurt out.

“Well …?” she encouragingly invited him to answer.

“It is a griffon,” he confessed, embarrassed and more than a little frustrated that Evelia might believe that he really didn’t know anything about this mythical creature.  “An oddly shaped griffon with teeth,” he revised.

“A white griffon,” the magic woman corrected.

That is when things almost started to make sense to Blaze.  The griffon was a sacred symbol to the magic woman.  Dr. Boyd mentioned that in his memo.  It made some sense that she might be interested in this sacred symbol spontaneously appearing in nature – especially when the image was indisputably clear.  But what did that have to do with Jazz? why was this good news? and what did any of this have to do with anything?
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BLAZE BURNED WITH INQUISITIVE SKEPTICISM and it proved too much to hold it back.  “Pardon my overly suspicious question but … why would you care whether or not this child survives?”  Even ignoring Dr. Boyd’s painful betrayal, he had too many fresh wounds to manage and too many challenges to his reality to be his normal, trusting self.  

In silent response, large, mesmerizing blue eyes gazed intently into his own.  As she tilted her head slightly and squinted ever so subtly, the sunlight caught them just right, resulting in a flash of effervescent green colors that disappeared as quickly as it came.  Her long feathery eyelashes seemed calming, almost hypnotic as they slowly pumped up and down.  

She understood his skepticism.  She understood his feelings.  Having read his mind and having reviewed his memories, she uniquely knew how he would react and she intuitively understood which arguments would win the day with him.  But she had no intent to influence his decision here.  She was just a messenger.

“The earth wills it so,” she answered softly and so matter-of-factly that the young warrior nearly accepted this seemingly random response without further questioning.  Blaze met her gaze and wondered why this alien woman looked at him so longingly, so tenderly.  But despite her apparent sincerity, her answer was essentially nonsensical and he didn’t understand it.  Before he could respond, she began speaking again.

“I constantly strive to be one with nature.  In return, she feeds me information that is beneficial for me and for herself as well.  I do not understand all things she asks of me and I do not understand why she wants me to be involved in your journey.  I only know that what she asks is good and right – and she wants you to save this child who can change the future of your species.  She is the key.  For the sake of your species, you must preserve her life.”

“And the earth told you that her tribe intends to sacrifice her tomorrow evening under the moon rise?” Blaze responded respectfully, but with overt skepticism.

“Yes – just like she told me your home would be destroyed and that your pupil is still alive.”

“I see.  So the earth wants me to steal a child from its mother and father?” Blaze’s question was not sarcastic but neither was it entirely laden with faith in the magic woman’s words.

“Young one,” she began, using both of her vocal chords to patiently emphasize her words, “the father is dead.  The mother is dying.  Tribe chieftains believe these deaths are a sign from deity that the child will prove to be a curse upon their people – not just their tribe.  There is no other family who will care for the child.  One way or another, the mother will not survive.  Their fate has already been cast.”  She paused, considering her words and whether or not she had left anything out.  Silence reigned for a few moments but neither Blaze nor Evelia dared make a comment until the alien woman had finished speaking.  Her breathing, in quiet settings like this, unmistakably resembled the purring sounds of a house cat.  “Nevertheless, you uniquely have the choice to determine the fate of the child.  Her fate is not yet sealed.”

“But why will you not save her yourself?” Blaze questioned – but more thoughtfully this time.  The lithe little alien looked upon Blaze with prodigious patience and offered an empathetic smile that finally began to reach his unsettled heart – and she could see that reflected in his eyes.  She could feel it in the energy surrounding him.

“It is for someone of your species to save your species young one.  And the earth chose you, not me, to fight this battle.  I trust her judgment – and she alone can judge these things.  The only question is, which path will you choose to follow?”  Between her soothing, purring voice, her graceful movements, her thoughtful eyes, and her genuine smile, Blaze was powerless to question her sincerity or motivation.  

Evelia, in contrast, had been won over by the magic woman the day before – if not before then.  She was convinced the moment she heard the magic woman’s story about the infant child named Elayuh.  And it never occurred to her to fear for Blaze’s life if he left to find the child among a hardened and bloodthirsty tribe of natives: if the magic woman spoke it, it must be truth that the earth willed it; and if the earth willed the survival of the child, it could only will the success of her savior; and if Blaze was to succeed as her savior, he must be able to survive the challenge.

It never occurred to her that he might die while preserving the child’s life.
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HE HADN’T SLEPT MUCH the night before but that didn’t stop him from waking up just after sunrise.  Rubbing his eyes, shifting his weight, and leaning upon his right elbow, Blaze looked over to where Evelia was sleeping and allowed his vision to focus on her more clearly.  She slept peacefully.  Motionless.  She was no supermodel but she was elegant and Blaze found beauty in her character as much as in her appearance.  She was refined – and thoughtful – and fun.  For the past several years, Blaze believed they could be best friends if they just took the time to get to know each other better – but he had been too shy to really do much to make that happen.

Now, it appeared that they might be companions for life by default – the precise situation he had been trying to avoid.  Because Blaze held very high position in the Order, boasted very good health, and was of a similar age, he could have reasonably demanded that Evelia become his wife under existing Order rules – but he was looking for a lasting friendship, not mandatory matrimony; friends by choice, not family by force.  While Blaze was genuinely pleased to be able to spend all the time he wanted with her now – and for the foreseeable future – his fortune also felt a little bit like a prison.  Would Evelia remain his companion because she had no other choice or could they become genuine friends despite the lack of any competing choices?  At this point, he wasn’t sure if lady fortune was on his side or if this turn of events would prove the destruction of everything he had ever hoped for.

Pushing himself away from the ground with all of his strength, Blaze stood up with resolute effort.  He needed to quit philosophizing over his situation and to focus on doing what needed to be done.  He needed to rescue Jazz; he needed to come up with a plan to stop Dr. Boyd’s team – or to concede to the inevitable conclusion that he should join Dr. Boyd’s team; and he needed to save a baby girl he didn’t even know existed until yesterday afternoon.  What complications a small baby might add to his current difficulties, he didn’t know.  What he did know is that something inside of him stirred when the magic woman spoke to him and something inside was stirring him to follow her requests.  Yet, somehow, those feelings failed to override his conflicted feelings of suspicion about this idiosyncratic alien – something inside intermittently nagged at him.

Eyeing his surroundings, Blaze quickly noticed that the magic woman was gone.  That made him nervous.  While he wasn’t sure why he didn’t trust her when she wasn’t around, he recognized that he intuitively trusted her whenever she spoke to him.  Fleetingly, he remembered reading about hypnotism and that made him wonder …  Probably better that she is gone for a while, he considered, suddenly a little stressed.  Somehow, he would feel more comfortable without her being around this morning – somehow it seemed safer.  

Gathering up a large handful of berries, a small handful of watermeal, some local version of mint leaves, and some coconut milk he had stored in a leather flask, he mixed the ingredients and prepared a simple breakfast for himself and Evelia, rightly guessing that the magic woman had already eaten.  

As he cut up the mint leaves into small pieces and began mixing them into the coconut milk and berries, his mind considered the task ahead.  Sparring friends in the Order was sport and exercise.  Death matches in the simulator with aliens, beasts, and other people was extreme sport and intense exercise.  Fighting local natives who were probably untrained in any sophisticated version of martial arts and who probably had no sophisticated weaponry was slaughter.  

Sure, it was possible that no one would attack him – but that was unlikely theory and wishful thinking, Blaze estimated.  If everything went well, he might be able to sneak into the community, listen for a baby’s cry, take the child from its mother, and return to the pond without incident.  If anything went poorly, he could expect to engage in a very real, lethal battle where he may have to kill someone – or several people.  Then again, he could be killed as well.  And for what?  A baby that he didn’t know anything about other than a few stories told by an odd alien woman who spoke with two voices.

We decided to trust her before we even left the Order, he reminded himself.  And there was good reason to trust her now: she voluntarily saved Evelia’s life and she predicted the explosion of the Orders.  And her words, actions, and her very being all screamed gracefulness and sincerity.  And then, there was a high probability that she held some superstitious affinity for Blaze because his hair bore the image of her most sacred symbol – a bizarre discovery that made zero sense and left him reeling with confusion.  And while none of this was enough to gain his complete trust in the magic woman - it was something.  

Still, he couldn’t help harboring some lingering suspicions.  She refused to help him approach the challenges with Dr. Boyd the way he expected.  He wanted her to help stop Dr. Boyd’s newest space tour until he could explain to the crew that Dr. Boyd had known all along that their friends and family were doomed to extermination at the hands of the natives and he more particularly wanted to share this with friends and family that may have they survived the explosion - that is, if there were any.  

And he wanted to rescue Jazz.  

But the magic woman had insisted that the baby be rescued first – despite the fact that the timing seemed less than ideal – taking care of a baby was hardly conducive to a possible physical confrontation with Dr. Boyd’s team.  

Stop crying over spilled milk, he castigated himself.  Duty calls and sometimes that precludes the opportunity to refuse to serve.  If the magic woman was right, a little baby girl needed someone to save her and no one else could – or would – help her.  He just needed to resolve himself to do the right thing and to get it over with.  Besides, even if none of these reasons were sufficient motivation, Evelia wanted Blaze to save the little girl as well.  If he couldn’t trust his own judgment in this situation, he could certainly trust hers.  Blaze knew that he not infrequently made some serious errors in judgment.  Evelia on the other hand was a good judge of character; she understood people; she intuitively knew which things were the right things to do.  Therefore, her opinion in this situation mattered – and it mattered a lot.

Munching down the last spoonful of berries and watermeal, Blaze looked over at Evelia who remained fast asleep and picked up his staff.  Setting down his bowl and scanning his person to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything, he tapped the blades sheathed on each side of his boots and inside of the breast pocket of his jacket to make sure they were secure.  Lifting his staff, he inspected the small control panel to make sure it was properly charged and that each of its functions were set to activate properly.  He wiped down the panels where he could access those functions and pushed the thin covering for those panels into place so that they were not accidentally accessed.

Ready.

He considered waking Evelia to let her know that he was going but thought better of it.  He didn’t really know what to say, she probably needed some sleep, and the magic woman would probably return before she woke up so there was little purpose in waking her at this time.  Instead, he set one of the boxes of provisions next to her makeshift bed and placed the bowl of food on top of it, suddenly realizing that it might attract insects if it wasn’t properly covered.  Dang! he grumbled to himself, considering his lack of thoughtful preparation.  Then, eyeing an unused cleaning cloth he had brought with him, he carefully placed it over the bowl to keep out all unwanted bug life.  That is it, he concluded, taking his first step forward and beginning his trek to Elayuh’s village.  

Time for my first real fight.
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BLAZE FOUND AND READ SEVERAL ARTICLES in the updated database about successfully surviving in the jungle – and more particularly, he read about neighboring Malaysian and Indonesian jungles because he had heard that changes from the Third Holocaust may have made these jungles more similar than they had been previously – and he shared a summary of that information with Evelia.  Not long after they ventured into the thick underbrush, Blaze and Evelia made plasters of mud for their lower legs to avoid bites from bugs and leeches – which unfortunately hadn’t protected Evelia from the reptilian bite and which had incurred spontaneous laughter from the magic woman when Blaze explained why they had done this.  He failed to understand the humor of their precautions but being so pleased with the alien’s power of healing, he also failed to question her joviality over their efforts.  

They made bedding out of large branches with gargantuan leaves to cover them – Blaze had already forgotten why that was important but it was high on his list so he stuck strictly to that advice – he guessed that it probably kept scorpions and other noxious critters from becoming unwelcomed bed companions.  Either way, the makeshift beds were remarkably comfortable all things considered.  He prepared their small camp on high ground early in the afternoon to avoid mosquitoes and infections that come from waterlogged areas – and to avoid sudden flooding caused by heavy rains.  These preparations were also made at the expense of the alien’s gentle, yet barely bridled laughter.  Although her body was largely designed for a sandy, near desert-like environment, she loved to be in the water so she enjoyed the moist ground near ponds and marshy areas.  With thicker, harder skin, she was relatively impervious to some of the weaknesses common to human flesh.  But to accommodate her new companions the evening past, she slept on higher ground with them. 

They prepared to leave clothes drying each day while they were walking around in other clothes to avoid chills at night and fevers and they made several other precautions to make sure that their trek to find the magic woman was relatively uneventful.  One would think an adventurous soul like Blaze would have been ecstatic to be thrown into such unknown territory – and in some respects this was true – but this situation was not so simplistic.

The buzz of life in Borneo’s jungles is indescribably active – but to someone who had grown up completely separated from nature other than plants and animal life preserved to maintain a complete ecosystem conducive to greenhouse farming, the constant noises of critters and the constant new sensations of rain, excessive moisture, chilly temperatures after sunset, unfamiliar sounds, unfamiliar creatures, and the obnoxious scratches that resulted from brushing up against sharp grasses and strange plants made these jungles unspeakably overwhelming to someone so unaccustomed to life in the outdoors.  

Mostly, the new environment was exhilarating – and nothing else.  He enjoyed the beautiful birds, the exotic butterflies (on the rare occasions that he saw any), the nearly unlimited variety of vegetation that made Borneo so famous during the Classic Age, the shy mammalian critters that seemed so curious to see a bipedal animal wandering through their neck of the jungle, and the rich colors he found everywhere he went.  

On the other hand, life on the outside was terrifying.  Poisonous plants, poisonous reptiles, vicious animals (both mammals and reptiles), diseases (Blaze only assumed that they continued to be a problem since the Third Holocaust), and gene splicing abominations all represented very real dangers that could pounce upon you at any moment.  That part of jungle life was unnerving at best, terrifying at worst.  

Add these dangers to being alone and not being habituated or trained to survive in an area like this and one discovers tenacious tension – a constant barrage of nervous stress.  Sure, conditions somewhat like these were put in the simulator but the simulator never anticipated the variety and the density of life to be found here.  Besides, simulator conditions usually mimicked geographical conditions like quicksand, sharp grasses, and sudden changes in terrain.  It didn’t focus on biting insects, infectious reptiles, unnerving noises, or anything akin to gene splicing experiments (aliens excepted).  

And while the simulator did mimic extreme humidity and extreme heat, these fighting conditions never lasted for several hours, let alone several days.  Already, Blaze felt extra fatigue from the debilitating heat and humidity.  Within a few minutes after changing his clothes, he had felt like he needed another good washing.  The body’s natural tendency to sweat, coupled with excessive humidity, made his clothes sag like baggy elephant skin – and it felt just as heavy as well.  The articles on survival suggested long clothing to prevent insect bites but apparently, they didn’t consider the drawbacks to dressing like this when preparing for a possible battle.

Hearing the sound of talking ahead, Blaze suddenly stopped thinking about the newness of his environment and refocused his thoughts on following directions.  He pulled the cube out of his pocket and quietly unfolded it to regain his bearing while carefully listening to the sound of those voices.  Just children, he concluded.  Happy children.

Not especially surprised, Blaze discovered that he had gotten off his intended path some time ago – perhaps an hour or more – and he further discovered that more time had passed than he realized.  Now only a few minutes away from the village, Blaze was disappointingly on the opposite end of the village that the magic woman described.  He would have to carefully creep around the perimeter to avoid being noticed – and if he was noticed, he was far from being in an ideal condition to fight.  His clothes stuck to his skin like legs in deep mud – they move but only with great effort.  And they wouldn’t provide any significant protective armor against an attack either – Blaze had been preparing for a short jaunt into the jungle and back, nothing more.  As he thought the situation through more carefully, he realized that he was entirely unprepared for what might happen next.  

His eyes scanned his surroundings carefully.  He could now see where the boys had been playing.  He could see areas that had been cleared away carefully – and probably regularly – by the natives.  And he could see that he was in the middle of an area that was not well traveled and that was relatively overgrown.  Further, the ground below was particularly muddy with soil that had a strong composition of clay.  Perfect, he thought, coming up with an entirely new plan of action.

He firmly stuck his staff in the mud.  He pushed back the protective screen covering the control panel and placed his finger over the panel.  Recognizing his fingerprint, it illuminated and displayed its various options.  With great deliberation, Blaze pressed the options that he wanted: linatech based magnetic fields to stop projectiles from entering a small perimeter about his person – that was the most important one; electric pulse options available when twisting the center coating; and linatech based energy pulses, which, despite their misleading name, were essentially bullets that he could shoot out of the staff – they would require another command but they were essentially ready.  Blaze had never used two of these functions in battle – they were akin to cheating during a simulation in his estimation – but this would be no simulation.  

Maintain focus, he reminded himself.  Be constantly aware of your surroundings.  Liquid misdirection.  Never take life when you can spare it.  These and other mantras from his martial arts training turned over in his mind as he took off everything but his underclothes.  Plastering himself with mud from head to toe took quite a bit more effort than he expected.  To begin with, he rolled in the mud like a playful pig until he was largely covered with the claylike substance.  Then, he rubbed it around his eyes, behind his ears, and other spots that were not adequately covered from the rolling.  Satisfied that he was probably better camouflaged now than he had been earlier, that his body was much cooler than a few moments before, and that his strange appearance might prove somewhat startling to superstitious natives, Blaze put his shoes back on, hid his clothes and his cube, and began slowly making his way around the village, making every effort to remain silent and out of sight.

But Blaze had never seriously trained in stealth.

While the Order focused on training its citizenry for the ultimate eventuality of returning to a hostile “outside” world, the pragmatics of various disciplines were hard to maintain for multiple generations.  Protection from a sunburn for instance was a matter of theory – unless one worked in the gardens a lot; needing to learn another language was merely a theory; surviving in the jungles of Borneo was theory; and for Blaze, learning to sneak up on an enemy proved to be theory as well.  
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IT SEEMED INSTANTANEOUS: the village was in an uproar.  All it took was Blaze’s rhythmic footwork.  Larger than most of them, his larger frame broke decomposing branches louder than the natives.  But other factors added to his failure as well: his pathway through uncleared undergrowth made larger vegetation vibrate and expose his location; and his staff was shiny.  Despite the fact that Blaze had coated his bo staff with mud, its metallic surface coupled with the moisture proved too slippery to retain the organic coating.  Probably, any one of these things could have given Blaze’s position away to the natives in and of themselves.  Altogether, he might as well have trudged through the middle of town waving his arms and yelling as to try to avoid the ever watchful eyes of the natives.

Taking her without a fight is not going to happen, he instinctively thought as a small line of hardened men created a barrier between Blaze and the nearest homes in the village and as he heard that familiar humming sound: several well aimed arrows were redirected around Blaze as the linatech based magnetic fields stopped them from hitting their target.  Never tested in real combat, Blaze inwardly sighed relief as technology preserved from the Second Holocaust now preserved his own life.  A second volley followed the first as Blaze cut his way through the last bit of undergrowth separating himself from these men.  These arrows also found unexpected targets, leaving the observing natives in a state of superstitious panic.

But warriors are never trained to succumb to their fears.  Several natives grabbed their spears and lofted them at Blaze as he closed the distance between himself and their ranks.  Instinctively, Blaze swatted towards one particularly well aimed spear, briefly forgetting to trust the staff’s function.  Because of this blocking motion, the magnetic field redirected slightly and sent the spear more quickly into the earth where it was buried much deeper than any native had seen a spear posted into the earth.

Eyes wide, their fear increased – but so did their courage.  Moments later, Blaze was blocking attacks from multiple men and trudging his way through the midst of them, pointlessly listening for the cry of a newborn baby.  After immobilizing many opponents, he soon realized that his superior fighting skills would be insufficient for this task – despite his great conditioning and athleticism, his strength was waning rapidly and he knew that he could not physically endure much longer.  

Until that moment of realization, Blaze had made every effort to harm his opponents as little as possible – to avoid inflicting any fatal injuries, and to simply send men tumbling away from himself relatively unharmed whenever possible.  Now however, he recognized that these men would tenaciously follow him wherever he went and they would not stop fighting until their mysterious foe was felled.  

This was a fight to death.

And while his soul recoiled at the thought of killing another person, Blaze’s instinct took over.  Twisting the center coating of his staff, he sent very strong electronic pulses to each of his nearest opponents, sending them reeling backwards and convulsing from the shock.  The result was not fatal – and it wasn’t intended to be fatal – but it gave him time to look carefully at the staff’s operating panel.  Two quick swipes later, Blaze’s staff made a nearly deafening buzzing, energy snapping sound and sparked around is tips.  Now glowing with a bluish hue and buzzing softly in echo of the first sound, the staff showered energy bullets in every direction.

Repulsed at the carnage he himself created, Blaze nearly wretched at the sight of the many fallen opponents around him but controlled himself as more natives appeared every second that passed.  Within a half hour, hundreds of men lay dead throughout the village while women and children had made their way to safer places.

All except one broken, disfavored family.

Eventually, silence reigned throughout the various huts that decorated the village – with one exception.  One very worn cry pierced the silence.  The sadness of that sound nearly overwhelmed Blaze who was now acting more on instinct than rational thought.  He began walking towards that heartbreaking sound, forcing his feet to plod along underneath his strong will to finish the task.  He could feel that adrenaline dump that inevitably comes from intense combat – in fact, it seemed that he had subconsciously noted that feeling quite some time earlier but instinct had pushed him through the fatigue.  Now, it was taking conscious willpower to push him through that same fatigue.  He was tired beyond anything he had ever felt.  He was exhaustion itself.  

Trying to be aware of his feelings, he cautiously approached the doorway of the hut where the baby was uncontrollably crying.  I caused that fear, Blaze castigated himself, feeling sorry for her sorrow.  

The entryway to the hut was nothing more than long strands of dried grass hanging from the doorway to provide some semblance of privacy – or perhaps just to keep out a certain percentage of insects.  Either way, it allowed Blaze to peer into the dwelling.  

Staff set on strong electronic pulse, he twisted the center coating and pushed the bladed portion of the staff through the entryway, briskly moved it back and forth to make sure there was no one close to the opening, and stepped in.

Apart from the mother and child, the hut was empty.  There was no furniture, no personal belongings, and no provisions for food or survival whatsoever.  The child lay in a thin cloth, trembling and crying with unspeakable terror.  The mother lay next to her with very little clothing, no blanket or cloth to lay upon or underneath, and nothing to subside her continual trembling.  But Blaze could instantly discern that the mother was not trembling with fear.  She lay in convulsions from some disease or infection that was taking her life.  Darting his eyes each direction, half suspecting someone to come crashing through the hut, Blaze consciously realized that the natives had been leaving this woman to die – and they left nothing for the child either.

Indignation welled up within his heart as he considered the inhumanity of their act – but then he considered his own inhumanity in crushing his way through this village of people he had never met before.  Sure, he could justify his actions – but then, he could justify their aggression towards him as well – so he was slow to judge them.  But leaving a child to die alongside its mother seemed worse somehow.  He silently cursed at himself for what he had done while simultaneously looking to see what he could do to preserve the child’s life and get out of this terrible place.  

That’s when it happened.  

The mother’s trembling suddenly stopped; her eyes opened and instantly fastened themselves upon Blaze with a death grip; and then, with pleading eyes, she pointed.  Unable to hold her hand up for more than a very brief moment, her arms failed, leaving her hand to quietly pound the bare earth below her.  And then she lay motionless, dead.

Finding the object of her attention was easy – there was nothing else in the entire room except the baby who was still rhythmically wailing, shrieking, crying.  Blaze bent down to lift the blanket covering the baby and found a small, crude bowl half filled with food for the infant.  Instinct took over again.  The young warrior wiped his finger clean on the baby’s blanket, dipped his finger into the mush, and put it to the baby’s mouth.  After a few echoing cries, she suckled his finger, feverishly feeding upon the surprise meal and crying the instant the food was gone from his finger.  Blaze dipped it in the mush again and repeated the process for several moments as the baby calmed down and slowly fell asleep.  

In that moment, Blaze realized that he had become mesmerized by the child and unaware of his environment.  He had calmed down.  His heart rate was stable.  He felt more relaxed.  He noticed tension had dissipated and that peace now enveloped him as he embraced the child and turned around to exit the hut – only to stare directly into eyes he hadn’t expected to be watching.

Icy blue eyes.  They were peering through the long strands of grass separating the hut from the rest of the village.  Instinctually, Blaze became intricately aware of his surroundings:  He was four feet from the left wall, three feet from the right wall, a foot and a half from the wall behind him, and three and a half feet from the doorway.  The mother’s corpse was to his left, angled slightly away from the wall and curled up.  If he put the baby next to the mother, it would be easier to keep track of her location to protect her and avoid tripping if the melee ended up on the inside of the hut.  There were branches hanging slightly from the ceiling in disrepair that appeared loose enough to pull down to distract and misdirect his opponent.  They were slightly to his right and one was within reach if he set the child down.  There was enough room to jump out of an opposing window but it couldn’t be done while keeping the child safe. 

These details flashed through his mind like a sudden gust of air breezing by – come and gone so suddenly that you quickly forget them.  Despite his instincts, quickened pulse, and heightened reflexes, Blaze felt completely calm.  Inexplicably calm.  Those eyes were, after all, attached to some very significant canine teeth – teeth that appeared to be at least 14 inches long.  Based on the beast’s posture, Blaze estimated that its head was lowered from shoulders that neared five feet in height.  Without a better look, he couldn’t be sure of its full size but his gut feeling suggested those eyes were attached to a good 700 pounds of rippling muscle.  His rational mind told him that he should be setting down the child, swiping the control panel on his staff and shooting a hundred energy bullets into this thing before he and the child were both consumed.  But he just stared at the creature.

And it stared back.

Suddenly, it swiped the long strands of grass sideways to remove this obstruction of vision, smashing the doorway so hard that it broke the support beams.  The resulting crash sent Blaze involuntarily back a foot, nearly hitting the back wall, and drew a very surprised reaction from the beast as well.  Furrowing its eyes slightly as it looked at the compromised doorway, the creature appeared confused for a moment before it turned its attention to Blaze and Elayuh.  Somehow, Blaze remained very calm inside but at the same time, his rational mind told him to engage the staff’s control panel while he stared down this tremendous beast.

The panel illuminated.

But he could see the beast better now.  He would have classified it as an albino but for two features: first, those saturated, steely blue eyes were as far from an albino’s eyes as he could imagine and second, its fur had silvery tips that made its coat reflective and shiny.  Canine incisors gave the beast the appearance of what he imagined a saber toothed cat might look like but it had longer fur than any large cat he had ever seen pictures of – other than perhaps a Siberian tiger coming out of a hard winter.  He had seen long haired house cats with fur similar to this but that might be like comparing a gecko to a T-Rex – this thing was huge!  Its face somewhat resembled a cross between a jaguar and a Siberian tiger.  From what he could make of its legs, this beast did not have the stubby appendages of any species of saber toothed cat he had read about; it boasted long muscular legs that belonged to a hunter. 

Noticing the size of those legs normally would have made Blaze feel more intimidated – after all, saber toothed cats were built to attack their prey from above, while jumping off of a tree or a boulder.  Walking on the ground with shorter legs would have suggested that this beast was not hunting for food and that would have left Blaze feeling more relaxed.  In contrast, the longer legs of this hunter suggested something different: an imminent safety problem.

Blaze’s staff buzzed and made that energetic popping noise indicating that it was activated and ready.  Already startled, the giant feline jerked back slightly while maintaining eye contact with Blaze.  Rather than growling or snarling like the young warrior would have expected, the creature respectfully bowed its head and slightly lowered its shoulders as if showing some respect towards Blaze before quickly turning away and running.

Heart pounding and too shocked to react productively, Blaze dropped to one knee before straining his neck to see which direction the magnificent beast fled.  By now, the grassy entryway was half torn off but there remained significant strands to partially obstruct one’s vision – enough to leave Blaze disappointed by the view but enough to observe something remarkable – the feline flew.

Never in his life had Blaze felt so many strong and conflicting emotions.  He should have been terrified; instead, he felt peace – and as the creature flew away, he felt wonder and awe.  His precautionary effort to prepare the staff was nothing more than his rational mind refusing to heed his instincts – instincts that were serving him well.  And moments before the intrusion, he had been experiencing feelings he never felt before – fatherly instincts to provide for a child.  Moments before that, he had felt intense shame; and moments before that, intense feelings of self preservation; and moments before that, feelings of revulsion and disgust.

Now full circle, Blaze was feeling revulsion as he exited the broken hut and scanned the village for any remaining danger.  But there was none.  Nothing moved.  There was nothing to be seen here other than bloodshed, smoke, and fire.  For the first time, Blaze noticed that several huts on the other side of the main thoroughfare were burning from rogue energy bullets sent from his staff.  Most of the vegetation here was so moist that there could be no raging bonfires but there were some few branches of flames that had made significant progress.  As Blaze walked towards where he left his clothes, he had to cover the baby’s face better to protect her from the fumes.  He wondered whether or not it would be best to plaster mud on her face to protect her from mosquitoes and other biting insects or whether he should keep her face covered with this light blanket.  Having never been around a baby for any significant period of time, he really didn’t know what was best but determined just to leave her under the blanket for now.

Carefully holding Elayuh close to his body, Blaze practically jogged through the village so as to avoid prolonging his time around the dead bodies.  He had seen many corpses in the simulator but somehow, this was much different – and besides, when someone died in the simulator, the game was over and everyone went back to their normal lives and full health – and usually without any lasting injuries.  Visually speaking, nothing about these corpses appeared much different from any he’d seen in the simulator – It is simply different, he concluded – and that was enough reason to get away as quickly as possible.

When he found and recovered his clothes, he held them for a moment, pondering over his best course of action.  On the one hand, putting them back on would protect him from possible scratches from this unpredictable terrain – and scratches in the jungle could quickly become infected and cause severe problems in a very few short hours.  On the other hand, the only clear, running body of water close to the village ran in a direction that would require him to travel through the carnage an additional time.  Right now, that simply wasn’t a viable option for the young warrior – he would rather suffer some other inconveniences than look over that scenery one more time.  Without running water however, his clothes would get all muddy from his body and that would ultimately make the trip back to camp more difficult.  In order to make it back before nightfall, he would have to move quickly – this time paying more attention to which direction he was heading.

With no good solution, he chose the least problematic option.  Patching his skin with mud in places that were no longer well covered, Blaze carried his clothing with the baby bundle and carefully reviewed his directions on the cube.  His choices proved problematic once more: either he could follow the path he had chosen before – which was now relatively clear of underbrush and which was easily followed because the cube could direct him to retrace each inch of the way with great precision or he could choose the more direct path which would theoretically get him where he was going faster than the messy path he had mistakenly taken earlier this morning.  Either way, he needed to be quick to beat nightfall.

He chose the direct path.  Fortune treated him well – although he doubted that when he first saw that there was a large pond right in the middle of his chosen pathway – a pond that he had not seen on the cube’s mapping system.  Looking at the cube now, the pond was quite obvious but the damage had been done – the mistake would surely cause a significant delay as the area was marshy and the pond was nearly the size of a lake.  At second glance however, fortune was better to him than he had expected.  Giant lily pads grew throughout the middle of the pond.  During the Classic Ages, these pads were known to grow up to eight feet in diameter and to support up to three hundred pounds.  Apparently, the Second and Third Holocaust had treated this species well: they now averaged ten feet across and grew so closely together that a medium sized man like Blaze could easily cross them.  At 185 pounds, they would easily support his weight. 

But he was not so certain.

Initially, he pushed at the lily pads with his staff to see how sturdy they were and to see if there was any indication of danger.  Making a mistake could be disastrous.  He could swim well enough – swimming pools were a common form of exercise in the Order – but falling into a pond with an infant was far from an ideal situation.  If he could reach the bottom, it would undoubtedly be muddy and difficult to traverse.  If he could not reach the bottom, swimming with a baby would be tricky at best – and there could be dangerous creatures here.  Alligators, crocodiles, caiman, and who knows what else. 

On the other hand, navigating around the pond would be an extra delay he wasn’t anxious about either.  Today, he was tired.  The hike to the village had not been so bad and while the battle had been tiring, he commonly recovered from exertion like that fairly quickly.  But putting all of these factors together and adding the extreme heat and saturating humidity left Blaze particularly drained of energy.  It almost seemed as if he needed to sleep half of a day just to recover from this environment.  He estimated – and hoped – that he would grow used to it soon but he wasn’t overly confident about that.  In his schooling, he had read about how weather was controlled within the Order but he never appreciated the vast difference that weather could make in one’s daily life – not until now. 

Carefully guarding his balance, Blaze stepped onto the nearest giant lily pad and hoped for the best – and he wasn’t disappointed.  Soon, he was confidently strolling across the pond much like a child playing hopscotch.  By the time he reached the other side, he was almost disappointed that the pond hadn’t been any larger.  The change in terrain and the change in the rhythm of his hike had been refreshing.  Moreover, this small portion of the trek was uneventful – and that was something Blaze could be grateful for today.  His subconscious mind needed to process the events of that morning – not to mention the horrific events of the past few days.  With all of his family gone and most of his friends too, life was forever changed and as of this very moment, he had no idea how it was going to play out. 

Possibilities of what might happen next were very dissimilar in many ways.  He could end up staying here on his home planet with Evelia, spending the remainder of his life looking for other survivors of the Third Holocaust – hopefully finding people more friendly than the natives he ran across this morning. Or, perhaps Blaze would end up joining with the scientists behind all of this crazy gene splicing experimentation – surely they would be more civilized than the natives.  Or, he could end up exploring space with Dr. Boyd and his team, looking for a planet where humans could live and thrive.  The more he thought about it, there was little reason to stop Dr. Boyd from leaving now – there was still a reason to let the crew know what Dr. Boyd had been planning from the beginning, what he had been willing to do to all of their friends and family.  They deserved a better leader.  Blaze didn’t care whom that might be just as long as it was someone besides Dr. Boyd.  But then, if all possibilities were to be explored, Blaze and Evelia could simply find some lovely piece of land where they could live by themselves and raise a new family, a new civilization.  But somehow, none of these options seemed ideal and none of these options seemed like they would be easy to accomplish – there were complications with each path he might choose to follow.

For now, he needed to keep pressing forward.  For hours, he did just that – he trudged forward as fast as his legs would allow him.  He concentrated on getting back to the pond where Evelia and the magic woman were at.  He concentrated on choosing pathways that would not cause the slightest physical injury – he had read about the consequences small mistakes like this could make.  He concentrated on avoiding trouble all along the way and in every way; he concentrated on looking for plants that might make that mush the natives had been feeding Elayuh and when he spotted some, he quickly gathered a pile of it for her next meal.  He focused on each step – and only one step at a time. 

After his arrival, he would focus on figuring out what he would do next – or at least, what he would do after he talked to Dr. Boyd’s team.  That was, of course, the only reasonable next task ahead and there was no task that needed completing before that all important meeting.  So, as he continued his hike, he began to resolve his will to be bold at that meeting; he resolved himself to speak eloquently; he rehearsed his words; he rehearsed the ideas that he would share. 

Soon, dusk was threatening to make her nightly visit.  Blaze knew he was getting close to camp and soon, he could see the small hillside where Evelia and the magic woman would be waiting. 

Checking his surroundings, he carefully placed the sleeping baby on the ground.  She cried much of the day and the last thing he wanted was to wake her up – the peace and quiet was nearly paradisiacal to his ears when she fell asleep.  Tenderly removing his hands out from under her, he silently rejoiced that she hadn’t awakened.  Now, he could wash in the stream he arrived at, dry himself off, put on new clothes, and hopefully find a meal waiting for him at camp.

But that wasn’t all he found awaiting him at camp.  As soon as he reached the highest portion of ground where camp had been set, he observed that both Evelia and the magic woman were gone and worse, he observed a troop of men slowly approaching the base of the hillside.  They moved so cautiously and carefully through the swampy foliage that Blaze nearly missed seeing them at all.  Dressed in camouflage, prepared with night vision glasses, and heavily armed, this troop of men was preparing for battle.

And Blaze quickly surmised that he was the subject of their hunt.




[image: Image]







DENSE WISPS OF FOG SLOWLY ENCIRCLED the magic woman, sensually caressing her body as if petting a purring kitten.  Crawling on all fours, she seemed to slither, whispering – nay, hissing – a long diatribe of cursings towards the approaching men.  Her tail twitched back and forth, nearly swatting Evelia in the face a number of times.  Her hands pounded the ground with piercing claws, her nails slowly extending in agitation, her eyes narrowing, her teeth baring, and her two voices airily whipping words Evelia couldn’t understand, the magic woman donned a countenance Evelia wouldn’t have even guessed was possible: she was angry – so angry in fact that Evelia began hearing the magic woman’s native language in her own mind.  While she couldn’t understand the words, pictures, concepts, and ideas flooded into her mind.  

The earth.  She endures everything … she survives everything.  She uses a fallen, depraved tribe to produce the savior of the species – the most paradoxical species ever created!  Some are nothing but vile –others are as wonderful as any species found in any planetary system.  They need a new beginning … and it is coming.  These and similar thoughts rambled through Evelia’s mind as the magic woman slithered across the field – like she was stalking prey.  The alien woman was reassuring herself of something but Evelia couldn’t tell exactly what that might be.  

And while they moved in nearly synchronous harmony, Evelia felt strong sensations in her mind that were bogging down her body as well as her thinking process – physical feelings she could neither explain nor even describe.  Intermittently, she felt as if her conscious state of mind was entirely unstable.  In the midst of the most terrifying moment of her life, Evelia suddenly felt so groggy that she feared she would just pass out – right there -  almost uncaring about what might happen if she did.  And then, right when Evelia thought she might do just that, she would receive a burst of energy – and she would feel almost normal once more.  

After a few of these mental roller coasters, Evelia realized that she had become so entirely mesmerized by the magic woman’s thoughts and these strange sensations that she had forgotten to pay careful attention to what she was doing.  Crawling through shallow waters and marshy grasses with her stomach pressed to the ground as low as possible, Evelia suddenly became aware that she was grunting under the physical exertion and that she was undoubtedly exposing her location to the very people who were hunting her.  The magic woman mirrored Evelia.  She too failed to stay silent.  Perhaps it does not matter, Evelia considered, more consciously noticing the cacophony of buzzing insects and croaking frogs, they will cover us.

But then, the lithe alien’s grating voices increased in volume and her movements became increasingly erratic and visible to anyone who may have been scouting the area.  There is no hiding now, Evelia concluded.

Ricochet!  Aim at your comrades!  The words rang clearly in Evelia’s mind as if someone had shouted them.  She watched in shock as the magic woman stood up in the middle of the grassy field where they had been crawling, made menacing movements with her claws, and hissed at the soldiers.  

The unmistakable sound of high energy gunfire echoed throughout the marshy wetlands.
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AS HE SLOWLY AND METHODICALLY MOVED towards the scene, Blaze carefully scanned the area to determine how many soldiers were on the hunt.  Behind the few soldiers he first observed, slivers of light intermittently penetrated the bank of trees like hungry tendrils slowly feeling after their prey.  Nevertheless, Blaze only barely discerned the location of a few more camouflaged soldiers carefully wading throughout the dense foliage and foggy cover.  

But there were more.

In contrast, he easily spotted the magic woman when she conspicuously stood up in the middle of a grassy clearing.  The typically subtle glow of her skin was anything but faint now.  Even without enhanced night vision, her precarious position was abundantly evident to anyone paying attention because her entire body seemed particularly luminescent under the swirling blanket of jungle fog.  A moment later, Blaze discerned Evelia’s slightly more concealed position.

She might as well put a target on her chest – she is suicidal, Blaze concluded with no other viable explanation to consider.  Gripped by the growing danger this represented to Evelia, the young warrior’s mind flooded with improbable thoughts of how he might yet save her.  Instinctively, he placed Elayuh on his bed as carefully as possible – to avoid waking her and bringing attention to himself – and pushed away the protective screen to gain access to the control panel of his staff.  

And then the flash of gunshots became visible.  

Instead of making a trail of light towards the magic woman’s location and culminating in an even stronger glow across her body, the gunfire roughly flashed in a large scalloped semicircle.  Even from Blaze’s somewhat distant location, he could discern that telltale glow that came from direct hits on several of the soldiers as they fell to the ground.  Within a very few moments, the jungle grew silent and all of the lights were gone – excepting the now subtle shimmering of the alien woman’s skin.

The soldiers were all dead, save one: Dr. Boyd.  Unseen by either Blaze or Evelia, Dr. Boyd had fallen into fear induced psychotic seizures before the other soldiers opened fire one upon another.  Without any explanation to Evelia, the lithe little alien slowly and sleekly strolled towards the fallen scientist not unlike a glamour model strutting down a runway – only the magic woman’s motions were not intended to be seductive – they were half intended to calm herself and half intended to keep herself in a defensive mental state.

Evelia was still recovering from the terror of being in the midst of gunfire with zero protection.  Lying with her face buried in one arm and plastered against a section of moist ground, she nearly panicked when she heard the magic woman start to walk away.  When she resolvedly gathered enough courage to peer through the surrounding heavy foliage, all she could see were disappearing, swaggering hips and then a disappearing, twitching tail and then nothing besides the minor tremors of tall, moving grass.

In the midst of these now silent but dangerous wetlands, Evelia didn’t dare stay by herself.  At the same time, she was only barely able to summon the courage necessary to follow the small alien’s trail – albeit Evelia only remained willing to follow on all fours until she understood what was going on.  In reality, the path followed by the magic woman was less than a hundred yards; in Evelia’s psyche, the trip seemed to have been at least a half mile – if not more.  Her heart pounding, her breath labored, her thoughts racing, and her senses in overload as she crawled across the bottom of this foggy clearing, Evelia anxiously hoped for only one thing: the sound of Blaze’s voice.  Nothing else would calm her overflowing fears.
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BLAZE STOOD OVER DR. BOYD, consciously restraining himself from harming this man who had betrayed him – the man whom Blaze silently blamed for the death of his parents.  If only they had been warned, Blaze had reasoned.  If only they had been given opportunity to defend themselves against the natives.  They could have scouted the area.  They could have installed security recorders on the perimeter of the Orders.  They could have done many things to prepare for an attack.  Instead, nothing had been done.  And Dr. Boyd was the only man who knew enough to prevent the slaughter that had taken place only a few days ago.  

The pain was fresh.  Memories remained vivid.  Confusion lingered.  But the magic woman had insisted that Dr. Boyd remain unharmed.  They needed to talk to him and they needed to ask him questions.  So Blaze restrained his instincts.  He didn’t even kick the aging man – except in his mind.  He couldn’t help entertaining those thoughts – he couldn’t prevent those raw feelings from surfacing.  But at least he had been able to conquer his feelings enough to not follow through with them physically.  

Why?  Why did you do this?

The magic woman slept soundly.  In contrast, Evelia’s sleep was nothing more than shallow and intermittent.  The slightest movement of the baby awakened her and fear of what might happen next suffocated her ability to fall back asleep.  The only comfort she felt was knowing that Blaze was keeping watch.  

Blaze, on the other hand, slept not at all.  

In the morning, he would scout the area to see who these men were.  Blaze hoped he didn’t know any of them.  Part of him feared that some of the fallen might find ranks among his old friends.  Part of him didn’t even want to see them.  But something primeval told him he had to do it.  He had to make sure there were no survivors hunting him down.  He had to make sure Evelia was safe – and Elayuh.  After what he saw the night before, he had few concerns for the alien – somehow, he instinctively understood that she was behind the massacre.  He just didn’t know how.

Another hour until sunrise, he thought.  It was one of those intuitive thoughts that didn’t really have any words associated with it – one of those realizations that only found words after you tried to express something primeval, instinctual - something very organic.  His thoughts about Dr. Boyd were like that too.  Blaze’s thought patterns were not characterized by words – they were not verbal.  They were somewhat pictorial and somewhat intrinsic – perhaps even kinesthetic.  

If Dr. Boyd wasn’t awake by sunrise, Blaze determined that he would give in to his temptation to kick the man – and not very gently.  It was this promise to himself that kept his hatred against the man under control … for now.  It was this promise that kept him from acting like the rabid beast he had been yesterday, plowing through enemy fields like they were no obstacle at all.  He didn’t understand why the magic woman kept the scientist alive.  He was, after all, planning to kill Blaze wasn’t he?  

Blaze distinctly remembered a lesson from Dr. Boyd when he was a small child, a lesson about self defense, a lesson about taking the life of other people.  Trained as a warrior from a very tender age, Blaze had considered the proper circumstances to spare life and the proper circumstances to take it.  Yesterday’s decision to take a life had been as difficult as anything he had ever done before – and internally, he still wasn’t sure if he had done the right thing.  Internal turmoil ravaged his soul; internal conflicts flooded every few moments of his life until he wondered if these feelings would ever leave him or if they would constantly be his master – and he their slave.  

The fallen were strangers – another race of men who were uncivilized and untrained in morality.  They were ravenous beasts that interrupted a hunt.  They were necessary casualties because they attacked first.  These were justified killings, he convinced himself.  But the convincing never lasted long.  Later, he would rehash these feelings all over again and he would dread the moment when they resurfaced.

What made Dr. Boyd any different than the savages?  The only rational detail Blaze could mentally conjure was that Dr. Boyd did not personally attack anyone and that he was incapacitated from doing so now.  But that didn’t change his heart any and that was what made sparing his life now so challenging for the young warrior.  If he had not intended to kill Blaze or either of his companions, he might have felt differently.  Somehow, the personal nature of this attack left Blaze feeling much more conflicted than he had the day before.  Somehow, this was much worse.  Only now, he couldn’t fight his foe.  Instead, he just got to watch over him for several hours to make sure he didn’t wake and kill everyone in Blaze’s camp.  

Then, his secret fear of disappointment materialized: Dr. Boyd opened his eyes.

The instant his eyelashes touched his bushy eyebrows, the magic woman hissed and awoke from her slumber and Blaze had to resolve himself not to kick the scientist one more time.  His feet involuntarily taking a step back, his thumb resting next to the screen covering the control panel on his staff, his upper teeth biting his lower lip, and his temper flaring, Blaze summoned the courage to tame his anger as he looked into Dr. Boyd’s gentle and surprised eyes.
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“BLAZE?”  THE DOCTOR’S EYES SEEMED heavily laden with fatigue and worry.  His face scrunched as he tried to focus on the young warrior’s face and his body appeared sore when he tried to sit up.  “It’s great to see you.  We sent a team to find you and Evelia.  We could not leave some of our greatest teammates behind.”  By the time this sentence ended, he could see that Blaze didn’t look very happy and swiftly determined to change the course of conversation.

“Are you alright Blaze?  You look really stressed …”  Then, looking around the sparse campsite, he spotted Evelia and the magic woman.  “Wonderful!  Evelia – how are you?”  And then, looking around further, he asked with genuine puzzlement: “Where is everyone else?  How did we get separated?  How did you find me?  What happened?”

A slew of questions lingering in the air, Blaze looked upon Dr. Boyd with great confusion.  How could he possibly have forgotten what happened the night before?  Why would he be addressing Blaze and Evelia with such apparent enthusiasm?  Were the soldiers really just sent to find Blaze and Evelia to make sure they were okay?  Was last night a huge mistake?

I gave him temporary amnesia, a soft voice instructed Blaze.  I want to see if he will voluntarily offer information, she continued.  Please let me speak before you respond.

Unsure how to answer Dr. Boyd’s inquiries anyway, Blaze readily consented, glancing over at the alien woman and nodding his head.  Then, seeking more support, he looked over at Evelia to see what she might suggest.  

But she was a blank slate as well.

“Dr. Boyd,” the magic woman purred with her hypnotic, harmonious voices.  “You are safe.  Do not concern yourself with these worries for a few moments.  We have some questions that you can probably help us with.  We watched the explosion the other day.  How many natives are there and are they likely to attack again?”

“I do not know how many there are,” he began, “we estimate ten thousand on this island but it is difficult to tell.  The cube has a hard time discerning humans from similarly large creatures so we can only really make a rough estimate based upon clusters of people.  As to whether or not they may attack again …”  He seemed to be tripping over his words now, leaving the magic woman dripping with anxiety.  The only visible indication of her feelings was the twitching of the tip of her tail – which was not clearly in the venerable doctor’s field of vision.

“Why are you unsure?” she asked.  After some pause, he continued.

“We were not expecting their attack until sometime later – perhaps a month or two – so they caught us by surprise.  I have a secret team of men trained in warfare history however – some are looking for you; others are guarding the ship – but they tell me that we probably should not expect another attack for a while.”  A lengthy pause followed.  “That said, we don’t know for sure so we’ve been taking precautions.”

“No contractions,” Blaze blurted spontaneously, without the slightest conscious effort to interrupt.  Some habits die hard and this detail was grating on him.

The magic woman looked at the young warrior with an expression crossed between amusement and annoyance.  Realizing his mistake, Blaze quickly grumbled an apology and looked towards the ground, noticeably biting his lower lip with some degree of frustration.  Dr. Boyd’s sloppy speech had offended him from time to time when he lived in the Order.  Now, under the current circumstances, Blaze was heavily offended and having a hard time keeping his temper under check.

“I have reason to believe that a few thousand natives are preparing to attack the ship tomorrow morning,” the magic woman nearly growled with her two voices slightly out of sync and with manifest dissonance.  “They have the assistance of the scientists you despise so deeply,” she added with a transparent intent to obtain the doctor’s cooperation.  “Every survivor from your community is in grave danger.  If I can get information quickly enough, I might be able to help you avoid this conflict,” she seemed to finish.  But no one dared to respond because one of her voices maintained a scratchy, airy echo sound somewhat like a human blowing air through a “k” without moving the tongue – only the air pressure pulsed rhythmically as if this meant something to the alien in her native language.

“Will you allow me to read your mind?”

The question landed like a brick.  Dr. Boyd had zero understanding as to why she would make such a request and he was reticent to do so in the first place.

“Why?” he nearly demanded.  “You have no military background.  You have no ship or weaponry to attack with.  You have no knowledge of how to defend my people.  Your magic is wonderful my friend but …” he trailed off for a moment.  “I don’t see how any of your tricks can help my people.

“Very well,” she answered, bowing her head and looking as if she had been defeated.  She heard nothing but rhetorical tones in his voice so she felt no obligation to respond.  While her head was bowed, she quickly reviewed various principles of integrity and free will she had been taught as a child.  She reviewed principles of punishment for attempting to kill someone, principles of protecting others from harm, principles regarding the punishment of those who blatantly lie.  

As she balanced these thoughts in silence for several moments, Dr. Boyd incorrectly felt he had gained some degree of control of the situation and began asking more questions.  “Blaze – have you seen the team of men I was with yesterday?  They are all under strict orders to find you and Evelia.  We need to launch soon but I wasn’t about to leave without you…”

“ENOUGH !” the magic woman shouted with both of her voices delivering such dissonance and ferocity that everyone in the camp immediately fell silent – excepting the infant child who now began to cry.

“Oh … I see,” Dr. Boyd responded as he observed the unchecked anger of the lithe little alien.  “Greydon warned me of this possibility,” he began, looking towards the magic woman with eyes full of sadness and disappointment, searching for clues that might verify his suspicions.  “They told you about that memo didn’t they?  You must understand, they could not comprehend the context of what I was saying – what they explained to you was surely incorrect.” 

“I said ENOUGH!” the magic woman echoed without the slightest attempt to consider what the doctor had been about to explain.  She sleeked towards him, arms reaching towards him with hands in angled, cupping shapes.  With the twitch of her fingers, Dr. Boyd suddenly fell to his knees.  His jaw dropped so that Blaze and Evelia could observe that his tongue clave to the roof of his mouth.  His eyes rolled backwards and his arms bent, nearly clutching his chest.  Then the doctor fell onto all fours, his head bowing as if he didn’t have the strength to hold it up any longer.  

Still slithering towards her victim, the magic woman twitched her hands again.  The doctor’s head lifted up into the blade of her hands and then rested.  Slightly lifting his head, the magic woman purred words that no one present understood, words that seemed to lessen the tension in the air, words that soothed the baby and stopped her crying, words that seemed to stop time itself.  

This time however, her words were accompanied by a surreal glow around the doctor’s face that Evelia had not seen when the little alien had read Blaze’s memories.  Something was different this time but she couldn’t put her finger on it.  Somehow, this time seemed more somber and surreal.  It almost seemed angry – despite the lack of tension in the air.  It was precisely because of those conflicting perceptions that Evelia felt unsure about what was happening this time, unsure how she felt about the magic woman reading the doctor’s memories, and unsure what might happen next.  Relaxed environment notwithstanding, Evelia was growing in fear.  She was scared.

The magic woman held her pose for several moments, her face changing expressions occasionally as it had when she read Blaze’s memories.  When she finished, the magic woman unceremoniously dropped Dr. Boyd’s head, allowing it to fall helplessly to the ground – along with the rest of his body.  Briefly, Evelia believed the doctor dead but soon, she could see that he was still breathing.  

The alien sat down on her crossed legs, rocking with her head in her hands.  “He killed them all!” she moaned, as if it had been her own family.  The magic woman’s voice was clearly distraught and both sets of vocal chords took turns breaking as her emotions were overcome.  “Dr. Boyd personally placed every bomb in every Order and then,” she paused, sobbing, “and then, when survivors were gathered together, he ordered them executed as well,” she finished, overcome with grief.  While Blaze could not understand why the magic woman reacted so emotionally to the situation, Evelia somehow intuitively understood that the alien felt the feelings and emotions of the people that she bonded with in this way – their feelings became a part of her.  And now, Blaze’s feelings for his family and friends were surfacing in her to react to what she had learned from Dr. Boyd.

Blaze however, responded very differently.  Instantly connecting the dots, Blaze no longer looked upon Dr. Boyd as the man who had passively allowed all of his family and friends to die – he looked on this man as the traitor who killed them all.  He leaped towards the doctor and fiercely struck him with the blunt end of his bo staff, breaking a number of ribs.  He reversed the direction of the staff to strike near the doctor’s spine – but not before the magic woman could react.  

“No!” she quietly ordered – but with enough force and conviction that Blaze quickly obeyed.  “We still need him,” she seemed to apologize.  “I know this is difficult Blaze.  I feel what you feel.  And there is more.  Your cousin – the one you that was taken to the infirmary to die before you could say goodbye – her name was Kara – remember?”  

His shocked silence was enough – he remembered.

“She was taken to another Order.  Dr. Boyd reported to your family that she died – and that her sickness had left her so disfigured that they buried her immediately – without a viewing.”  The magic woman paused, carefully watching Blaze’s face as she calculated whether or not he could handle this information.  “Her sickness was induced with a mild virus.  Dr. Boyd felt she was so extremely bright that he wanted to use her elsewhere.  He created her very curable illness, gave her a cover story of lies she believed, placed her in a new Order among the only unit that was aware of the other Orders, and placed her on a team researching genetic enhancements.”  The alien’s voices were becoming disjointed again so she paused to gather her composure.  “She was one of the survivors.  She wasn’t where she was expected to be – wrong place, wrong time.  The doctor personally euthanized her, believing he was doing her a service by quickly ending her pain that he could not stop.  His concern was genuine but …”

At this point, both the magic woman and Blaze were both overcome with disbelief and strong emotions.  Evelia, who was especially empathetic in nature, freely cried as she quietly observed.

“Blaze, he blew everyone up because he wanted to save them from the inevitable attack of the natives.  He felt like he was doing them a favor – saving them from more pain and suffering later.  He’s a utilitarian extremist.”

While Blaze silently fought to control his emotions so that he wouldn’t act in the heat of passion to further torture the body of this so-called misguided scientist, the magic woman continued to weep.  

And she wept for nigh unto two hours.

While Evelia cradled Elayuh in one arm, she wrapped the other around the back and shoulder of the petite alien woman who sobbed uncontrollably.  And while she comforted the magic woman, she felt those feelings she had felt the night before – those waves of odd energy that pulsed throughout her mind – those sensations she couldn’t articulate or explain.

After several minutes, Blaze walked away from camp to scour the area for survivors of the massacre the night before, randomly striking trees with his staff along the way, sometimes kicking branches as he trudged along his predetermined path, and occasionally yelling words he might have regretted anyone else hearing.  His psyche was not prepared for any of this.  Beyond being on edge, Blaze was verging upon a mental breakdown.

Meanwhile, the magic woman was not crying over Blaze’s losses.  Neither was she sobbing over the loss of so many humans that she had grown to appreciate through the memories of others.  Her moans were the suffering of a woman who had made a tragic mistake, a mistake she would never openly share with anyone. Dr. Boyd had told the truth about one thing: the team of soldiers had no intention of killing Blaze or Evelia or the magic woman – they were heavily armed as a precaution – just in case they came across any natives or just in case Blaze attacked them.  

But she had killed them all.







[image: Image]







THE BEAST TENTATIVELY PAWED THE GROUND somewhat like a bull taunted by a puny matador that wasn’t really worth the effort.  Soon, the taps became tears in the earth as massive paws extended their claws and tilled the sandy soil in frustration.  Not designed to dig, the beast’s paws soon protested against the exertion and the frustrated feline required another method to vent his dissatisfaction.

Leaping into the air, it swatted several branches, cracking, breaking, or bending each of them into unnatural, contorted shapes.  Sporadically, it would grab a branch with its vice-like jaws and tear it loose from its parent tree before tossing it to the ground.  It jumped from tree to tree, smashing everything it could reach and break until its muscles grew weary and until its mind felt worn.  Unintelligent beasts were tamable.  They were subservient.  They were docile.  They could handle this.  But he couldn’t take much more of this slavery.

Naturally of even temperament, the creature was unaccustomed to feelings of anger and frustration.  But then, he wasn’t used to taking orders either.  

Neither was he used to failure.  

The magic woman’s orders had been very simple and very clear: make sure the young warrior survived the battle at the village and then, accompany him home.  The first part of the instruction seemed like a pathetic joke in retrospect.  The boy certainly needed no one to protect him in hand to hand combat and with his high-tech staff, there hadn’t been much need to protect him from any genre of a shooting mêlée either.  Accompanying him home shouldn’t have been much of a challenge but for one clumsy movement and that blazing staff.

Crash!  Another branch snapped between the slashing jaws of the griffon and fell helplessly to the ground as the beast growled in anger another time.

This is useless, he castigated itself.  Recent tantrums against the powers of the magic woman were becoming commonplace – although the beast had never so much as felt frustration before it met her that cursed drizzling morning …  Before that fateful day, its life had been relatively uneventful – bliss itself.  Since then, he had been at her beck and call, performing all sorts of meaningless tasks purely designed for her own self gratification.  It hunted for her, it flew reconnaissance missions for her, it taught her about the wetlands, the jungles, and the ocean shores.  Probably most of all, it kept her company.  

But most everything he did was under her coercion.

Now, she would undoubtedly be upset over his failure with the young warrior and he would have to listen to her patronizing castigations – like a simple slave, a subservient dog.

Had he been acting under his own volition, he probably could have accomplished the task without any trouble.  However, acting under the magic woman’s mind control left the beast too internally conflicted to think clearly – his movements became less uniform, his strength unpredictable, his energy levels random, and his thought process erratic.  Perhaps psychological manipulation worked well with beings of lesser intelligence but griffons were highly intelligent.  At least, legendary griffons were reported to boast superior intelligence.   That was what the magic woman had taught him.  And she learned it from that database of human history.  But then, maybe none of that applied to him: gene spliced, saber-toothed, modified griffons were arguably an exception – perhaps he was no griffon at all.  

By his own estimation, he was as intelligent as any human in this area.  He simply couldn’t prove it because he couldn’t speak.  And even if he could speak, he couldn’t use his appendages to perform some of the tricky tasks performed by those handy opposing digits – but that didn’t make him any less intelligent.  

Notwithstanding his weakness in speech, he could communicate with the magic woman just fine – she could hear and speak to him telepathically – though she often spoke out loud anyway.  It had proven refreshing to find someone with whom he could exchange ideas – until that ultimately proved an end to his freedom.  Originally, they exchanged thoughts through pictures and feelings.  Later, pictures turned into sounds and sounds turned into words.  Eventually, words turned into abstract ideas and concepts.  Those portions of his visits with the magic woman had been enjoyable.  Sometimes, what he had learned from her even seemed worth the expense of doing all of her menial chores.  

But that time was past.  One can only endure slavery for so long.

In his mind, the griffon heard sounds that it could not hear with its ears, sounds of harmonious voices, sounds of peace, sounds of soothing assurances, sounds of bondage.  She calls, he groaned.  An outward growl followed; a deafening roar echoed the growl – a roar so load, it could be heard for miles around.  There were many beasts in this land – none dared defy his will, none dared challenge his claims, none dared so much as meet his frightful gaze – none except this petite alien who didn’t belong here.  With strong thrusts of his wings, the white griffon pounded the air until it gained enough ground to glide much of the distance back to the magic woman’s pond.
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THROUGHOUT THE EARLY AFTERNOON, Dr. Boyd remained motionless other than the steady pulse of his breathing.  Occasionally, Blaze’s eyes would fasten upon the pathetic figure and grouse over the current situation – sure, the magic woman’s reasoning made sense and she was probably right as well – but Blaze resented her healing the doctor’s broken ribs earlier this morning – even if it did make perfect sense.  

Probably, he considered, if I was a faultless person, I would not feel like breaking them a second time, but the pain was too raw and the situation was too thorny to grasp so his bitter feelings continually nagged at him like a ravenous sore that needed treatment but received none.  He didn’t know what to think about recent events or what he should do next – all he knew was what he did think didn’t seem to help much.  

But the magic woman seemed to know what to think and she had a plan – a foolproof plan.  Blaze and Evelia hadn’t even seriously considered what they should do next – the dynamics of the situation kept changing.  While Blaze had considered the need to inform the new team about Dr. Boyd’s atrocities and their need for a leader who shared their moral codes, he hadn’t seriously considered who should be the new leader, what should be done with Dr. Boyd, or what would be the duration and ultimate mission of the pending space tour.  These were all details that Blaze hadn’t even begun to seriously consider.  Sure, he’d briefly considered various options but he hadn’t been able to carefully think things through – let alone come up with some promising plan of action.

Evelia felt similarly directionless.  A few days ago, she was a productive member of a community who did what she was asked, enjoyed doing her job, and considered her future in terms of her contributions to the community.  She was sensitive to her duties, she worked hard, and she was a selfless individual who regarded her community’s needs before her own.  But now, her whole world was upside down.  Her community – including her family – was decimated and she was living in the dangerous wetlands of Borneo with an alien, a newborn child, the man who murdered her family, and her crush.  Keeping sane was a lot to ask of a young woman in her position; expecting her to have some plan of action as to what to do next was naïve.  

Within this context, it was relatively easy for the magic woman to convince Blaze and Evelia to agree to her proposal.  It took the petite alien a good hour to explain her ideas and to answer questions but in the end, everyone agreed that her plan was not only the best one by default – it was the best one by merit; it was fail-safe; it was perfect.  
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EARLIER THAT MORNING (after Blaze had scouted the area for survivors without any success), he spent a good hour gathering those whitish-cream plants that made the baby’s mush so she could have a constant food supply for a good month or two – if he calculated correctly and if the plants could be preserved on board the ship.  

After that, the threesome had discussed, approved, and adopted their course of action. They then discussed how the magic woman’s people might have handled the situation very differently than what she was proposing.

“Where I come from, misconduct of any nature is not tolerated.  If we discover that someone has cheated someone else or if someone has lied about something important or if someone is found to have committed any crime whatever, we export them.”

“Export them?  What do you mean?”

“We banish them to another planet, never to return.”

“So, you just leave them to die?”

“No, we put them on a planet that can fully support their life and the population of people that we send there.  However, they have a tendency to destroy themselves in one way or another – just like the people on your planet.  When we visit them to leave a new batch of exiles, we invariably observe that there have been wars and contentions, some very destructive and some not.  One way or another though, they destroy themselves after a couple dozen generations or so – there are some very interesting studies that have been done on these populations …”

“Is that why you were placed here?”

“Oh no,” she nearly chuckled.  “We were actually researching your world because it has a biological system very compatible with ours and were hoping that it would be suitable for sending exiles as we observed that there were very few intelligent beings who might be hostile to another intelligent species – over twenty thousand as I recall.”

“About fifteen thousand actually,” Blaze corrected.

“Oh no,” she rejoined.  “There are many more dotting this globe – even accounting for the losses this week.  Most of them are on the other side of the planet though … well, sort of.  This side looked much more accommodating until we actually began to interact with the people here.  We had a brief skirmish where a dozen or more of my people were killed in a surprise attack.  I was knocked unconscious and … I was apparently left for dead.  My people undoubtedly abandoned considerations for this planet for a more peaceful environment – or perhaps they are just considering another continent … where exiles could be safely exported.”

“If that is true,” Blaze surmised, “Dr. Boyd doesn’t need to be exploring other planets to look for an ecosystem to start a new colony,” he continued, intently gazing at Evelia as he spoke.  “The radiation must be as low as I suspected and … there are other people right here.”  With the last comment, he trailed off, considering the merits of his observation.

“But maybe they are all like the natives around here,” Evelia contradicted.  “Maybe they are primitive in thought and in behavior; maybe they would just engage us in warfare; maybe …”

“To a degree, I concur,” the magic woman boldly reinforced Evelia’s thoughts.  “Your species’ communitarian thinking patterns are relatively dormant.  Consequently, they have a degraded tendency towards dishonesty and violence.  Perhaps Dr. Boyd’s ideas are not so different from my own people’s ideas – and we have proven to be quite successful as a society.  Each generation finds fewer and fewer people requiring exile;  genetic therapy has all but obliterated bad behavior and we have had no wars or contention in thousands of generations apart from issues generated by a few individuals who are determined to become exiles despite training, therapy, and encouragement.”

“But that can hardly work when the founding member is himself bloodthirsty and treacherous,” Evelia corrected.  “You must remember that Dr. Boyd was willing to kill his lifelong friends and he all but threatened to kill me as well …”

“From a certain point of view, you are correct,” conceded the magic woman, “but you must also consider that he was simply trying to impose his own … moral standards.  I’m not sure I understand why but he believed his technological ability to correct the sterility problem was inadequate; his ability to correct the poor behavior of the remaining healthy persons was next to zero; he simply tried to minimize the pain of the situation – misguided as that may have been; in short, he chose a team of the best behaved members of your species … to start a new colony where he apparently intended to create a societal system somewhat similar to my own.”

“How can you say that?” Evelia protested, “You yourself cried for hours this morning.  He intended to kill you and your people.  He …”

“Well,” the magic woman interjected, “we don’t know that for certain – although it seems highly probable at this point in time.  I will have to review his memories more carefully before I make that determination.  It is fair to say that he certainly does not have the highest moral values when it comes to dealing with other species.  His actions would be completely unacceptable among my people and would lead to immediate exile without any effort to rehabilitate at all.  However, given his limited understanding, I have to at least consider that he may have been a well intended pioneer for creating a utopian society and for that, he has my qualified respect.  Of course, given what he actually did, I cannot have any genuine respect for his methods.  Besides … he clearly has the intention of establishing a colony on our moon and I sense that our rejection of his efforts would ultimately lead to no good end.  But, as we discussed earlier, he will be powerless by the time we get to my home so that will not even matter.”

“Do you really think he was choosing members of his team whom he thought were best behaved?” Evelia asked, changing the subject because she felt uncomfortable about following through with the plan.  It made sense to her but it sounded scary so she really didn’t want to discuss it any further.  “It seems more likely to me that he was just taking the people who were most healthy.”

“Young one,” the lithe little alien purred, “he was taking the healthy people that he thought would be most agreeable to his plans to colonize.  He had a list of fifteen healthy people that he left behind because he didn’t think that they would follow his leadership.  These were the few people he felt worst about euthanizing but he couldn’t see any rational way around that ultimate end.  Mostly, he was looking for healthy, loyal followers with skills needed to colonize a new planet, people he couldn’t live without.”

Here, the magic woman paused, recognizing that Blaze was feeling uncomfortable about her habitual use of contractions and considering that Blaze and Evelia represented a tragic error on the doctor’s part of choosing who would be his most loyal followers.  Very softly chuckling at these observations, she continued.  “There are only two team members that he was planning to take who were not healthy – two members who have skills no other healthy members have.  Of the entire crew,” she added, “perhaps only a few dozen would really be suitable to creating an ideal community for your species to start afresh.”

“What do you mean?” Evelia queried.  “Are you referring to our infertility problem?”

“Oh no child,” the alien woman answered.  “I’m not talking about your physical bodies at all.  I can heal whatever physical impurities are keeping your bodies from making children.  That is of little consequence.  I’m speaking of here,” she finished, pressing her small open hand upon Evelia’s chest near her heart and holding it there for a few moments.  “Some members of Dr. Boyd’s team will ultimately cause your species to fall into the same condition they fell into before.”

“Who?” Evelia nearly interrupted, not considering that she probably didn’t want to know the answer nor considering that most of the people on Dr. Boyd’s team were from different Orders – people she didn’t even know.

“The better question is who are the most suitable people for giving your species a new, fresh start?” the magic woman countered.  “Who would be suited to creating a more perfect society?  If you would like my assistance in determining which members of your species would be ideal for colonizing a new area – either on this planet or on another – I would be happy to help you with that endeavor as I find you two quite delightful and as Blaze has freely allowed me to read his mind; I have found him without treachery or other moral blemishes that could destroy a society.”  Pausing for a moment, she looked over at the young warrior before adding, “and I know how you struggle with your temper under these strenuous circumstances – but this will pass.”  Then, turning to Evelia, she added, “I suspect I would find the same with you lady Evelia, but I have not tested you so …”

“How would you determine who would be suitable for a new colony?” Blaze accidentally interrupted.  “Would you read all of their minds and memories?”

“More or less,” she answered.  But before she could conclusively answer that question, Evelia interrupted the flow of things once more.

“Can you really heal our people who are infertile?” she interjected with excitement.  And then, realizing the implication of this question continued, “there was no reason for all of those people to die …”  For a moment, the threesome fell silent and languished in the uncomfortable atmosphere Evelia created with that very simple question.  Everyone knew the unescapable answer.  Then, she posed another question, “How could you heal them?  How do you do it?”

The magic woman’s immediate answer was a gentle smile followed by a fluttery flapping of those prodigious eyelashes.  Only after a good deal of pondering did the eccentric little alien answer, “Well, this is a matter much too complicated to explain until you become a good deal more conversant in these things you call magic.  Until then, rest assured that it can be done if it does not encroach upon your primitive ideas of modesty.”

“So you can teach us?” Evelia tentatively asked, unconsciously swinging the baby a little more energetically than before.

“If you are patient enough to learn.”

Although the magic woman was willing to discuss and teach much more, the threesome was distracted by their previously agreed upon cue that it was time to leave: Dr. Boyd was waking up.  “Don’t worry,” the alien reminded them.  “He will do everything I ask him to do.”  And with that statement, she raised her voice to the wind and called to her feline friend.
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 “GOOD MORNING FRIEND.”  She said that like there was nothing unusual about an enormous, flying feline with gigantic canine teeth diving from the sky at breakneck speed and then pumping its wings furiously to prevent a harsh landing.  Fearing an attack, Blaze may have shot the creature down before the little alien offered any salutation but for two things: first, the magic woman let out a delightful sound as she reached towards the creature and second, he recognized that familiar peaceful feeling envelop him as he fastened his gaze upon the majestic silvery white beast in the skies.  Somehow, he felt bonded to it as if they had been best friends for a very long time – he just couldn’t seem to remember.

Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so surprised but Evelia gasped as she felt the breeze coming from the strong flapping of the beast’s powerful wings and turned her head, squinting a bit and tensing her shoulders.  Sensing her fear, Elayuh began fussing a little until reassuring tones of comfort soothed her concerns.  After the initial surprise, Evelia relaxed as she watched the magic woman genuinely smile at the griffon without appearing to say any words for quite some time.  

As a few moments passed, Evelia looked upon the beast with great admiration.  Its long fur certainly didn’t fit this tropical environment.  It looked like it might belong in some mountainous region where cool seasons were not uncommon.  But the silvery tips flashing in the sunlight this early afternoon were stunning and didn’t fail to impress Evelia who was always searching for something beautiful to feast her eyes upon.  Its stellar blue eyes instantly betrayed intelligence to her mind and she had no doubt that the beast was capable of higher levels of cognition normally restricted to humans.  Its wing muscles appeared more powerful and bulky in proportion than any creature she had ever seen – yet, they remained indisputably graceful in appearance.  The feathers on those muscled portions of its wings blended seamlessly into the matching fur – they seemed to have been doused in silver the same as its coat and mane.  After several moments looking over the griffon and considering all of its beautiful features, Evelia noticed the tip of its tail twitching, jerking.  She had seen this behavior in housecats preserved by her Order – it betrayed anxiety, stress. 

The telepathic conversation between the alien and her captive beast was silent but the important portion went like this:

“I’m leaving, perhaps never to return but more likely, to return many moons from now.  Thank you so much for all that you have done for me.  I’ve felt it an honor to have spent these last several moons in your company.  You are free from your service to me excepting one single task that will bind you to me for many seasons to come.”

This is where the tail twitching that Evelia observed began.

“The earth wills you to …”

The griffon silently suppressed a growl.  It hated how she couched many of her commands under the almighty authority of whatever she claimed the earth desired – what about his desire?  What about his will?

“You will fly to a place where you will feel comfortable, where you will feel most at home, where you will find great joy.”

So far, this wasn’t sounding so bad.

“And as time passes in that land,” she gestured with her left hand, “you will journey to the lowest cavern you will find there, a cavern created by great earthquakes during the Second Holocaust, a cavern that has no end.  Every few moons, you will visit this cavern and look for this young boy,” she gestured again – but this time towards Blaze.

The tail twitching started again.  Evelia didn’t fail to notice that the gesture towards Blaze coordinated with the swathing of the griffon’s tail.  Blaze didn’t miss that either.  Dr. Boyd, in contrast, missed all of these details and looked like he was annoyed by the interruption – he was in a hurry to get back to the ship.  

As the conversation continued, the griffon’s visage seemed to soften – almost as if it was grateful over something the little alien was telling it.  It seemed to smile for a time.  Then, just as Dr. Boyd seemed unable to resist his impulse to interrupt the conversation, the beast sat very deliberately in an upright position, front legs powerfully straightened in front of it, chest pushed outward, head held high, and wings spread to their full length.  Then, slowly retracting its wings to their folded position, the griffon stood up on all fours, bent its forelegs and its head until it was clear to everyone that it was bowing to Blaze, and then met eyes with the young warrior.  After they held one another’s gaze for quite some time, the griffon quickly stood up, pumped its wings, and roared a roar that terrified everyone present – excepting the petite alien woman.  Elayuh began to cry again.

The griffon began trotting slightly away from the company – and in the direction the magic woman gestured towards earlier – until its mighty wings lifted its body off of the ground.  When it was sufficiently far enough away from the motley group of traveling companions, it contorted its body enough to face them all directly and blew a huge gust of bluish flames towards them.  None of them felt any significant heat from those flames but each of them retained that memory for the rest of their lives.  Something about that act did more than physically warm their already warm bodies.  Somehow, it warmed their hearts.

Without any explanation, the magic woman turned towards her companions and said, “Hurry!  We need to move quickly.  There is little time to lose if we hope to make it back to the ship before nightfall.”  

And although each member of the company was furiously curious as to what the silvery-white griffon had to say to the magic woman and while each individual seriously craved the opportunity to ask about their silent conversation, no one said a word about it – because Dr. Boyd began downloading lots of information that everyone needed to know.

He named many individuals of his new team by name; he told them a few personal details about each of them, including their talents, specialties, and skills – he told them his personal concerns about a few of them, his personal aspirations for some of them, and his beliefs about the weaknesses and strengths of some of them – including Blaze and Evelia.  Dr. Boyd also expounded upon his plans and expectations – including his most carefully guarded considerations of colonizing the magic woman’s parent planet with or without a peaceful agreement to do so.

His ramblings continued for nearly two hours before taking a significant pause, at which point the magic woman turned around and smiled at Blaze and Evelia who were carefully following on her heels.  With a forced wink that only someone culturally unaccustomed to making this gesture could make, the petite alien smiled at her companions and silently but enthusiastically informed them: That ought to give each of us a head start in getting to know the crew!  I’ve reviewed some of his memories while he has been rambling.  Everyone will have uniforms to wear – be cautious around anyone with a small black star near their team insignia.

Then, as if that little morsel of information was going to satisfy the eager young couple, she jogged ahead of everyone, jumped up on a large boulder, and took a deep breath.  They were not far from the ship now.  In fact, she could see it so well that she guesstimated that it would only be another twenty minutes until they reached its resting pad.  “Come!” she excitedly ordered.  “Come see!”

Dr. Boyd seemed oblivious to her words as if he was still on zombie autopilot.  Blaze ran ahead until he realized that Evelia would probably have a difficult time scaling the boulder with full hands – it was her turn to carry Elayuh.  So, returning to help her, Blaze took the child.

As he climbed to the top of the boulder, carefully navigating the rock with only one hand, he kept an eye on Evelia who was not particularly accustomed to these sorts of activities.  The last little bit required a large step so after he reached the top – and before he took in the view of their new home – he turned around and offered Evelia a helping hand.  As their hands locked, he couldn’t help feeling that electrifying sensation of helplessly crushing on someone and felt himself blushing somewhat in excitement.  But as he tried to cover his feelings with an expressionless face, he caught Evelia’s huge smile and gave in to his instinct to return it.  Things are going well, he silently congratulated himself.

Then, as he turned around to take in the view, he began to loosen his grip only to feel Evelia hold on a little tighter.  So there they stood, side by side, holding hands, as they looked at the most incredible sight either of them ever expected to see.  

In front of them, framed by the beginning of a colorful sunset, sat the most magnificent spaceship either of them had seen in any of the database archives.  It had the appearance of an oversized, flattened fighter plane, cast in dark greys, dark blues, and black colors.  Its angular features gave it both an intimidating appearance and an inviting aesthetic.  Perhaps large enough to house a few hundred crewmen, the ship was gargantuan – possibly as large as the Order Blaze and Evelia had grown up in.  It was hard to tell as their shapes were so entirely different but the young duo was certain that regardless of its size, it would easily house the new team.  As Blaze looked upon the massive vessel, he wondered how many Orders had worked on it and how many generations it had taken to build such a breathtaking spacecraft. 

The last jaunt to the ship seemed to pass by without any time whatsoever and soon, they could see the troop of men keeping guard outside the ship.  And soon, they made the hearing distance of a tall but rather slim man wearing a slightly different uniform than everyone else and wearing a number of patches that set him apart from the rest of the crew standing next to him.

“Vardn!” Dr. Boyd called unexpectedly.  “Gather everyone into the ship post haste!”

“Yes, sir!” the young man answered, nearly shouting orders into a communication unit that lit up when he spoke.  In an instant, flashes of light appeared on the shoulders of each soldier on the outside of the ship and they began making their way to its various entrances, lowered stairways raising back into the ship after the last soldier of each unit entered the ship.

“Vardn.  I need you to remember three very important instructions and to report back to me within an hour,” Dr. Boyd began.

“Yes sir,” Vardn habitually responded without considering that he hadn’t received all of his orders yet.

“First, survey the area to see how far away the incoming natives are.”

“Yes sir.”  The response was confident but betrayed an element of surprise and his eyes subtly shifted towards the canopy of trees not far behind Dr. Boyd.

“Second, after everyone has been accounted for – excepting the team that left with me – set all power generators to fully charge before morning and then raise the shields.”

“Yes sir!”  His responses were growing louder.  The glaring omission of what would happen to the missing team found an echo in Vardn’s eyes.  Those eyes seemed genuinely concerned over what might happen to the missing team but Vardn said nothing as only good soldiers know how to do.  Blaze noticed a grey star on Vardn’s uniform – not black – and made a mental note of it.

“Third,” Dr. Boyd paused as if he was having some difficulty in giving the final order, “third – and you must pay very strict attention to this last order soldier.”

Vardn’s eyes stared intently into Dr. Boyd’s eyes, listening very carefully but saying nothing.

“No matter what contrary orders either I or anyone else seems to give, do not change the course of this ship from moon 514.  Our course will not deviate from area 8, sector 5, planet 16 unless Blaze or Evelia tell you otherwise.  Do you understand?”

Uncertain as to why he would be receiving such odd instructions, the soldier responded in the affirmative but the confidence in his voice seemed lacking.

“Vardn,” Dr. Boyd repeated.  “If I give you any orders to change course, you ignore me, understand?  If any member of our crew tells you that I gave orders to change course, you ignore them – even if they obtain a higher rank than you.  Get it?”  Vardn nodded, perhaps nervously, and forgot to offer an audible response.  

“But if Blaze comes to you or if Evelia comes to you and says we’re heading some other direction, you follow their orders okay?  Blaze is second in command now.  Evelia is third.  Have someone prepare leadership insignia for their uniforms post haste.  Got it?”

“YES SIR!” and off he went, clicking his heels and racing up the stairs to the main deck.

“Looks like we just got an unexpected promotion,” Evelia beamed, smiling up at Blaze with that irresistible smile that caught his attention years before.  Looking down at Elayuh who was still cuddled in the crook of Blaze’s left arm, he smiled and nodded in agreement.

“I am not … in the habit of giving orders though,” he confessed.

You’ll do just fine, the magic woman assured them both.

No contractions, Blaze intuitively echoed.  

But for the first time in his life, he seriously questioned whether or not that really mattered.  His entire education was open to question now.  Everything he had ever learned was up for reconsideration.  

No words exchanged, the magic woman flashed that mesmerizing smile where her iridescent eyes momentarily flashed green and her countenance screamed happiness.  It made everyone feel more relaxed.

This is going to work.

Nothing more needed to be said.
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SHE COULDN’T SLEEP.  Despite the lack of rest the last two nights and despite the smothering humidity that left her feeling fatigued and worn, she was too excited to keep her eyes closed.  No later than 3:00 a.m., she rested on her bed in her familiar night clothes taken from her private chambers in the Order before it was destroyed and stared around her new room.  Comfortably and dimly lit by a dark blue luminescent plant, it was easy to see things in the middle of the night but wasn’t so bright that you were left squinting until your pupils adjusted.  Whoever came up with the idea to use bio-luminescent plants for night lighting was brilliant, she determined with excited enthusiasm.  It must have been Robin.  Evelia’s eyes made their thousandth tour of the room.  It was evident that Robin was involved in other aspects of designing the rooms so she guessed that it had been her idea.

Robin held the same responsibilities over the database as Evelia, only Robin was from a different Order and she was much older and more experienced.  Before Evelia was directed to her room, a friendly young girl had shown her a file on the database where you could find individual histories and personal profiles for each member of the crew.  Evelia had been more than a little embarrassed to discover that Dr. Boyd had kept track of her achievements during her lifetime, taking images of her artwork, noting specific contributions she made to the database, documenting her personal strengths and challenges in life, and preserving every image that had ever been taken of her.  While her history and profile had been flattering overall, it left her feeling a little violated – like she had been stalked her entire life but had been completely unaware of her stalker. 

The feeling was meritless.  Dr. Boyd documented everyone’s life.  He was a scientist and that meant he was a record keeper.  But when Evelia came to that realization, it didn’t make her feel much better – that’s just how feelings are: sometimes, they don’t have to have any foundation in reality to hauntingly linger.  Perhaps, she considered, I feel that way about him because of all of the awful things he has done.  She barely blinked away tears and forced her thoughts away from the loss of her parents and her older sister.  Her emotions brimmed over every time she remembered her recent losses but she didn’t want to cry anymore.  She had cried enough the past few days.  So, she mastered her feelings the best she could and focused her thoughts on something else.

Elayuh fussed a little as Evelia shifted position slightly.  She is so peaceful, Evelia noticed with a smile.  The child cried only rarely and that seemed remarkable to the young artist as she considered her traumatic life so far.  Fatherless before she was born, motherless soon thereafter, and taken from her entire extended family before she was a few moons old, the child would be the only person representing her native race on this ship – and perhaps forever.  Undoubtedly, she would not be told of her village’s plans to sacrifice her to local deity until she grew to sufficient maturity to learn that sad truth and since no one really knew anything about her culture, she would never know anything about her own people – except that they had somehow survived the Third Holocaust. 

The only vestige of Elayuh’s physical heritage she would ever have would be stories that she was nourished from mush made from a local plant.  She probably needs a more well rounded diet, Evelia considered as she pondered over this detail.  She silently determined to speak to whoever was in charge of nutrition and health – was it Saraliah or Sarlaya?  It was a hard name to remember.  Either way, she would help Evelia ensure the child would have a balanced diet.  On the other hand, she already looks healthy, she debated with herself. 

No one asked Evelia to care for the baby.  No one discussed whether or not the parties would take turns holding her or watching her.  It just seemed the natural thing for Evelia to do.  She was drawn to the child and already, she felt a strong bond with it.  It was a life changing thing to do – to become a surrogate mother – and there were so many other life changing things happening to Evelia that one would expect that she might balk at this burden.  But she didn’t.  Somehow, this seemed easy – easier than being third in charge.  Evelia didn’t even really understand what that might entail but whatever it was, it seemed a bigger challenge than taking care of this precious child.  Probably, Blaze feels the opposite, she guessed before deciding he was well suited to be a leader.  Despite his recent failings, she knew him well enough to believe that he would be a better leader than anyone else in the Older - their old Order.  Besides, she understood his anger.  She understood his feelings of betrayal.  She understood his heartache.   

Mentally changing topics every few heartbeats as people are prone to do in times of stress, Evelia quickly decided for the third time that she liked Robin’s design work – a lot.  Some of her sketches were odd but her designs were innovative and fabulous – down to every detail of every room.  There were few flat walls.  Most were curved, some in luxurious “s” shapes and some with very strong, almost angular curves.  Plant life in each room was abundant but unobtrusive.  Natural, fresh fragrances filled the air exactly the opposite of what you might expect aboard a space ship.  And the floors were not perfectly flat.  They were made to resemble natural terrain and somehow, that helped Evelia feel more comfortable.  Her Order had no flooring like that – except in the simulator – but she immediately got used to it and she immediately appreciated this designer’s touch.  There were no sleek furniture designs either.  Tables, chairs, sofas – everything had an organic touch that somehow helped Evelia feel more like she was returning home rather than leaving it.  Perhaps that is the very purpose behind this design, she cheerily concluded. 

And then there were her art supplies.  It appeared that everything she had left behind in her private chambers had been moved to this room – but aboard this ship, not only did she have an extensive room where she could do art to her heart’s content, she had many times more supplies than she ever had back home – and her art room could be custom lit to mimic any lighting that occurred in any natural or manmade environment imaginable, including shadows created from artificial, holographic vegetation or custom objects – all this would allow her to make any scenery she might imagine perfectly life-like. 

The room was set up so that she could synchronize the database’s models with the lighting system to create a three dimensional setting exactly as she might desire to artistically depict.  She had multiple models of every species known to mankind – excepting the alien woman.  She was new.  And despite her humanoid appearance, her glowing, shimmering skin, her feathery eyelashes, her somewhat extended torso, her petite build, her gills, her relatively tough skin, her extendable claws, her large iridescent eyes, her dual vocal chords, and her active tail that continually wagged – these all marked her as very different from humans – even after genetic enhancements that followed the Second Holocaust.  The magic woman was unique in every way and the artist inside Evelia craved the opportunity to sketch her, to three dimensionally image her. 

The thought turned her attention to something she had thought about a number of times but hadn’t been able to do.  She gently removed her arm from under Elayah, got up out of bed, and found her linatech cube.  Swathing through several controls, she found the image generator, adjusted the settings, and quietly walked over to where the magic woman was resting.

Refusing a room of her own, the alien woman requested that she stay with Evelia and the infant.  Between her eccentricities and her determined methods of debate, no one bothered to try to persuade her otherwise.  Even refusing to have a bed of her own, the little alien preferred to sleep on the floor – specifically, the most uneven portion of the floor that seemed the most like a natural, outdoor environment.  Setting the linatech cube next to the alien woman, Evelia watched the cube rapidly flash a three dimensional cloud around the woman to record her precise dimensions and coloring.  She hoped that the holographic image would effectively replicate the alien’s vocal chords so that Evelia could make the images sing with the magic woman’s harmonious voices as well.  But if not, she would record a conversation with the magic woman some other time and that would allow the holographic recording system to replicate her intonations and accent. 

After this portion of the imaging was finished, Evelia moved into her art room, magnified the size of the holographic image of the magic woman to her natural dimensions, and began adjusting her figure to various positions that she thought might be interesting. 

Evelia was looking for something that captured the many dimensions of the magic woman’s personality.  The lithe alien was graceful and calming, peaceful and cheerful, mysterious and dangerous.  Capturing all of these characteristics in one image would prove challenging but after several adjustments to her holographic figure, Evelia found the perfect pose: the magic woman, oddly crawling on all fours in the middle of tall, marshy vegetation but raised upon a large stone so that she was more visible.  Claws extended and tail curved as if twitching from anxiety, she moved the magic woman’s facial features to show both inquisitiveness, slight distrust, and hope.  Opting for flexibility with her artistic license, she slightly increased the size of the magic woman’s eyes and eyelashes for dramatic effect.  When she finished with the pose, Evelia determined that she was too tired to prepare the settings any further so she saved them and then laid back in her bed, looking towards the magic woman for some time, wondering what she might really be like once she got to know her better, and imagining how she might move forward with her plan to peacefully take control over this space ship.

Well, not precisely, Evelia thought, correcting herself.  The magic woman was planning to help Blaze peacefully gain control over the space ship.  But the petite alien hadn’t given very helpful answers to questions Blaze and Evelia had about how that might happen.  She offered only generic answers like: “Dr. Boyd will do everything I ask of him.  He will make adjustments to ship administrations and military rankings.  He will turn control over to Blaze as I direct – all so he can focus his efforts on something he is more interested in.  Then, at the right time, we will explain what Dr. Boyd did back on earth and let everyone determine the most appropriate way of dealing with him and the most appropriate way of setting up a new government by which your society will be run – undoubtedly similar to what you had before.”

With these and other vague responses, the magic woman had convinced Blaze and Evelia to accept her plan.  In some ways, it made more sense to allow the transition to happen peacefully.  In other ways, it seemed entirely unnatural to Evelia – wouldn’t a confrontation be better than controlling someone’s mind?  Wouldn’t it be better to let everyone make educated decisions about how they would live their lives with this new worldview from the very beginning?  Maybe not.  They are all suffering the same as me,  Evelia considered.  They just watched all of their families die too.  Maybe they need time to heal first – but will they not resent following the man who killed all of their family and friends?  I do.  But then, Evelia wasn’t really following Dr. Boyd.  She was following a puppet of the magic woman and that detail made all of the difference in the world.  

These and a great many other issues plagued Evelia’s mind but she lacked solutions – there were no easy solutions anyway.  At least the earth had told the magic woman things that were guiding her plan so they were not left without any direction. But trusting the alien didn’t resolve all of Evelia’s feelings either – she felt like an open wound – raw, extra sensitive, and subject to constant pain.

And the strategy was stressful to her.  She had seen the alien woman angry and that made her more than a little intimidating to Evelia – even if she liked her enough to choose her as a roommate for a season.  Thus, while the magic woman was the most incredibly charming, graceful, and peaceful individual Evelia could even imagine, she was also the most intense, terrifying being Evelia had ever met.  Even Blaze would be powerless against her, she mused.  What could he do to her if she controlled his mind?  Who is this alien – really – deep down inside? she wondered.  The uncertain answer was almost more than she could handle.

Evelia’s mind wandered like this for at least another hour before the magic woman woke up, making that now familiar hissing sound where she blew air through a “k” consonant.  “FOOL!” she airily whispered with great emotion and intensity.  Her dual vocal chords rumbled as if warming up to say something.  “All he had to do was leave the shields up.  All he had to do was sit and watch the primitive natives attack a space ship with the help of mutant creatures designed for primitive warfare.  Even if the scientists armed them with pistols, this ship would remain relatively unharmed.  Why does he risk the lives of his men?”

The question lingered in the air like a soft down feather, unable to fall because of its buoyancy and near weightlessness.  The magic woman’s eyes were closed as if she was carefully listening to something inside of her head.  After several moments of silence passed, the petite alien growled in dissonant harmony.

“No,” she blurted.  “My control over his mind is limited.  He’s testing Blaze.”  With that thought expressed, the magic woman quickly left Evelia’s chambers and raced down the hallway towards the main deck. 

Evelia felt trapped.  Untrained in warfare, unable to leave an infant unattended, and relatively undressed, there was nothing she could do to help – yet.







[image: Image]







THIS WAS OVER THE TOP. This was surreal.  This is crazy! 

Beyond anything Blaze had seen in the simulator, this place looked like something Jim might dream up for a hologram game.  There were literally hundreds of mutant beasts carrying thousands of natives towards the ship.  While there were only about four different species of mutant beasts, they varied in size and coloring so much that Blaze’s initial observation suggested something much more diverse and intimidating.

Dr. Boyd’s first legion of soldiers were already engaged in long range sniping, shooting down natives from various concealed locations as they approached.  A second group of soldiers waited to engage the survivors with weaponry developed by the various Orders.  Blaze was in charge of this second group of warriors.  He gripped his staff tightly.  The panel covering was open, the fingerprint identification screen was activated, and all necessary functionality was engaged.  All he had to do was press a confirmation button that allowed him to switch to vocal commands if he wanted to make any modifications during the battle.  His stomach churned as he considered the scene of carnage that would result from this battle.

But duty called and as always, he was game.

Using standard issue bino-glasses, Blaze carefully tracked the invading army’s mounting casualties.  He watched the splotchy glows on the bodies of the beasts to see which hits were ineffective and which hits were debilitating.  The results were occasionally surprising.  After about twenty minutes of observations, Blaze finally determined that there were probably only four species of beasts approaching. 

The first creature was relatively short and stocky like a rhinoceros – although much larger.  Its face more closely resembled a gnarled and hairless grizzly bear and it boasted oversized clawed feet that threatened to collide when making sharp turns.  A nearly reptilian hide covered its body and largely protected it from long range energy bolts.  However, Blaze estimated that closer range attacks would be more successful by the way the beasts reacted to shots that landed near their bellies.  While the creature appeared dangerous by its own right, Blaze guessed that its primary tactical purpose was to transport several men at a time so that its riders would be fresh for battle.

Roughly the size of a large horse, the second species, unlike the first, could only reasonably carry one native at a time and resembled a hulky dog with long, exterior canines.  These guys have some obsession with saber-toothed creatures, Blaze observed, all of a sudden wondering how the scientists had domesticated these creatures and how they had been able to manipulate these primitive communities into working with such dangerous beasts.  There was more going on here than Blaze had expected – more organization, more sophistication, more danger.  But he didn’t have time to identify what might be happening on a more global scale as he was focusing carefully on the weaknesses of each mutant species.  The hind end of these doglike creatures was smaller and shorter than its front end – like a bulldog.  Designed this way, they would be difficult to attack from behind but they would probably lack strong balance if attacked on their legs, he surmised – and it would be easy to dismount any rider subject to quick spinning and maneuvering by the animal.   It probably couldn’t run fast either, he guessed.  Energy bolt hits were predictably successful.  There was nothing else to observe about this species other than it would not be wise to attack head on – something so obvious Blaze didn’t even consciously think about it.

The third species looked like it might be winged but it was difficult to tell – even with his bino-glasses set to maximum strength.  Their faces roughly resembled a beaked pterodactyl and it was this distinction that made Blaze suspicious of their possible ability to fly.  Their camouflaged hides blended into everything around them so it was difficult to carefully make out their features from a long distance.  If those were wings Blaze was observing, he hoped that they didn’t blend into the sky when they were airborne.  He kept a close eye on this third species to determine its nature more precisely but for now, all he could tell was that they were relatively small, relatively numerous, and probably very dangerous.

The last species was possibly the most disconcerting of all.  They bore no riders for no one could feasibly ride them.  Covered from tail to head to toe with bladed spikes, these feline-esque beasts tore through everything they touched and their movements occasionally bordered on randomness.  He had already observed three natives essentially mutilated by these beasts because they hadn’t paid careful attention to their distance from these creatures.  Brushing up against them was to become impaled in multiple places and torn to pieces if you didn’t move away quickly.  Further, it appeared that the natives who fell from their interactions with these mutant beasts went into seizures shortly after falling – which suggested some sort of poison transfer.  Otherwise feline in appearance, these creatures made deep shrieking sounds like the crossing of a crashing wave with the cry of a mountain lion.  The only helpful thing about these creatures was their number and their color: less than two dozen in number, these beasts were a dull grey that approached pitch black.

“Aim your fire on the dark grey beasts!” Blaze ordered his troops, deliberately casting his voice towards the men shooting the longer range weapons.  Their leader, capable though he was, failed to notice the danger of allowing these beasts to come closer because he had been focusing on other details.  Alerted by Blaze, his orders soon mirrored Blaze’s orders as well.  But within moments, it was too late to matter much.

The winged creatures took flight. 

Amidst the raucous yells from the natives as they disappeared into the air, Dr. Boyd’s army largely failed to hear all of Blaze’s commands.  “… all ramps closed!” Blaze ordered.  “All men take cover of the ship!”  Those who heard survived.  Those who did not were sitting ducks.  Once the winged beasts were airborne, their camouflage became altogether more effective.  The undersides of their bodies and the undersides of their wings had a strong iridescent quality to them (at certain angles) that produced a flash of light so that when you aimed your weapon at that flash of light, they had already moved slightly out of range.  And their camouflage allowed them to seamlessly blend into the sky just as Blaze feared.  They were only readily visible for effective shooting when they were less than two dozen yards away, making the time for reacting very short considering they were flying at a decent clip.

Worried about the men who apparently didn’t hear his orders, Blaze began randomly shooting into the air above the stragglers.  His staff held prodigious amounts of power when fully charged so he wasn’t overly concerned about running out of ammunition but this random disregard for conserving that power would be pushing its limits for the next wave of fighting.  Languishing over the proper amount of time to wait before shooting, Blaze’s timing was relatively good – and while he took out a dozen of the creatures before they could inflict any damage at all, several more fell upon the uncovered soldiers and quickly ended their lives. 

Now that they were close, Blaze was able to assess their size and shape more carefully.  Curled up around themselves fairly tightly before they took flight, these beasts appeared significantly smaller than the natives.  Up close, Dr. Boyd’s soldiers were able to unmask that deception.  Standing roughly six feet in height when resting, these creatures were large enough to crush the throats of their victims with talons that would make an eagle blush with envy.  Given their stealthy attack and swift speeds, almost every attack was lethal and several men quickly met their end.  Dr. Boyd had amassed a significant army of men operating outside of the confines of his Orders but sustaining losses at this rate would quickly prove disastrous.  And by the time the soldiers figured out how to effectively defend against this mutant winged species and killed most of them, the enemy ranks were nearly upon Dr. Boyd’s men and a handful of the feline beasts were tearing them to pieces with great impunity. 

Of the five hundred or more men positioned outside the ship to protect the Order members inside, over half of them had fallen to the strategy of the enemy before the two most dangerous mutant species were eliminated. 

Next wave: one hundred yards and closing.  Dogs and rhinos left, Blaze grossly estimated, trying to quantify his surroundings.  He had been trained to battle.  He had been trained to lead men.  He had been tested in many simulations in many circumstances.  He had played many hologram games to supplement his studies.  But there was something different when you watched men die in front of you and you knew it was real, when you knew they were really dead, when you knew you wouldn’t grab them by the hand after the simulation was over and pat them on the back.  There was something different about knowing that what you were doing really mattered – that it wasn’t a simulation – it wasn’t a game.  For Blaze, that pressure was a new dynamic that he intuitively knew that he never could have understood until he experienced it firsthand.  And now that he was gaining that experience, he felt somewhat overwhelmed – and he feared for the men who were following his commands. 

  By this time, Blaze understood that the rapid firing weaponry from the other Orders was neither as sophisticated nor as powerful as his own.  Bullets fired out of his staff were so rapid, they nearly appeared to be a single string of energy that would wrap around his enemies and slice them in half.  This gave him a unique opportunity that his men could not take advantage of.  Turning up his voice projector louder than before, Blaze belted out new orders.

“HOLD YOUR FIRE!” he yelled as loudly as he could and ran out from the cover of the ship towards the oncoming army.
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 “WHAT’S HE DOING?” the magic woman wondered in horror as she watched him from holographic monitors located on the deck of the ship.  Ship leadership and the magic woman were watching a live, miniature, three dimensional image of the battlefield.  Her query met silence as everyone wondered the same thing. 

Dr. Boyd’s head started ringing as the magic woman’s anger affected his thinking.  Intuitively, he understood that she was at the limits of her capacities just to control his mind – and that he was more intelligent than anyone she had tried to control before and that she had little experience in this skill.  Were she to somehow intervene with the battle, he would be free from her influence – which meant that as soon as she helped in whatever way she could, she would die at his hands.  And he understood that she read these thoughts as they passed through his mind. 

But he didn’t care.

Within a few brief moments, Blaze found himself nearly surrounded by the remaining thousand or more natives who had survived the defensive onslaught delivered by Dr. Boyd’s armies thus far.  Waiting for them to get a little closer, Blaze placed himself in a karateka warrior stance, placed his front hand in front of him in traditional kung fu fashion, and held his staff behind him as if he were ready to swing it like a baseball bat.   

Hold your ground! he ordered himself, forcing his fears out of his consciousness.  NOW!

Swinging his staff in a huge arch, Blaze shot long strings of energy bolts out of his staff, decimating dozens and then hundreds of the natives and the beasts they were mounted upon.  Fifteen minutes passed.  By the time Blaze stopped shooting, there was nothing alive within fifty yards or more.

But more beasts and more men were approaching. 

Momentarily released from his primeval mentality, Blaze looked at the control panel of his staff and realized that there was virtually no power left – only enough to stop projectiles from hitting himself.  With that realization, he dropped to all fours and shouted into the voice projector mounted over his right shoulder patches.

“Attack!  Give them everything you have!”

Encouraged by his example, all of the remaining men raced to his support and began shooting at the natives with reckless impunity.  But before long, gunfire became less effective as the distance between the armies closed and everyone was largely forced to fight hand to hand, weapon to weapon.  Of all the things Blaze had been required to do this morning, this was the thing he was most comfortable with.   While all of Dr. Boyd’s armies were trained in hand to hand combat, they felt more secure with long range tactics.  Melee combat was more intense, more unpredictable, more personal. 

But that was precisely why Blaze enjoyed it more.  That was why he excelled in this arena.  Improvisation was his specialty.  Following instinct instead of skill was what gave him the edge over his opponents.  While his foundation of weapons training honed his intuition, his concept of liquid misdirection was what ultimately guided every combat: while appearing to throw one blow, he would modify his strikes to land somewhere unexpected, somewhere more damaging, somewhere more lethal.  Aiming strikes like that could only be prepared so much – they could only truly be effective when they were spontaneous and improvised.  That meant that they could only happen in the spur of the moment.  That meant they had to be very personal.  That gave Blaze the advantage.

While the battle progressed and while Dr. Boyd’s men focused on their task and focused on overcoming their individual fears, Blaze allowed himself to slip into that beta phase where your intuition is really in charge.  He nearly lost consciousness of thought and allowed himself to let years of training guide his actions and lead his mind.  Slowly though, fatigue set in, limitations of the body asserted themselves, and Blaze knew that he had little left to offer.

But that didn’t matter.
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BY THE END OF THE BATTLE, there were less than fifty men left from Dr. Boyd’s army.  Roughly four thousand natives were dead and hundreds of beasts were scattered all across the battlefield.  But no one inside was harmed and the ship itself sustained virtually no damage.  Blaze met a hero’s welcome and was personally invited on deck to celebrate. 

But Blaze didn’t feel like celebrating. 

He felt like wrapping his head in his hands, curling up into fetal position, and wishing away the scenes he had seen that morning.  He felt like yelling at the top of his lungs – as if that would somehow make the painful memories go away.  He felt like a failure for not protecting his crew better – even those who were technically supposed to be under Vardn’s direction for purposes of this battle.  Blaze acted like a commander on the field when he was supposed to be acting like a mid level officer – only ordering those men under his authority.  But somehow, in the midst of things, he got so confused with those arrangements (that seemingly conflicted with his new appointment as second in charge) that he usurped authority and just took charge.  

The battle rankings were intended to be temporary.  Dr. Boyd felt that the men were not ready to be led into battle by someone they didn’t really know – and that probably made sense to someone untrained in military theory – but in retrospect, this had clearly been a mistake.  It hadn’t made good military sense.  It cost lives.  It didn’t work.

And so it didn’t matter that he was being invited to celebrate the victory.  Blaze felt too conflicted inside and too confused about what had happened.  Maybe the high level of deaths was his fault.  Maybe they were Dr. Boyd’s fault.  Maybe it didn’t matter.  He didn’t really know and he really wasn’t sure – but until he had answers to those questions, he felt nothing like a hero.

But orders were orders so he went on deck as soon as he freshened up and changed out of his blood stained uniform.  Many people were waiting, including the magic woman, Evelia, and Dr. Boyd.  The instant he walked into the room, the deck filled with honorary cheers and then fell reverently silent  as Dr. Boyd raised his arms and walked over to welcome the hero.

“Blaze,” he began with a boisterous voice meant to be heard by everyone present.

“We are all indebted to you for your bravery today!”

Not true!  But you were very brave and you should be proud.

“We were heavily outnumbered but because of you, we are safe!”

It’s a lie! But you did the right thing.  You were amazing, magnificent!

“Your leadership was superb and you deserve the highest honors.”

That is true, the magic woman confirmed, this time adding nothing to contradict Dr. Boyd’s acclamations.

If he was confused before entering the deck, Blaze was a mass of confusion now.  What is this all about? he wondered, unable to tell what was going on.

While the celebratory occasion was unabashedly shadowed by the heavy loss of crewmen, everyone afforded a smile for Blaze when he entered the room; everyone sported smiles of encouragement to honor him for what he had done; everyone that is, except the magic woman.  Her facial expressions betrayed hugely conflicting emotions.  Her expressions were missed by nearly everyone but they were glaringly obvious to Jerron.  He was already suspicious of her and he was pretty sure that Dr. Boyd was unhappy with her this morning as well but he couldn’t identify the conflict just yet – but he was keeping his eye on her just in case.

  “Blaze,” Dr. Boyd continued, “your name shall forever be graven upon our sacred pages of history.”  Then, raising his drink with his right hand while placing his left on Blaze’s shoulders, he turned to everyone and cheered, “a toast!  A toast to our greatest warrior!”

There was no need for the battle, Blaze silently heard. The ship’s shield would have protected us from the attack – no one had to die.  The young warrior’s heart sank.  The thought hadn’t ever crossed his mind.  He knew nothing of spaceship armor and everything had happened so quickly that he had simply followed orders without thinking.  He should have been thinking more globally, more inclusively, more creatively.  That is what truly great leaders do.  But then, he hadn’t kept his position in the battlefield like he was supposed to either.  In retrospect, he had been a poor follower and a miserable leader.  With that in mind, he sunk more deeply into his personalized throne of failure.  Conflictingly, he tried to wear a smile for the sake of everyone honoring him.

As drinks raised and cheers echoed throughout the room, Jerron observed two things.  First, the magic woman was biting her lip, scowling towards Dr. Boyd, and viciously flicking the tip of her tail as she tried to control emotions.  Second, Dr. Boyd fell into Blaze’s arms, clutching his chest, a clear victim of a devastating heart attack.  In the heat of the moment, Jerron pulled his gun, and shot through the backside of the magic woman where he estimated her heart would be located.

He was only slightly off target.

Apart from several hushed gasps, the deck fell silent once more, some eyes fastening upon Dr. Boyd and others looking upon Jerron and the magic woman.  All eyes were filled with horror.

“Blaze!” the magic woman wheezed in harmony but loud enough for everyone to hear.  “Blaze, you must take your rightful position as leader of this people!” she finished, barely audible.  And then, after a moment of near silence, she added words that only a few people present heard: “Just like I told you before …” before falling to the ground, dead.  Although few heard the words, it didn’t matter.  Jerron broadcast them abroad very quickly and the others who heard them supported his testimony.

Crumbling over the body of the magic woman, Evelia sobbed uncontrollably, once again holding the infant in one arm while embracing the lithe little alien in the other.  This time however, she wasn’t there for comfort, she was there in shock, begging the magic woman to heal herself, to not die.

“Blaze.”  Dr. Boyd’s voice was subdued and quiet but the silence in the room allowed several to hear him.  “Blaze, there weren’t enough provisions for everyone.  We couldn’t feed them all.  We couldn’t take everyone with us.”  His words were fading one by one as he spoke but they remained fairly clear to the end.  “I just wanted you to know.”  The aging scientist tried to say more but couldn’t.  Clutching his chest even more fiercely, he tremorred a moment before sagging motionless into Blaze’s arms.

“Arrest him,” Jerron cried.

Evelia feinted.

Turmoil ensued.
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HIS HEAD WAS SPINNING.  One minute lauded a hero, the next minute accused of treason, the next moment under house arrest – and now, imprisoned in his own room by subordinates, Blaze felt once more like his world was falling apart too quickly to make any sense of it. 

Truth be known, he was content to have some time to think – he needed it.  Now, perhaps he could sort out some of the contradictory claims he had been hearing.  Could it be that Dr. Boyd really was trying to do what was right?  Faced with external limitations, he could only take so many people with him.  Food storage only goes so far.  At some point, large carrier ships have to have renewable, sustainable food sources.  With limited resources, limited room, and knowledge that an attack from the natives was inevitable, Dr. Boyd made some very tough decisions to minimize the suffering of the people he had spent his life with. 

Blaze hated the doctor for making those choices.  At the same time, when the doctor lay dying in his arms, expressing his last desire to be understood by Blaze – no one else could even make sense of his dying words – the young warrior felt an inexpressibly strong duty to try to understand Dr. Boyd’s decisions.  To some degree, he did understand those decisions.  To some degree, he even empathized with Dr. Boyd for having to make those decisions.  But at some level, it just didn’t make any sense – why didn’t he just ask other wise men and women for their thoughts and suggestions?  Why did he proactively kill when he could have allowed others to die because he just wasn’t able to save them?  And then, even if Blaze could reconcile all of these issues in his brain, there was yet another horrible quandary to consider: why did the doctor send several hundred of his men to be slaughtered in battle when they could have simply stayed inside the protective walls of the ship and began their journey unscathed?

Perhaps he was going mental, he concluded.  That conclusion made him feel better about the aging scientist.  Blaze spent his entire childhood looking up to Dr. Boyd as one of his heroes – the leader of the Order, the pioneer of medical science of his generation, the friendly and loving man known for his kindness.  Believing that he had gone crazy somehow seemed more palatable.  It made the pain less intense.  And it made sense – even though it was wrong.  But not knowing that he was wrong, Blaze accepted this conclusion and determined to live with it.  It was easier that way.

Why did Jerron kill the magic woman?  Blaze couldn’t place that act within any paradigm that made sense.  It seemed a random act of violence – but then, following that act with an order to arrest Blaze made little sense either – especially when he was Blaze’s subordinate.  The fact that anyone listened to Jerron at all was not only shocking, it was mind boggling.  It simply didn’t make sense from a militaristic point of view.  Maybe they are all just undisciplined, he surmised.  Maybe they were never really taught to strictly follow orders.  Come to think of it, that could explain several problems on the battlefield …

If these conundrums weren’t enough, Blaze couldn’t make any sense of the magic woman’s final statements either – wouldn’t she know that a statement like that would be interpreted as an admission that she had somehow caused Dr. Boyd’s death – and that Blaze had helped her somehow?  He guessed not.  But of all the things she could be worrying about in her last moment of life, why had she chosen that as her most important message?  He still didn’t understand why she cared about humans at all – or the earth that bore them.  What did any of their affairs have to do with her?  What did the earth’s affairs have to do with her?  Why should they matter to her at all?

And then there was Evelia.  He had no doubt but that she was still on his side but now he couldn’t speak with her.  He had seen her eyes when they cuffed him and bound him over (until the autopsy was complete – that would be a few days he guessed) so he knew that her surprise was as genuine as his own.  Now, if the autopsy didn’t go well, he would be tried for his alleged involvement in the murder of Dr. Boyd – but she would know very well that he had nothing to do with his death and she would stand by his side.  She would believe in him when no one else would.  And while Blaze wasn’t overly concerned with the results of the trial – he implicitly trusted that the truth would come out – that didn’t stop him from wanting to talk with someone who knew he was innocent, someone who understood what he was going through.

Their rooms adjoined on one side and had a doorway that would open if both sides vocally ordered the locking mechanism to unlock.  He wondered whether or not that mechanism had been deactivated by the soldiers.  They were both under house arrest so maybe they didn’t care if they interacted.  On the other hand, maybe they would want to keep the prisoners apart so they couldn’t conspire any further or rehearse their stories or testimonies.  Either way, if no one deactivated the locking mechanism, he guessed that Evelia would have released the lock on her side of the rooms by now.  Since the explosion, she had been the level headed one.  She had been the most rational.  She would have been thinking about figuring things out together and discussing their plans rather than wasting time in self misery.  For the first time in his life, Blaze felt embarrassed that he had been such a slave to his emotions – it was very contrary to his normal, disciplined self.  Regardless of his embarrassment, he wanted to talk to his best friend from the Order.

It was worth a try.

I better take my staff, he considered before approaching the passageway, unsure what might happen if she was being interrogated and he showed up in the middle of questioning.  He was grateful for the final functionality he had requested for his staff – the functionality that everyone told him was foolish – the cloaking function – the one that essentially rendered it unfindable unless you physically touched it.  Sure, it presented the risk of being lost but situations like these were the very reasons that he had thought ahead – and he was grateful that he activated that functionality before he went to the deck.  He hadn’t felt any gut feeling telling him to do so.  He didn’t have any hunch.  He just thought that it would be a good habit to start in this new, unpredictable environment – and now, he was glad that he was thinking ahead – even though this need had been entirely unforeseeable.  Invisible behind the toilet, even the most diligent soldiers abandoned their search before they left his room. 

After Blaze retrieved his staff, he walked over towards the passageway.

“Unlock,” he ordered, suddenly wondering whether or not he would be better off thinking through his challenges on his own and whether or not Evelia might prefer to do the same.  This time however, he did have a hunch that he had better talk to her if he could.  He heard the mechanism move.

“Open,” he ordered again – and it did.
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 “BLAZE!” EVELIA ALL BUT YELLED despite her efforts to keep her voice subdued.  She was sitting right in front of the passageway, legs crossed, dressed in her old Order clothes instead of her new uniform, and cradling the infant in her arms.  Despite his preoccupied and somber thoughts, Blaze couldn’t help but notice that she looked stunning. 

“Evelia, how are you,” he asked, genuinely concerned by her countenance.

“I am holding up,” she answered, shivering a little.  Despite her efforts to stay in control, she began to softly cry.

Blaze felt awkward.  This was one of those situations where he didn’t know what to do.  It is customary in many cultures to embrace someone in need of comfort.  At the same time, neither Blaze nor any of his friends just went around hugging people so it seemed like an act that was reserved for couples who were courting or who were married.  That left him in a catch twenty-two.  Conflicting considerations notwithstanding, Blaze reacted fairly quickly.  Kneeling down next to her, leaning on his hip, and placing his arm around her, he held her while she wept.  Part of him mourned with her.  Part of him was every bit as sad as she was.  But part of him was happy to be at her side and somehow, that seemed to overshadow his sadness.  Somehow, comforting her comforted him so that they were both stronger together.

  No words were exchanged for a very long time but that was okay.  Blaze remembered a saying that you knew you were friends with someone when silence was as comfortable as communication.  He thought it was true and wondered if Evelia felt the same.

“Blaze.”  Evelia’s voice seemed to crack a titch as if she was about to fall back into tears but she composed herself.  A few moments later, she started to speak again.  “Blaze, the magic woman spoke to me before she died.  As I held her in my arms, listening to her breathing … she struggled so hard to breath … as I held her, she spoke to me in my mind – you know how she does that?”

Blaze nodded, focusing intently on those mesmerizing hazel eyes. 

“She told me that she put all of her knowledge … all of her memories … she put it all in my mind.  I have it ...”  Evelia stopped, thinking about what that might mean.  Blaze immediately wanted to ask her questions but decided to give her more time to speak.  He didn’t think she was finished and he was right.

“She gave it to me but I can only access it a piece at a time.  She told me … after she was dead … I heard her voice telling me that she started giving me this gift that night when she killed all of those soldiers – I felt it then but didn’t know what was happening … I thought I was just stressed.  She finished transferring her information the next morning.  I felt it again but still didn’t understand what was happening.”  She trailed off in her thoughts but Blaze remained quiet.  He could tell she was just working through this new thing.

“Blaze, she told me that I could access portions of her knowledge at a time, that I could just will that information to come … and it would.  I could learn her magic … learn those powers … But she said it would change my worldview, my beliefs … my culture.  She also said that it would be a great blessing to our species.”  This last statement made her laugh a little.  “She is funny like that, huh?”

Part of Blaze was ready to correct her for using sloppy speech.  The bigger part of him determined that he didn’t care about that anymore; he didn’t want to correct his friend over something that might not really matter.  Besides, he understood her well and he agreed so he smiled at her and said nothing. 

“I am unsure what to think.  Why would she do that for me?  Why would she choose to give me that information instead of you … or Elayuh?  Should I access that information or not?  What do you think?”

This was the first time Blaze recalled Evelia asking his opinion about anything very important.  He wondered why she would value his opinion now – right when he seemed to be making a slew of poor decisions.  He felt a duty to answer her truthfully.  At the same time, he wasn’t sure he was ready to say the only thing that came to his mind so he paused a moment until he became determined to tell her his feelings.

“I like you how you are Evelia,” he began.  “I am not sure I would like to see you change very much.”  A silent moment or two passed.  There, I said it, he thought worriedly.

But she smiled a genuine smile in return.  “Well, hopefully I would only change for the better,” she laughed light heartedly. 

“Maybe not,” Blaze cautioned, unsure whether or not that was true.

“Maybe her powers could get us out of the bind we are in,” Evelia proposed.  Silence bound the couple for many long moments before Blaze ventured a response.

“Maybe,” he conceded.  “Maybe not.”

“So,” she tried again.  “Should I do it?”

Blaze felt like he was tied in a straightjacket.  The last thing he wanted to do now was give bad advice.  Mostly, he trusted the magic woman’s judgment.  But there was that nagging part of him that felt distrustful of her when she was gone.  Part of him worried that she was just using everyone to her own best advantage, that she was somehow malevolent.  However, when he thought these things through, he always ended up believing she was a good woman.  He was, after all, very trusting in nature.  Then again, risking an error in judgment in this situation could have disastrous consequences – Evelia could turn into someone evil – someone powerful – someone with the same control over Blaze that the lithe little alien had exercised over Dr. Boyd.  He tried to offer Evelia an answer but none came.  He had nothing to offer.

“I know,” she ventured.  “So many drastic things have happened, it is difficult to make another big decision … or to consider anything risky.  Maybe I should just sleep on it for a couple days.”

“Yes,” Blaze readily responded.  A few days of thinking over problems sounded like a fabulous idea to him.  “That sounds like a safe solution.”

“Hmmm,” she pondered vocally, reconsidering her decision as quickly as she had made it.  “My heart burns.  It sounds wonderful to be able to do those things she can do – to have power to heal, to have power to control animals, to be able to speak to the earth!  Does it not sound wonderful?”

Put like that, Blaze was almost jealous.  It did sound pretty wonderful.

“And if her beliefs are in error, there is nothing stopping me from just rejecting them … right?”

It seemed an easy proposition to accept but Blaze’s mind had been opened to alternate views of reality lately so nothing seemed simple any more.  The very fact that her proposition seemed so intuitively true and beyond rational questioning was the very reason why he doubted it.  “I do not know,” he confessed.  “It seems true but I cannot be sure that it is true.  What if she can control your mind this way?  How would you know?  How could you resist?” 

Then, after asking these rather serious questions that might make him appear a pessimist when he was usually an optimist, he decided to lighten up the conversation a bit: “What if you started imagining that you were twitching your tail or that you could breathe underwater? What then?”

Not especially funny, Blaze’s jest didn’t score a belly laugh but it did fetch a giggle and a smile.

“True enough,” she confessed, “these are risks I will have to heavily consider before willing her knowledge to open itself to me … I always thought it would be cool to have a tail though!”  She polished her return jest with a charming smile.

They spoke well into that evening and then late into the night.  They shared stories from their childhoods, secret aspirations that no longer mattered since the Order was destroyed, and a great many other things of no major consequence.  The only thing that really mattered was that they found the therapy they both needed – the therapy that only comes when you connect with another person and share your dreams and your fears, your hopes and your doubts, your joys and your heartaches. 

They only reluctantly gave into their fatigue and retired to their separate rooms but they both knew that they would somehow make it through these challenges and that they had somehow changed this evening.  They would never be the same. 

Especially, Evelia. 
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BLAZE AWAKENED, STARTLED.  The ship was rumbling.  Perhaps vibrating would have been a better word – or maybe … humming.  Whatever it was, the thick pulsing sensation awakened the young warrior at precisely 3:00 a.m. 

We are launching, he intuitively concluded without really thinking any words.  

It was surreal.  A couple of weeks ago, space travel had been a faded memory from the Second Holocaust.  Now, it ranked among the many deceptions Blaze had freely swallowed during his stellar education.  From his brief experience touring the ship, it was abundantly evident that technological advancements had been made between the latest space ships Blaze had read about and the technology used aboard this ship.  Solar paneling, Ebsolm magnetism, and other so called cutting edge technologies used by Blaze’s Order were entirely obsolete here.  Internal panels absorbed ambient energy from outside of the ship and provided every needed form of energy and propulsion.  But these were only the beginning of advancements Blaze was discovering.  

Linatech paneling at the captain’s station allowed instant access to information stored in the database as well as control over every other station.  Designed for a single man to pilot in case of emergencies, the ship ran more efficiently when controlled by a specialized team.  And the pioneering theories of advancing Linatech paneling to Linacubing were no theories here – they were living, breathing technologies.  Functioning Linacubes allowed the force of launching and landing to be offset enough to forego strapping down the crew; they provided artificial gravitational pulls in deep space; and they allowed the ship to retain its inner heat while traveling through the cold confines of intergalactic travel.  Linacubing had advanced other technologies as well but Blaze knew nothing of them.  All he knew was that Joseph Lina had pioneered data technology and holographic interfacing – he was the man behind the first cube.  Without Joseph Lina, the Order mission to complete the database wouldn’t have been possible.  But the idea that Joseph Lina had pioneered functioning Linacube technologies was entirely new to the young warrior – and now that he thought about it, calling a folded up linatech panel a “cube” was somewhat confusing.  What then, was a Linacube?  He would have to look this up later – surely his updated copy of the database would have this information.

Blaze felt as if he was moving even though he was still lying in bed.  Anyone familiar with Classic Age aviation would have considered that those moving sensations were remarkably insignificant given the speed of the ship and given the fact that the ship was on the verge of passing outside of the atmosphere but to Blaze, he felt as if he was experiencing the tremors of some grand earthquake.  With no vehicles in his Order, this was a huge leap in transportation experiences for Blaze.  It would be many moons before he would have the opportunity of comparing alternate technologies to become truly appreciative of what he was experiencing this very moment.

Somewhat excited – and somewhat stressed, he sat up in his bed, tossed off the thin but heavy blanket, lifted his body off of the bed slightly, and practically jumped onto the floor, nearly losing his footing.  He liked the flooring in his private chambers – it was almost like walking outdoors – a new sensation that he had unconsciously grown to enjoy – but it was nothing like what he was used to in his Order.  But even though he liked it, he was still forgetting during those sleepy moments that his bed was located at the top of a significantly steep incline.  Leaping out of bed threatened to throw him stumbling onto the floor.  This time, he somehow retained his footing but he reminded himself that he needed to remember to be more cautious the next go around as he only barely escaped crashing to all fours – not that it would have hurt him much but still …

His first impulse was to go into Evelia’s room.  Not only did he instinctively think that it would be a fun experience to share with someone else, he remembered that she (unlike he) had a relatively large window in her room that would allow a pretty good view of their travels – and he desperately wanted to look at whatever they might be able to see.  But it is 3:00 a.m., he considered, unsure whether or not she was awakened by the rumbling and whether or not she might be properly dressed if he just popped in.  

Besides, she hadn’t visited him at all the day before and she had promised to visit him (rather than him visiting her) so maybe she just needed more time alone to mull over her decision about accessing the magic woman’s memories.  Still considering knocking on her door, he couldn’t stop stressing over this detail.  He tried to convince himself that she was probably just feeling especially tired but he worried that maybe she just didn’t feel like visiting him – or maybe some of the crewmen locked her chambers so she couldn’t visit Blaze – or maybe something bad had happened to her.  Any of these solutions were reasonable given his understanding of the situation.  The only thing that kept him from just barging in to check on her the night before was his respect for her – but that decision haunted him when he considered the possibility that something might be wrong, that his inaction might have unintended consequences just because he placed too much significance on some unimportant and casual decision to have her visit him in his chambers instead of the other way around.  Now, those competing concerns were coupled with the unexpected launching of the ship, which Blaze considered, in the long term of things, was relatively insignificant – Still, it would be a shame to possibly miss a view of leaving earth … just because of a small detail … a possible misunderstanding.

As he mulled over these thoughts, he noticed his cube glowing.  Although the updated cube was relatively new to him, he was surprised at how frequently he discovered new functionalities - functional cube advancements had been uncommon in his Order.  While walking towards the cube, he ordered the room lighting to increase in brightness.  He was wide awake now; he might as well act like it.

The cube projected 3D lettering spelling the words “Ship News: 5” in a brilliant, metallic blue serif font with the number bolded.  Blaze pinched the letters and pulled to expand the file, trusting that this interface functioned the same way as any other holographic file.  It did.  Thumbing through the messages, he saw that the messaging began two days ago while he had been chatting with Evelia.  Surprising …I did not notice the glow yesterday, he quizzically thought to himself.  

The first announcement explained that the ship would be launching at 3:00 a.m. this very morning and that everyone should expect some rumbling noises, moving sensations, etc. – only the deck crew needed to get up early for launch.  Everyone else could watch the view from the launching deck where smaller spacecraft were stored.  Nice, Blaze inwardly grumbled, for everyone except me – stuck in my room with no view!

Another message announced that a committee was reviewing footage of Dr. Boyd’s heart attack to see whether or not there was evidence of foul play.  A third message linked several files where people from different Orders could meet crewmen with the same or similar specialties to discuss and learn future duties aboard the ship.  Schedules were offered, directions to meeting rooms were given, and activities were announced.  Curious, Blaze expanded the combat training link, expanded the subcategory for open hand and weapon mastery guilds, and found directions to the ship’s simulator and instructions for combat rules for participants.  A double elimination tournament was scheduled to determine rankings within the guild and to determine who would be instructors.  Dr. Boyd’s personal (albeit tentative) ranking apparently set the tone for tournament seeding if Blaze understood the brackets correctly.  It also appeared that Blaze was Dr. Boyd’s personal favorite for top position but the tournament would only determine semi-permanent guild rankings.  Although disappointed, Blaze was not overly surprised to see the word “pending” placed next to his name everywhere on the tournament schedule.  Politics are already alive and well, he silently grumbled.  A more careful review of tournament brackets suggested Blaze could fight Jerron in his second round of the tournament – if he got to fight at all.

The message announced that the tournament didn’t start for two more days or “twenty-four hour cycles” (as the news system labeled them) but the message was dated two twenty-four hour cycles past.  If they are going to be that technical, Blaze thought, why do they not distinguish that those “hours” are based upon our earthly standards that are based upon our earthly sun cycles?  Sometimes pointless bureaucracy wins out and it appeared that this was one of those times, he estimated.  There are more ways than one in which space travel makes time a very relative thing, he remembered reading.  Days in different solar systems would undoubtedly differ in length.  Blaze recalled reading a study arguing that people engaged in space travel did better if they maintained a twenty-four hour cycle of eating, sleeping, and working like they maintained on earth.  Those who tried to adjust to other daily cycles inevitably suffered various health problems.

Either way, the tournament would be starting later that same day.

Message four indicated that Dr. Boyd’s autopsy (little more than a series of scans that could determine just about anything medical technology was aware of) determined that his heart attack was causally related to significant mental stress and could not be linked to any chemical or biological influence that suggested foul play.  That was way faster than I expected, Blaze mentally noted as he came to yet another realization that some of the other Orders had apparently developed technologies that were not previously shared with Blaze’s Order.  

As Blaze wondered whether or not that might be a final exoneration, he read further into the message where Vardn was requesting information to determine if anyone was knowledgeable about telepathic influences upon the body.  Influenced by Jerron, the ship’s pilot was fishing for evidence to see if the magic woman caused Dr. Boyd’s death.  Jerron had already produced a series of Dr. Boyd’s journal entries describing the magic woman’s control over a “griffon-dragon-thing.”  To sort everything out, a series of evidentiary hearings were scheduled to begin the day after the simulator tournaments began – meaning that Blaze would miss the first couple of rounds or more.  If nothing else, the message explained why Jerron killed the magic woman: he believed she caused Dr. Boyd’s heart attack.  Briefly, Blaze considered the possibility that the magic woman could have caused his death but quickly determined that it wouldn’t have been on purpose – it would not have made any sense given her long term plans, he concluded.  And now that she was gone, Blaze didn’t know how her plan could work without her help. 

The last message should have been the first.  It gave a link to the calendar of events for the entire ship, including work schedules for the various guilds, social events, educational seminars, and just about anything else anyone on board would like to know.  A map of the ship was included alongside the calendar.  Were Blaze free to roam the ship, he might have found these last links the most exciting but as he was prisoner for at least a couple more days, he found the information more annoying than anything else – it was a reminder that he was no longer a hero – he was a prisoner.  

He briefly considered blasting his way out of the room, making his way to the deck, and demanding a public hearing where he could explain what had been going on with the magic woman and where he could be exonerated of any wrongdoing.  The warrior inside began to boil and all of a sudden, he wasn’t feeling like being passive any longer.  He had seen the soldiers on the battlefield.  He had seen their weapons and their technology.  He knew he could take the ship by force if he wanted to.  

He just wasn’t sure if he wanted to … yet.

If nothing else, he should probably talk to Evelia about that first; someone as unscrupulous as Jerron might use her safety as leverage to keep Blaze under control.  Better to be patient, he concluded.  This was the constant problem of having a vulnerable companion – especially one caring for a small baby.

And so his rambling thoughts brought him full circle to standing by her door, fist curled and ready to knock.  He hesitated, rehashing the concerns he had been thinking about earlier and just gave in.  He knocked.  No one answered.  He knocked a little louder.  No one answered.  

“Open,” he commanded the door – and it opened.

Despite the low lighting from the luminescent plants, Blaze immediately recognized significant changes in Evelia’s room.  Nothing was in disarray – things were just different.  A large portion of one of Evelia’s walls had been covered with a live vine.  That wall was now only sparsely covered by a few major branches – but the vines were still present.  Weaved into chords of various lengths, the vines were wrapped around furniture legs and what little décor was to be found.  Subconsciously cataloguing these and other modifications, Blaze intuitively determining that he liked the changes.  At the same time, he consciously felt dissed that Evelia apparently spent the day before redecorating her room instead of visiting with him.

Then, he checked his feelings as he noticed several vines wrapped around Evelia’s legs – who now lay crumbled on the floor at the foot of her bed.
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AT FIRST GLANCE, SEVERAL THINGS were immediately and noticeably different about Evelia. Her characteristic light olive colored skin now carried that hauntingly familiar quality of subtly glowing – and glistening.  This was particularly evident because she was sparsely dressed in her whitish swimsuit.  Although it was particularly modest for a swimsuit – it had one of those stretchy, strapless tops with large ruffles all around and it had a matching bottom with ruffles around the waist so that it looked more like a skirt than a swimsuit bottom – Blaze was startled to see her dressed like that and immediately felt uncomfortable as if he had walked in on someone who hadn’t finished dressing.  Without thinking, he found himself looking away from her, subconsciously checking to see if anyone else was present.  As he did, he caught a view of the window.  Already, he could see that the view of the earth was less than spectacular: he had waited too long – it was now so small that it was only barely identifiable.

Looking back upon Evelia, he could discern that she was breathing.  Although shallow, her breaths were steady.  Blaze then noticed Elayuh and felt relieved that she seemed to be happily sleeping.  Maybe I should just go back to my room, he considered, all of a sudden feeling a bit like an uninvited voyeur.  Or maybe I should make sure she is okay, he reconsidered.  While there was nothing about the room that Blaze couldn’t dismiss as relatively trivial, he couldn’t help but feel strangely about Evelia’s skin.  Just like the magic woman’s, he remembered without any effort at all, and it is shiny too … And while that didn’t seem to offer any rational reason for being worried about her, something inside of him began to feel deeply concerned.

Blaze! an excited voice echoed inside his head.  He recognized that voice but it sounded somewhat different when he heard it within his mind compared to when he heard it out loud.  His eyes shifted to Evelia’s eyes to meet her beaming smile.  It worked, huh?  

Blaze didn’t answer.  Surprise should have been written all over his face but all that surfaced was a blank stare.  He couldn’t decide whether he should be happy she was okay or extremely stressed that she was speaking to him telepathically.  Conflicted because part of him wanted to try silently speaking back to her while another part of him wanted to pretend that didn’t just happen, he answered her vocally, “Evelia, are you alright?”

I am great!  Did it work?  Can you hear me?

Now, Blaze was feeling more awkward because he was looking straight at his crush and speaking to her vocally but she wasn’t responding in a normal way.  But then, her enchanting, charming smile quickly calmed him and he couldn’t help but want to make her happy so he answered.

“Yes, it is working but,” he paused, still feeling awkward and not knowing what to say, “could we just talk normal?  You accessed her memories, right?”  She was nodding her head, parroting his own gesture.  “So … what is going on?  Why are you dressed like that?  Not that you look bad … but…” If Blaze normally lacked eloquence, he was announcing it with a bullhorn now.  

But she understood.  She had reviewed all of his memories the day before.  They were in the first batch of information that the magic woman had shared.  If Blaze held any secrets from Evelia before, there were none left.  She experienced most of his life and memories the day before and understood him very deeply now – in some ways, she may have understood him better than he understood himself.  If their bond of friendship had only began to bud over the past several days, she felt like they had been friends for a lifetime now – but she also understood that he knew none of this and couldn’t feel quite the same way – yet.

“Oh Blaze, it’s everything wonderful!” she oozed with emotion.  “I feel energy flowing through me constantly.  I feel the energy of plants, of oil on my skin, of air around me, of braided vines around my ankles.  It was your energy that awakened me.  I can feel you – I can sense your feelings.  I can sense the excitement of the crewmen in the rooms next to us.  I can feel it all!”  

Blaze said nothing in return.  She hadn’t answered all of his questions yet and she undoubtedly had a lot to say so he just stood in front of her like a motionless hologram while she continued to lean on the floor, her torso propped up by a single elbow.  Overflowing with excitement, Evelia was happy to continue sharing her thoughts and feelings to Blaze.  Besides, she was more than aware that he liked her more when she was enthusiastic about something so he would be happy to hear what she was excited about.

“She left me with a basic understanding of her magic.  It’s – sorry, I’m sort of used to her contractions all of a sudden … and I did it again – they seem so deeply ingrained ...  You know how thoughts speed through your mind much faster than you can explain them –reviewing her thoughts in my mind is sort of like cramming months of information into one day.  I know it bothers you so I will try not to use them but …”

“No stress.  Do not worry about it,” Blaze interrupted.  “Just keep talking,” he finished with a forced, pretty meager smile.

This is stressful to him, Evelia observed, but that won’t last.  Her observations about Blaze came with greater patience and less anxiety than usual.  She was now perfectly relaxed around her companion and she would stay that way for many moons to come.

“It is sort of like knowing everything about a sport but never practicing it except that it feels like I’ve already experienced the sport even though I haven’t.”  She paused, realizing that her efforts to avoid contractions were a little splotchy and realizing that despite Blaze’s effort to let them slip, enforcement of grammatical rules had become deeply ingrained in his psyche – as they had in hers – to such a degree that it might take years for him to fully give that up – even if they both felt like this little piece of red tape was a vestige of whatever they felt was wrong about being taught so many lies.  For some intangible, inexplicable, illogical reason, both of them felt that the contractions represented those lies very well – but old habits die very hard – unless those years are telepathically condensed into one day’s worth of information from an alien.  Thoughts blitzing their way through her mind like never before, Evelia had to consciously gather her ideas before continuing. 

“I have been practicing,” she confessed.  “I’m not good at anything yet but I can do some simple things,” like speaking in your mind, she added quietly in his mind with a flirtatious tone of voice.  “And I can move energy around the room.”  

Feel! she added with her mind by accident, falling victim to her unbounded enthusiasm.  Focusing with all of her mind and body, Evelia directed the energy in her private chambers to circle around herself and her old – but now new best – friend.  Although not as sensitive to the change as Evelia, Blaze immediately felt animated and sensed that his mood was improving.  Sensing his awareness of what she was doing, Evelia oozed with satisfaction and dropped one of those genuine smiles that naturally fell across her face when she was overflowingly happy.  As Evelia smiled, she remembered how Blaze felt when he saw smiles like that in the past and that made her smile even more.

“I cannot do much more yet but I think that I might be able to influence someone else’s thoughts and I have some ideas about how this might help us get out of our house arrest,” she added with a slight tone of mischievousness.  “Are you game?  Can I try?”

Briefly, Blaze’s mood darkened.  This was his entire concern about the magic woman.  Sure, it was useful that she could control people but ultimately, that may have led to Dr. Boyd’s death – and while Blaze didn’t feel especially burdened over the scientist’s death, the idea of controlling someone until they died of a stress induced heart attack was naturally revolting to his soul.  Besides, something about mind control just felt wrong.  But then again, if the power was used by someone who could be trusted, maybe it wasn’t a bad thing to learn – and Evelia could be trusted.  On the other hand, if the magic woman was now somehow controlling Evelia’s mind, Evelia’s trustworthiness wouldn’t matter – because it wouldn’t really be Evelia in control.

Blaze felt that familiar feeling.

When in the presence of the magic woman, Blaze had felt calm and trusting.  It was only when she was gone that he felt stressed about her.  Now, in Evelia’s presence, he noticed that he felt the same way.  In his room, he had stressed about the idea of Evelia learning about the magic woman’s magic and her culture.  In her room however, his skepticism seemed like a flat pebble skipping on the top of motionless waters – it never sank very deeply while it was moving.  

And then there was that smile.  

“Yeah, I’m game,” Blaze offered with a very deliberate attempt to use a contraction.  Briefly, he felt like a rebel.  Just as briefly, he thought that it was funny that he felt rebellious over such a small thing.  In the past week, he had killed several men in combat – and while he only did so in defense of himself and others and while he mostly felt justified in what he had done, killing people seemed much more significant than using a contraction for the sole purpose of being playful with Evelia – but reprogramming his subconscious thought was another matter entirely.

Okay.  Relax.  If you resist, it will be harder for me to influence what you do and I’m just practicing so take it easy on me, okay?

Okay.  He just thought the answer.  He was trying to relax and wasn’t paying close attention to whether or not she really wanted an answer while giving these instructions.  But his answer wasn’t silent.

I heard you, she exclaimed excitedly, yet silently.  Blaze said nothing in return.  He just smiled a bit to encourage her.

Put down your staff.  The command made Blaze tense up a bit for two reasons.  First of all, he had only barely noticed that he brought it into the room.  Second, he wasn’t expecting to hear any words – for some reason, he only expected to have an impulse to do something.

Right, he heard Evelia speak to herself, I did that wrongly.  Okay – how did that feel? … more like this …

While Blaze’s mind started to try to make sense of this little game, he put down his staff but then felt uncomfortable leaving it on the ground so he crossed his left foot over his right foot like he commonly did in practice, slightly pushing the staff over his right toes.  As he did, his left foot crossed back to its normal position and Blaze kicked the staff into his right hand with his right foot.

“It worked!” Evelia emoted.  “It really worked!”

Blaze looked at her with puzzlement evident in his eyes but then smiled and then winked at Evelia and then laughed.

“Wow!  It’s really working,” she happily gloated while Blaze felt a little embarrassed for winking at her but then winked again.

“That’s cute,” Evelia laughed – and he winked again.

“Okay.  Now, try to resist what I suggest to you,” she instructed. 

“But you are not instructing anything,” Blaze complained.

“Really?” she answered in disbelief.  “You are not hearing anything?  You know I’m making you do that right?” she asked, a little unsure of herself.

Blaze blushed.  That was enough answer for Evelia.  Awesome, she thought to herself – but he didn’t hear that.

Off and on, between small morsels of conversation, Blaze found himself wandering about the room doing meaningless things, picking things up and putting them down, sitting down to relax, practicing portions of meditative martial art forms, and deliberately trying to ignore Evelia and whatever she might be trying to get him to do.  After a while, it seemed pretty evident that whatever she was trying to do wasn’t working.  But she needed to practice so he happily gave her the opportunity – for quite a while.  All he had to do was resist her efforts by ignoring her and focusing on things that he wanted to do rather than things she might be suggesting.  At least, that was what he thought.

Time passed quickly.  The hour for breakfast came and went.  More hours passed.  Feeling pretty hungry, Blaze determined that he ought to suggest that they eat whatever meal had been sent to their rooms – they were undoubtedly waiting in the delivery bin next to their food coolers and warmers.  Besides, he was feeling pretty sure that Evelia was wasting her time.  This was just going to take more time for her to learn than she was expecting.  For now, he was ready to eat breakfast – if not lunch.  As he thought these things, he suddenly found himself spontaneously spinning towards Evelia, making his eyes cross, and then making a flamboyant bow towards her while holding his hand out for her to take.  That was when he began to realize that he was very wrong about the influence she was exercising over him. 

As she grabbed his hand, she pulled him up and excitedly gave him a hug.

“Okay, Blaze.  I have an idea,” she began as she pulled herself back away from him.  She paused, clearly concentrating and deep in thought.  “You were resisting, right?” she asked hesitantly.  

“I thought so …” 

“Great,” she interrupted, recovering from her fleetingly failed confidence.  

“Jerron should be coming in a few minutes.  When he does, he will bring a number of guards.  You need to initiate the cloaking functionality of your staff …”

“How did you know about that?” Blaze interjected.  He never told anyone about this function – only Dr. Boyd – and he was sure that only the people who installed that feature would have known about it.  

“We will talk about that later,” Evelia answered, suddenly embarrassed.  She hadn’t ever seen the cloaking functionality engaged - but she had learned about the cloaking functionality from Blaze’s memories.  “He will offer to let you participate in the tournaments starting this afternoon … you read the notices from the cube, right?” she asked, suddenly realizing Blaze might not have read the announcements she had seen the day before.

“Right,” he acknowledged.

“Okay.  Agree to fight with a borrowed metal staff-spear sort of like yours regardless of the conditions that he asks so long as tournament progression is not altered.”

“Of course,” Blaze answered before Evelia was really finished talking.  “I am anxious for a good simulator experience!  I …”

“Okay,” she interrupted in turn, holding her hand out to stop him from speaking any further and flashing a smile so she didn’t come across as bossy.  “But you need to request that I can come and go freely.  Tell him that I am an artist and pose no threat to anyone.  He should trust you ...”

Oh.  I think they are close.

“Quick.  Go back to your room, cloak your staff, and stay there!”

Raising an eyebrow at Evelia as he was turning away from her, he reminded her: “He might wonder why you are dressed like that Evelia …”

“Oh!” she quietly exclaimed. “ What should I do?  I’m not sure how well I can do mind suggestions with more clothes – they impede the energy flow …”

But there was no time to find out.  

“Evelia,” the door’s intercom was speaking.  “We need to speak with you.”

As Evelia watched the door close behind Blaze, she answered, “Intercom.  Just a minute, I’m not quite dressed” as she reached into a bin and slipped on a pair of pajama bottoms that vaguely matched what she was already wearing.  Within a few moments, she was absorbing energy around the room into her body to help her relax and confidently sauntering towards the door, mentally preparing herself for what was coming.  

“Open,” she ordered the door.
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JERRON WALKED INTO BLAZE’S ROOM, flanked by Vardn and four other guards, each brandishing some pretty heavy duty guns and an adequate dose of caution in their eyes.  Blaze mentally noted that each of them bore a small black star near their team insignia – excepting Vardn who continued to wear a grey star.  Blaze silently reminded himself to check the database to see what the stars signified.  

Sensing fear from the guards whom Blaze recognized as men who had fought by his side in the battlefield, he invited them to sit down: “Have a seat,” he offered, walking with his back to them and knowing that as soldiers in a potentially hostile environment, they should refuse.  But the offer may help them relax a bit, he thought.

“Blaze,” Jerron began, completely ignoring the offer, “I want you to know that you are only being held in your chambers as a precautionary measure.  Because of the appearance of possible treason, your life would be in danger if you were to roam the ship freely.  As soon as you are absolved of any guilt at the hearings, your rank will be immediately reinstated. ”

Blaze was initially shocked that Jerron could have considered Blaze naïve enough to believe such a ploy but then he was more fully shocked when he considered that Evelia may have influenced Jerron’s thinking.  If she was behind this, Blaze was extremely impressed.  If she wasn’t behind this, Blaze was as confused as confused gets.  

He said nothing in return.  

Despite intense focus and concentration, the guards appeared to be every bit as confused over Jerron’s statements as Blaze did – although this was their second time hearing him make that proclamation today.

“Are you aware that tournaments begin today?” Jerron asked in such an innocent fashion that Blaze nearly laughed.

“Of course,” Blaze responded, “I could not have missed the announcement.  Were I a thousand light years away, I would be interested in the tournament.”

“Good,” Jerron interjected.  “All tournament weapons are provided by the guild.  What do you choose?”

“Metal staff, spear tip,” Blaze intuitively responded.  “Two small blades with sheaths for each leg and another placed across the left breast.”  He had been in tournaments before – these were standard issue.

“Done.  Your first fight is in slightly less than one half hour unless the first fight goes long,” Jerron offered to Blaze’s surprise.  He wondered if he had read the schedule incorrectly or if time with Evelia had simply passed by quickly - shouldn’t the tournament be starting a few hours from now?  Apparently sensing Blaze’s surprise, Jerron added.  “The first few fights are among the ‘W’ bracket competitors and are among some of the best fighters from the various Orders so we decided to give them each a little more time to fight and a little more time to recover between rounds.  You will be among the first to fight in the “W” bracket.  Vardn is your first opponent.  For your safety, we need to escort you to the Weapon Mastery Guild’s main hall where the simulator is currently located.”  Not asking whether or not that might be okay with Blaze, Jerron approached him with a metallic band that roughly resembled a figure eight.  Opening the cuffs, Jerron held them out for Blaze to place his hands within the cuffs and waited.  Blaze paused only momentarily, passingly worrying that this might be a ploy to further restrict his freedom before determining to trust Evelias’ instructions earlier that morning.  Once his wrists were secured within the cuffs, Blaze felt a strong burst of energy from the cuffs as their strong magnetic field engaged the metals so that they could not be separated.

“Great.  Let’s go then,” the soldier grumbled.

“Can anyone watch the tournament?” Blaze questioned, remembering his tacit promise to get Evelia freed from her room.

“Of course – half of the crew will be watching,” Jerron answered with a somewhat mocking laughter.

“Then Evelia can come?” Blaze ventured again.  

“She is a prisoner,” Jerron answered.  Blaze couldn’t help but to notice the glaring contradiction of attitude in Jerron’s instructions and felt encouraged about Evelia’s abilities to control this situation.

“Really?” Blaze whimsically retorted in as playful a manner as he could feign.  After leaving a deliberately pregnant pause, he added.  “She is an artist, a historian.  Does she seem a threat to you?”

While Vardn and the other soldier’s scowled a bit at Blaze’s casual mockery of their protocol, Jerron’s response sounded more like a ventriloquist’s puppet.

“True enough.  Vance, go tell Evelia she can freely travel throughout the ship so long as she attends all of Blaze’s hearings.”  

Despite his military background and training, Vance failed to hide his surprise – he responded as expected anyway.  “Yes sir,” he chimed while turning on his heels and exiting the room.

Wow, Blaze congratulated himself, that was easier than I could have hoped for.
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BLAZE STOOD ON ONE EDGE of the simulator, casually rotating a short sword in each hand to warm up his wrists and performing a few kinetic stretches to help him warm up.  Tournament authorities claimed that they had no metallic staffs and suggested that this was an anomaly unique to Blaze’s Order but he didn’t believe them.  Bo staff had been a standard weapon in every form of martial arts for thousands of years and the only way to make them ultimately effective against sword fighting was to make them impervious to cutting actions.  At the least, that required a fat hard wood staff.  Typically, it meant that the staff would be made out of titanium because that metal was so light and flexible.  At best, those metal staffs would be crowned with a spear tip to allow bladed attack as well.  To not have any of these weapons available was simply beyond credibility.  Someone is rigging the tournament, Blaze concluded without even really thinking over the situation.

Blaze looked towards the other corner of the simulator.  Vardn was holding a sword that nearly resembled a kitana in one hand and a long knife in the other hand.  While critiquing the pilot’s stance, Blaze heard the encouraging words Good luck! in his mind.  Somehow, he intuitively knew where the voice came from and looked into the stands to see Evelia smiling at him.  Thanks, he offered in return as he began to intuitively analyze Vardn’s stances, foot movements, and weight distribution as he transitioned between kata.  The instant Blaze commenced to categorize Vardn’s fighting style, the terrain began building up within the simulator.  

Void of anything exotic, the simulator produced some sludgy textured soil amidst a relatively flat area peppered with several puddles of water – terrain that roughly mirrored the area Blaze had disliked while traveling to the native’s village.  He couldn’t help but to notice the uncanny similarity of this simulation with an area that Blaze specifically found difficult to traverse.  One second it left your foot stuck in the mud, the next it found you involuntarily slipping to the ground.  Rats! he quietly cursed in frustration.  Of any simulation imaginable, this was the terrain he liked the least because it inevitably created elements of chance and luck rather than leaving the contest to a question of skill alone.  And based upon Vardn’s amateurish movements, Blaze considered that this was no mistake made by whoever was in charge of creating the simulations.  All of a sudden, Blaze wished Jim was here and felt a pang in his heart as he remembered and missed his lifelong friend.

A seasoned warrior, Blaze transformed his grief into determination and resolve.  This is just a game, he reminded himself, trying to relax and not take this tournament too seriously.  One with consequences, he corrected himself and considered that there were probably three hundred of his crewmen watching this fight – despite the fact that the schedule had changed on short notice.  Focus.  Be aware of your surroundings.  Liquid misdirection.  Six moves.  He didn’t make that decision on purpose.  It just came to him – and now it was his goal.  He needed to defeat Vardn in no more than six moves.  

More for theatrical effect than anything else, Blaze ran toward Vardn with a thunderous battle cry.  If he had any hope that it would startle his opponent, he wasn’t disappointed.  However, Vardn was not the only one who was startled – Blaze lost his footing and slid the last five feet or so as if he was sliding into home plate.  It appeared deliberate but because of the error, the young warrior had to block an improvised golf-esque swing attack on his way sliding past Vardn.  Blast it!  Blaze cursed to himself.  Five moves left.  

As Blaze slowed down, his foot hit a small bank of mud that helped him quickly regain his footing.  Spinning and taking a small cover step, he loosed a knife from its sheath wrapped onto the leg that was extended and threw the blade at Vardn’s midsection.  Twisting and stepping away from the blade, Vardn lost his footing as well and landed on a knee, allowing the blade to deeply impale his left shoulder.  

Now standing, Blaze held high ground and exulted as he had no intention of losing his advantage.  Only a couple feet away from his opponent, he was more careful about his footing than before but made haste as he closed the distance.  

Four, three, two, Blaze counted as he furiously threw strikes at his opponent, ignoring his foot that was deeply sinking into the mud.  There would be no easy escape if anything went poorly.  It didn’t matter.  One! he inwardly exulted as he firmly held the blade of his right sword against Vardn’s throat, drawing only a small amount of blood as he did so.

“Game,” Vardn conceded.

Round one over. Too easy.
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BLAZE TRANSITIONED BETWEEN PACING and moving through various short stick and short sword katas in a waiting room.  Round one had been almost disappointingly easy.  Part of him enjoyed coming out on top; part of him craved a real challenge; that left him only marginally satisfied with round one.  And being so poorly matched up for his first fight, Blaze felt disappointed over the prospects of the next round as well.  Perhaps, he gloomily considered, the best fighters from the other Orders died in the battle with the natives.  He hoped that wasn’t true but he also knew that this was a real possibility: even prodigious weapons training was insufficient to prepare someone for defending themselves against long range arrows and relatively invisible flying mutant creatures.

The door to his waiting room opened.  A thin framed man wearing a black star near his team insignia only partially entered the room before making his announcement.  “Jerron won his first round; you will fight him in fifteen minutes.”  The man slinked behind the door, disappearing as unceremoniously as he came, leaving Blaze alone to confront more conflicted emotions.  

He knew this had been a possibility.  He had seen the tournament seeding.  He was somewhat prepared mentally.  To some degree, Blaze didn’t care who his opponent was.  In the simulator, everything was sport - it was nothing more than a game.  He had summarily killed a number of his good friends in the simulator and walked away afterwards, arm around their shoulders, congratulating them on their improvements, and laughing on their way to lunch.  But in his youth, he had also experienced a few grudge matches so he understood how feelings could be used to enhance your performance … and how they could hasten your downfall.  

Given his strong feelings against Jerron for killing the magic woman and falsely charging Blaze with treason over the death of Dr. Boyd, he readily discerned that his feelings could prove a disadvantage in this particular matchup if he did not guard them well – especially given his frustration over how this tournament was set up.  Not allowing Blaze his weapons of choice left him with a disadvantage – albeit a small disadvantage.  The larger drawback was his emotional reaction to that clear violation of standard protocol.  Then there was the first simulated environment.  Creating a terrain that Blaze struggled with seemed ethically questionable.  Blaze couldn’t prove it but he suspected that holographic imaging had been captured while he was travelling to or from the native village and that they had seen him struggle with this unfamiliar terrain.  Given the mismatch, the terrain was a good choice to level the playing field a little.  Of course, the terrain choice could have been randomly generated … but the young warrior harbored some serious doubts about that.  

Left only to his suspicions, Blaze brewed over these details for longer than he felt he should have – but he couldn’t shake it either.  If the tournament was rigged, he needed to be especially cautious of every little detail – and reviewing every detail would serve him well.  If these were genuine shortcomings and bad luck, focusing his attention on them would only prove harmful to his ultimate performance – they would be nothing more than a bad distraction.  He was beginning to feel that every facet of his life was becoming one giant catch twenty-two: cursed if you do; cursed if you don’t.  Ten minutes passed as he pondered over these conundrums.

Moving through his favorite short sword form, Blaze found his movements becoming somewhat exaggerated and mentally noted that he needed to check himself.  Besides, it would be wise to cool down a little now – his fight would be starting very soon and he was breathing a little too heavily.  Just as these thoughts passed through his mind, the lanky man opened the door and appeared again.  “Okay Blaze, you’re on.”

No contractions, he intuited but then came to a conclusion he hadn’t considered before: it seemed that other Orders had no rules concerning contractions – they used them frequently – and Dr. Boyd used them frequently.  Perhaps this had only been an experiment with Blaze’s Order.  This made him wonder – although fleetingly – whether or not each Order was an experiment, a social experiment overseen by Dr. Boyd, research that each Order was independently unaware of, part of some greater plan that only Dr. Boyd knew about.  

His thoughts couldn’t rest on these new ideas for long.  The crowd was cheering Blaze’s entry into the simulator.  Although it was traditional to cheer each competitor when they entered into the simulator, Blaze couldn’t help but to feel that this crowd seemed to carry a strong energy for his entrance.  Perhaps it seems louder because there are so many people here, he modestly considered.  But part of him knew there was something more happening – and that fact was more evident when the cheers for Jerron were noticeably quieter and less raucous. 

Blaze bowed towards Jerron as he entered the simulator and made strong and conscious efforts to focus his mental energies towards more pressing concerns.  Tradition encouraged competitors to perform some flashy moves for the crowd’s sake and to move through some katas to engage the judge’s attention.  Blaze frequently moved through only very basic katas that required nearly none of his conscious attention so that he could analyze his opponent’s style.  He saved the flashy moves for the final moments of each matchup.  

For now, his eyes feasted upon his opponent, looking for clues as to anxiety, as to cardio endurance, as to experience in the simulator, and as to skill.  He analyzed every footstep, every breath, and every movement.  He noticed that Jerron was breathing through his nose – Vardn had breathed through his mouth.  He noticed that Jerron’s lead foot pointed forward more like a Jeet Kune Do stance than other traditional martial arts – Vardn’s had pointed at an angle like a boxer.  He noticed that Jerron’s movements were slightly overly linear.  He noticed too much weight went on Jerron’s lead foot when he stepped forward and that he leaned slightly too far forward when doing a warm up lunge.  These critiques were relatively minor but at Blaze’s level of competition, these details could offer a strong advantage if the opportunity arose to take advantage of them.

When the traditional tones rang, the simulator’s environment began to appear.  Unexpectedly, the terrain was unnatural.  Typically, the topography of the simulator was designed to mimic real life conditions on a planet to encourage and prepare the participants to fight in real life conditions.  It was also designed to keep participants constantly aware of their surroundings.  It appeared that the first reason was utterly abandoned in this situation – the terrain was relatively smooth like sandstone but random spikes protruded out of the ground like the spines of a cactus.  However, rather than the spikes being vertical like they would be found on common species of cacti, these spikes were found at every angle imaginable – including horizontal ones lying on the ground.  Blaze made a mental note of a few of these horizontal spikes and wondered if they were attached to the ground.  He would make a deliberate effort to approach Jerron from an angle so that he could test his theory that these spikes could be picked up and thrown.  

There were also clusters of spikes made to appear something like oversized goat-head thorns and thistles that dotted the terrain.  To enhance the ambiance, lighting was reduced and the terrain changed hues and colors until there was nothing left but dark grey textures everywhere you looked.  The edges of the simulator were similarly decorated with spikes and what appeared to be branches hanging from the simulator ceiling were dark grey spikes as well.  Viewers would see the simulation with better lighting but Jerron and Blaze were clearly going to be fighting this contest in relatively dark conditions.  

Two more tones rang, announcing that the fighting was to begin.  Good luck!  Blaze heard in his mind.  Evelia’s enthusiasm was contagious.  He twirled his blades in each hand and slowly circled towards Jerron, angling slightly away from the soldier so that he could step on one of those spikes to see if they were loose.  Puzzled that Blaze was not approaching him straight on, Jerron modified his path towards Blaze to adjust for his circular trail.  It was a full eight seconds of walking one towards the other before the first clash of blades was heard.  

The moment metal touched metal, Blaze knew he was in trouble.  His right hand nearly instantaneously went numb from an electrical shock sent by Jerron’s long sword.  Chosen to give him a longer reach than Blaze, Jerron’s sword was enhanced to deliver electrical pulses that were illegal under all tournament rules as they gave their wielder a definitive and unfair advantage over his opponent.  Involuntarily, Blaze dropped his sword and reeled backwards from the blow.  The movement left him tripping backwards and trying to catch himself from falling with his nearly useless right arm.  Because the feeling in that arm was temporarily compromised, Blaze didn’t notice how hard of a blow he had taken to his elbow as he fell backwards but several moments later, those bruising sensations began to surface.  Barely masked triumph crossed the lips of Jerron as he leered towards his fallen opponent.  A sardonic smile followed as he saw the look of confusion and fear overtake the eyes of Blaze.  

But the young warrior was known for his quick wits and his creative thinking during simulations so Blaze was pleased to see Jerron’s growing confidence even as the soldier kicked Blaze’s short sword several feet away.  Already prepared, Blaze executed a reverse somersault, tucking his neck to the side and pushing sideways with his right leg so that his roll would be diagonal and to his left.  Grabbing the loose spike, he held it with as tight of a fist as he could make, the tip of the spike pointing towards the ground.  A tight grip will increase the blood flow, he instructed himself.  Good circulation will restore the nerves quicker.  Testing the spike against his blade, he determined that the spike was very strong – perhaps even as strong as metal.  With his left hand, Blaze swung at a nearby cluster of spikes and smiled when the blade stuck in the material but did not break it.  With any luck, Blaze thought, reconsidering his strategy, this will work like a sais.  He bent his wrist and pressed the spike along the edge of his forearms and rotated it slightly.  The spike tip extended a couple of inches past his elbows.  Perfect.

Despite his quick thinking, Blaze was mentally pushing back a great degree of anxiety.  Sure, this was only a tournament but the young warrior felt like a lot more than this competition was at stake.  Somehow, it seemed like this was much more significant than a tournament to determine guild ranking.  And because Blaze was now convinced that his matches were rigged, he concluded that there was more going on here than he was aware of.  And in making that conclusion, he determined that he should play this game with exceeding caution.

But that decision wouldn’t last long.

By now, Jerron was lunging towards Blaze.  Telegraphed, the move was easily dodged.  As he stepped aside, Blaze took the opportunity to spin, delivering a strong blow with his elbow that was punctuated with the tip of the spike.  Although the blow was somewhat imprecise – the spike was angled so it delivered less of a stab than a tear – the damage was significant.  And just as quickly, Blaze spun the other direction to deliver a strong slice to Jerron’s right thigh.  Partially blocked, Blaze reeled backwards again from the electric shot.  

This time however, the electric blast was not as significant for two reasons.  First, the swords only quickly brushed one against the other.  Second, as Blaze’s sword sliced Jerron’s thigh, the bulk of the transfer of electricity ended up going through Jerron’s leg rather than Blaze’s arm.  Nevertheless, the shock sent Blaze backwards far enough to trip over one of those spike clusters, significantly cutting the back of his calves.  

That moment was defining in every way.  

Assessing the severity of damage he had just suffered, Blaze looked over his leg as he struggled to his feet.  The simulator was designed to mimic blood loss and to simulate blood flow so that the combatants could determine the severity of one another’s damages and use it to their advantage whenever possible.  However, the simulator was specifically designed to not appear too true to real injuries so that if a competitor accidentally – and really – became injured, the mandatory safety monitor would turn red and the real flow of blood would become apparent enough to stop the competition.  It was very apparent that Blaze’s leg was injured in fact – not just in simulation – as the blood flowed freely.  For some reason, his protective suit, designed to stop any real injury, was not functioning properly.

A few audible gasps came from the audience.  Blaze looked down at his safety monitor and quickly determined that it was not working – it glowed bright green as if everything was just fine.  This is no competition.  This is supposed to be an execution designed to look like an accident.  He tore off the mandatory safety monitor and threw it across the simulator in an overt act of disgust towards whomever was in charge of this flagrantly rigged tournament.  If he was destined to lose, he would at least leave some evidence of foul play.

Then again, he wouldn’t casually concede to a loss.

Taking advantage of Jerron’s self inflicted shock, Blaze quickly dropped the spike, unsheathed a blade attached to his right leg, and threw it with all of his force towards Jerron’s primary sword hand.  Whether or not it stuck, Blaze estimated that the force of the throw would injure the hand enough to limit is usefulness.  Before he even bothered to see if the blade met its mark, Blaze reached for a second knife sheathed on his left leg.  That knife was thrown with equal ferocity but was aimed at Jerron’s wounded leg.  Then, as he assessed the damage of each throw, Blaze picked up the dropped spike, and charged his opponent who was limping into an upright position.

The first knife only glancingly hit Jerron’s hand but the damage was not insignificant – it was cut and bleeding and nearly caused Jerron to drop his own weapon.  The second knife hit its mark more successfully and dug deep into Jerron’s thigh.  It was only with significant effort that the soldier was able to stand up and Blaze estimated that his mobility was now significantly disabled.  Blaze silently hoped that Jerron was foolish enough to pull the knife out of his leg – it was a natural reflex but it led to increased blood loss.  Disappointed, Blaze observed as Jerron only passingly considered this option before allowing his training to guide his decisions: the knife continued to protrude from the leg.

Blaze had been prepared to use the spike to block the blows from Jerron’s long sword so as to avoid some of the electrical shock that would result from contact with Jerron’s weapon.  However, now that Blaze’s protective suit was not functioning, he began to wonder whether or not Jerron’s weapon was a real weapon rather than a simulator enhanced weapon whose lethality was limited to simulated combat.  If it was a real weapon, deflection with a simulated spike may not be effective with the result that Blaze could lose his arm.  On the other hand, this simulated geography inflicted real damage to Blaze and his test moments ago gave him reason to believe that this simulated spike might maintain sufficient strength to hold its own in combat against a real weapon.  Only time would tell.

Still charging, Blaze’s mantra blared in his mind: liquid misdirection.  Attacking with his left sword raised high as if preparing for a downward blow, Blaze angled the blow at the last moment and successfully but barely arched it around the hilt of Jerron’s sword.  Then, grabbing the sword with both hands, Blaze misdirected the sword’s blow upwards and deep into the underside of Jerron’s upper arm, slicing into both his biceps and triceps on that arm.  Effectively neutralizing the potential power of Jerron’s strikes with his primary hand, Blaze began to feel more confident about the blocking power of the simulated spike.  He took a quick hop backwards while maintaining a guarding stance with his feet and trading weapons between his hands.  

Then, lunging forward, Blaze blocked Jerron’s weakened strike with the simulated spike while simultaneously thrusting his short sword through Jerron’s abdomen just above his hip.  Like a rag doll, Jerron crumbled in pain and dropped his sword.  Electrical currents transferred from the spike to Blaze and from his blade into Jerron’s abdomen, delivering Jerron’s body into severe and prolonged shock.  Simultaneously, the jolt tossed Blaze’s blocking arm counterclockwise away from Jerron, causing him to mime the letter “t” and to twist the blade simulated to be inside of Jerron’s abdomen. 

Involuntarily trembling from the electrical surge that coursed through his body, Blaze failed to immediately notice that his left arm was numb or that real blood was flowing from his forearm on each side of the spike that he used to deflect Jerron’s blow.  Nevertheless, he soon regained enough control over his body and enough presence of mind to pull his sword out of Jerron’s body and to cut off Jerron’s left arm.  Simulated injury or not, that is going to hurt, Blaze mused.  

Then, without thinking through what he might really be doing, Blaze chose a theatrical final blow: he picked up Jerron’s long sword, stepped slightly away from his opponent, spun around, and swung the sword like a baseball bat, decapitating his opponent.

Only this time, the injury was real.
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BLAZE CUSTOMARILY BOWED towards the audience after the final blow and held that bow as the simulated topography transitioned back into an empty arena.  While he held his bow and leaned upon Jerron’s long sword, audible gasps, murmuring, and a single scream echoed from the audience.  Until that moment, Blaze hadn’t realized what he had done.  In his mind, he hadn’t fully determined whether or not Jerron’s sword was simulation designed or fully functional.  Caught up in the moment, he had forgotten to consider that gamble before making the final blow.  Now, as he turned to face Jerron, whom he expected to be slowly regaining consciousness, he discovered his error: Jerron was beheaded in reality, not just in simulation.  The horror of the moment was apparent to everyone watching: Blaze’s visible reaction was so genuine, it was clear he was not feigning his response.  In his moment of shock, Blaze’s gratification for his particularly vicious win over a particularly hostile opponent was entirely lost as the stakes were raised once more.

He quickly understood that he had several problems:  First, he had been a prisoner before the tournament, on charge for possible treason in plotting the death of his only senior officer.  Then, in front of his fellow crewmen, he beheaded the officer who had brought treason charges against him – the same man who had been enforcing Blaze’s imprisonment.  Further, these same crewmen remained unaware of Dr. Boyd’s original plans so they had no context within which to understand the magic woman’s dying statements that had implicated Blaze in Dr. Boyd’s death in the first place.  And lastly, as a sudden chill briefly overtook his body, Blaze intuitively understood that he needed to take control of this situation before it irretrievably took control of him.  

Apart from these considerations, there were other issues that he didn’t consider – issues that could suggest that he deliberately killed Jerron: he had thrown away his safety monitor with disgust; he had noticed real wounds on his arm after being attacked with the long sword – right in front of everyone.  Despite the quick pace of the contest, his use of the real weapon after observing these details in the simulator could have made it look like anything but an accident after all.

Fortunately, Evelia was present, level headed, and ready to help.  

The tournament emcee stepped up to the podium where she traditionally named the victor, announced the next competitors, and made other announcements.  Despite his preoccupation with the several problems that were immediately confronting him and despite his conscious concern that he needed to take control of this situation, Blaze couldn’t help but notice that the emcee was a stunning knock-out.  However, he did fail to notice that her dazzling beauty would serve him well in this situation.  Between her show stopping appearance, her soothing voice, and her calming mannerisms, she quickly gathered the attention of the crowd and calmed them down as they focused their minds upon whatever she might have to say.  While Jerron’s gruesome corpse was being covered by simulator personnel, she gathered her composure and began to speak. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, we terribly regret the circumstances we find ourselves in and apologize to you for having to observe this tragic accident.”  She paused as she visibly made efforts to retain her self control and then, turning towards Blaze, who largely remained in shock, she added, “and we apologize to Blaze as well.  It appears clear to me … that  your competitor managed to disable your protective suit and your safety monitor and that he managed to smuggle an authentic weapon into the simulator contrary to all of our established rules.”  Another pause allowed the emcee to master her emotions again and gave the audience a moment to process her words before continuing.  “Was the weapon enhanced?” she asked with genuine sincerity.  “It looked enhanced to me.”

Grateful that he wasn’t being thrown from the frying pan into the fire but unaware of Evelia’s influence upon the emcee, Blaze nodded in acknowledgement and said with a voice loud enough to be heard by a good deal of the audience as well as the emcee: “yes … it delivered a powerful electrical charge that nearly knocked me out.”  He wanted to say something more about his upcoming hearing, Dr. Boyd, his regret for using Jerron’s sword, and perhaps a host of other things but his tongue was tied – so much for taking control over the situation.  As he turned over a few things he might say, he held the sword out handle first and approached the emcee to deliver the weapon to her.

“I’m so sorry,” she responded, accepting the bloody weapon while quickly setting it aside.  “This incident will be subject to careful examination.  Until then, would you like to be excused for the rest of the tournament or are you game for another round?”

The question took Blaze entirely by surprise – he would have expected that the tournament would be put on hold for weeks.  She offered the question as if he would be fighting later this afternoon.  His legs were sore and his forearm still stung but none of his injuries seemed severe.  He would bandage them up before the next round and they should be fine so long as he was extra cautious about defending them in the next few rounds.

“I’m game,” he coolly answered, nodding and drawing an applause from the crowd that was noticeably less raucous than earlier – and less enthusiastic.  The emcee mustered a charming smile that was calming to the young warrior and then looked back at the crowd.  

“Again, I’m so very sorry about this tragic incident,” she began.  “We will postpone the remaining tournament contests for a few twenty-four hour cycles while we take care of Jerron, check our equipment, and look into what happened here today.  I’m sure some of you will not feel like watching more of the tournament.  We understand … and we wish you well.”  

With that very awkward announcement, the emcee stepped down from the podium with a dazed look in her eyes, as if she couldn’t believe what she had just done.  Blaze looked deeply into her eyes while she stepped down and understood that something beyond the ordinary was happening here.  When she looked directly into his eyes, he could see it: she was in shock and barely cognizant of what she was doing.  Her reaction to the situation would have been much less governed and reassuring to the crowd had she been on her own.  For her, what she just did was nothing less than heroic and she couldn’t explain where her fortitude had come from.  Blaze glanced up at Evelia who forced a small grin in return and bowed her head slightly at the young warrior.

“Thank you for how you handled that,” Blaze graciously thanked the emcee.  “That was an impressive exhibition of inner strength.”

Receiving the compliment as best she could, she nodded at Blaze with her hands covering her mouth and let out an audible cry.  “Excuse me,” she answered, controllably rushing towards the back rooms where she could be alone.
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 “HOW DID YOU DO THAT?” Blaze whispered in Evelia’s ears as soon as she made it down to the simulator where he was waiting.  He expected an armed escort to lead him back to his room so he felt somewhat rushed to get some information.

“I’m really not sure,” she blandly answered.  “I just wanted her to be strong and composed and to make sure everyone understood what just happened.  I didn’t tell her what to say.  I did not make her do anything.  … I just hoped hard and it seemed to help.  I’m just learning remember?” she asked rhetorically, a little unsure of herself.  

“Well, whatever you did,” Blaze continued in very hushed tones, “I am very grateful you did it.”  

“I’m grateful you are okay,” Evelia responded.  “How bad are your legs cut?”

“I am not sure,” Blaze answered, “but they do not seem too bad.  They feel tender but I do not need to limp so I guess the cuts are not too serious – despite the bleeding,” he added as he looked at his blood soaked suit.  He felt like sitting down to carefully inspect his injuries but decided not to do anything just yet: the guards would be here soon.  He then considered going back to the dressing room to get some bandages and his regular clothes but observed simulator personnel locking up those rooms with noticeable haste – one of them was carrying his malfunctioning safety monitor.  Apparently, they were not taking any chances that someone might come along and tamper with evidence.  They forgot my suit, he noticed.  Despite that positive development, he felt his heart sink as the image of Jerron returned to his mind.

“It looks like our day is freed up again,” Evelia remarked, trying to be as composed and as cheerful as possible under the circumstances.

“Yeah,” he answered, allowing his mind to more freely think about his problems.  “The hearing is tomorrow.  Maybe everything will get sorted out at the hearing.”

“Yes!” Evelia enthusiastically responded.  “Finally, you are getting back to your normal, positive self!”  She paused a moment, pleased with her observation.  “Tomorrow, everything will get back on track and we can focus on going to the magic woman’s home moon.”

“Or, maybe we can discuss the possibility of going back home now that she has died,” Blaze countered.  “There is no further need to go to her moon if we are not going to try to colonize it’s planet.”  His voice had been increasing slightly in volume, making Evelia dart her eyes around nervously.  Aware of his mistake, Blaze looked around as well.  

“Do not be so sure,” Evelia countered again as she considered the diminishing crowd.  The audience was largely gone and Blaze observed two of his escorts leaving with the rest of the crew.  Surprised, he wondered whether or not he was no longer under house arrest and looked around more carefully.  With only a few dozen people left in the large auditorium, it was quickly evident that there were no soldiers present to cuff him and lead him back to his room.

“Let’s go,” Evelia suggested, coming to the same conclusion as Blaze.

“Did you do that?” he asked with a cocked eyebrow.

“No,” she answered.  Weird, huh, she whispered in his mind.

Yeah.

Then, uncomfortable with talking silently like that, he asked her out loud: “What did you mean by ‘do not be so sure’?  I am pretty sure she is dead.”  There was no hint of teasing in his voice.

“True enough,” Evelia answered, “but we still need to go to her home.  I have a message for her parents.”

“Are you serious?  You want to travel through a half dozen galaxies just to deliver a message?” he nearly shouted in surprise.

“Well,” she answered, “that is one way to look at it – but there are other things about the magic woman’s plan that we still need to accomplish and there are things to learn from her people.  Trust me,” she almost purred like the magic woman, “it will be worth every moment.”  

With that answer, she winked at Blaze, grabbed his hand, and began walking away from the simulator.  Her actions cheered his heart and left him feeling exceptionally conflicted as his thoughts returned to the image of the gruesome corpse he created only moments before.
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“DID YOU BY CHANCE NOTICE the stadiums seats?” Evelia asked, tightening her hold on his hand and swinging it a little while holding Elayuh in her other arm.

“Not really,” Blaze conceded, trying to recall anything unusual about them but only recalling that they were all attached to one another.

“They were very ergonomic,” she began with a big smile aimed at the young warrior.

“Earth what?”

“Ergonomic.  They are designed to fit your body so that they are more comfortable.  While you sit in them, they change shape slightly to adjust to your form.  Everything about this ship is so perfect!  I love all of the finishing touches like that – and the drinking flowers – are they not wonderful?  Everything here is so well thought out, so well built, and so convenient.  I think it is wonderful what the other Orders have done. …”

“So you noticed that too?”

“What?”

“The other Orders.  They had different information than us, different technologies, different focuses.  It seems that each Order could have been so much more if we would have been all together.  It is like that saying – the famous one – the sum is greater than the parts?”  Blaze outwardly appeared a little frustrated but from his energy flow, Evelia estimated that he was more perplexed over the issue rather than upset.

“I think it is exciting that we are all together now,” Evelia countered.  “Just think how amazing this crew is going to be when we get all of this new talent working together and building upon what we have.”  Evelia had always been charismatic when she was passionate about something but she was so full of hope and excitement now that Blaze couldn’t help but notice that she seemed more charming than ever before.

“Freeze!”  The words came out of nowhere and chilled the air.  A few soldiers were turning the corner in front of them and a half dozen others were running behind the couple.  The sound of their shoes clanking on the organic flooring sounded like a small team of horses traipsing down the hallway.  Evelia looked up at Blaze and gave him a look that seemed a cross between a gesture of comfort and an unintended exposé of her annoyance.  As the soldiers drew closer, he noticed that they each bore a black star near their team insignias and wished he had his staff with him.  

Meanwhile, his instincts took over.  He determined that there were seven men behind him, mostly of average height and build with one larger man tailing the others.  He probably stood a good seven feet behind Blaze and was lagging behind the others not because he was overweight but because his muscular build lowered his cardiovascular endurance.  He would be slower moving but his blows would be more powerful than the smaller men who outran him.  All soldiers carried pistols or other weapons that shot energy projectiles.  Although relatively quiet, the clanking sounds of the pistols were easily discernible.  The three men in front of him were out of striking distance without a weapon but he ventured that, with a diversion, he could close the distance quickly enough and disarm the closest soldier if the opportunity presented itself.  

None of that mattered though.  This was checkmate … for now.

“We’re taking you in for questioning,” the senior soldier directed.  He looked to be over fifty years old and unfit for the duties of the military.  His age wasn’t uncommon in the Orders but Blaze was a little surprised to see someone so old in charge of a military unit as Dr. Boyd had very clearly leaned towards choosing younger people to be members of his crew.  Looking at Blaze’s suit, the older man crumpled his brow and seemed to reconsider.  “Looks like we should probably escort you back to your room first so you can change out of your simulator suit,” he mused.  

And so you can get your staff.  Leave it in cloaking mode, adjust the settings to prevent projectiles and set it to stun. Oh – and set it for vocal instructions in case things get messy,  she instructed, while sending him a visual image of holding the cloaked device in an offensive holding position, closely held parallel to his body but loosely gripped so that he would not draw attention to an odd hand placement that might give away the location of the invisible weapon.

How do you know about all of these functions?  Blaze asked.

“You look a mess,” the officer chided.

I told you I’ll tell you later, Evelia answered Blaze a little sharply but also a little cheerfully.

“We better get you cleaned up a little,” the senior officer added.

“Sir, that won’t really matter will it?” a junior officer – probably the next in rank to the senior officer, Blaze estimated – half whispered, half grumbled in the senior officer’s ear.

Trouble, Blaze intuited.  

“To his quarters,” the man in charge ordered and everyone followed. 
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TWENTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER, Blaze, Evelia, Elayuh, and several soldiers wound their way around a final corner where more soldiers were waiting.  Blaze had taken time to quickly wash and bind his injuries and to prepare himself for whatever might be ahead.  Although soldiers watched him nearly every moment of the trip, they left him to himself when he made a trip to the bathroom to retrieve the staff and they failed to inspect his boots that held small throwing stars sheathed on the interior side where they pressed against his upper ankle.  

“Well, look here,” boomed a deep voice with a sardonic tone as the door behind them shut.

“Lock,” came the order of one of the soldiers behind Blaze.  

“I didn’t know the trouble maker was a daddy,” mocked the nameless man with the strong voice, “and I didn’t know his girlfriend was such a fine little thing.”  His voice was menacing and left Blaze bristling.  The large man was now casually walking towards Evelia and letting his eyes wander.  “And she looks like she’s dressed to entertain doesn’t she?”  A number of encouraging chuckles echoed throughout the room as he got closer to her.  

Steady, Evelia instructed.  Blaze wasn’t even aware that she was anticipating his moves.  She sent Blaze a mental image of herself thrusting her free arm in front of her while turning the baby away from the man.  He instinctively understood that this was his signal to do whatever he was planning to do – but not before then.  Without any words exchanged, her plan was crystal clear without any words shared.

“You two saved Master a lot of trouble,” the deep voice boomed again, looking particularly carefully at Blaze.  Blaze couldn’t tell if he was scowling at him or just carefully assessing the young warrior.  Unwilling to give him the slightest advantage, Blaze offered nothing in return apart from a blank look that showed he was listening.  “The way the magic woman handled Dr. Boyd was brilliant,” the man continued.  “Master couldn’t have performed the execution any better.  But we can’t have any competitors aboard this ship so we need to come to an agreement.  … We need to secure your support.  We need to be assured of your loyalty,” he finished.  This time, his look towards Blaze was more discernible.  This wasn’t a meeting for negotiations; this was a meeting for intimidation.

“Sweetheart,” he flattered as he slowed his pace down, nearing Evelia.  “Before we start the questioning, I need a little favor from you.”  Blaze fumed and felt an arm grabbing his shoulders from behind as if to warn him to stay passive.  Five foot ten inches, one hundred eighty five pounds, fairly strong, inexperienced or not very bright, Blaze concluded with nothing more than the grip for guidance.  With no words forming in his mind, Blaze further concluded that the grip would not restrict his intended first move – nor his second.  Blaze kept his eyes meticulously aimed at the man walking towards Evelia but his focus was upon his peripheral vision.  Evelia couldn’t wait much longer before the man could touch her and that would ruin her intended effect.

The moment Evelia’s hand started moving forward, he was ready.  Rotating his right wrist and only moving his left wrist forward no more than two inches, he twisted the grip of his staff and pushed his hand forward another few inches.  The movement was barely discernible to anyone besides the man gripping Blaze from behind and that movement was only enough to make the man tighten his hold, thinking that the young warrior was only beginning to consider an attack.  But that thinking was wrong.  The attack was already over.  

The large man with the booming voice crumbled to the floor, the apparent victim of some magical blast emanating from Evelia’s forward palm thrust.  The jovial atmosphere within the room dissipated like spilled water in a desert: gone so quickly, one doubted if it had ever really been there in the first place.  Taking a small step forward, Blaze placed his left foot in front of his right foot, pointing his toes towards his right.  Then, spinning around, he discretely rotated the staff and touched the head of the man behind him.  He also crumbled to the ground but there was no apparent reason for his fall to anyone watching so he too appeared to be the victim of some sort of magic, some unknown power.  Stepping over the man, Blaze continued his spin until his back was pressed against Evelia’s back.

“Who is this Master?” Blaze demanded.  “I will negotiate with no one else.”

A few men chuckled in response but Evelia and Blaze could easily discern that their laughter was tainted with nervousness.  These men were undoubtedly well educated and void of irrational superstitions but they now had visible, undeniable reasons to consider a legitimate belief in magic – with this sort of paradigm shift, men become uneasy, unstable, and unpredictable.  Blaze could perceive this in their various postures.

“Who is he?” Blaze demanded before giving them reasonable time to answer his first query.  One brave, confident soldier began walking towards the couple as if he was entirely unacquainted with the concept of fear.  

“No one meets Master until they swear allegiance and receive the mark,” he explained, raising his hand and pulling down his sleeves to reveal a half burned, half tattooed symbol on his upper forearm.  It resembled a creature but it was too small and the man was too far away to get a clear idea of whatever it might be.  “Thirty men surround you with enough blasting power to entirely disintegrate both of you one millisecond after I command it,” he continued.  “Do you really think your theatrics are intimidating enough to stop my command?”  With his last question, he raised his right arm slightly in front of him and above his head.  A plethora of guns raised at the same time and the man grinned towards Blaze and Evelia as if to mock their efforts.

“Bolt!” Blaze ordered his staff, a loud deafening noise crackling throughout the room and startling not a few of the soldiers.  With nothing visible behind the noise, several of the men showed some doubt as to what was going on and as to what they would be expected to do.  While some were beginning to feel a little fearful of Blaze, others were emboldened by their leader.

“More theatrics?” the leader scoffed, raising his arm a little higher and more threateningly as he tensed his muscles.  “Really, I do think you should reconsid…”

Blaze was taking no chances.  The projectile function of his staff had not been tested against this much firing power and he wasn’t willing to take the chance that it might not work long enough to protect their lives so he spun his still invisible staff towards his new aggressor and shot him with a single energy bolt, hoping the speed and surprise of the shot might prevent the other soldiers from discerning what was happening.  With only a brief glow of energy to betray the presence of his weapon, the ringleader fell silent to the ground.

“Anyone else?” Blaze taunted, hoping that someone would come forward and offer him to meet the senior officer or “Master,” whomever that might be.  

But his hopes were dashed.

“Fire,” a voice ordered from among the remaining ranks of men.

“Drop!” Blaze ordered Evelia and shot a string of bullets all around the room in one quick but dense arch of bullets.  

While Evelia tried to use her new powers to keep the men from firing their weapons, Blaze continued to shoot towards whoever remained standing or moving after the first volley of shots fired out of his staff.  Three things happened then.  First, Evelia completely failed to accomplish anything at all.  Between her stress, the number of people involved, and her inability to focus on each person or where they were, she was unable to exercise any meaningful control over anyone in the room.  Second, Blaze’s staff successfully deflected the several energy bullets that were aimed at Blaze.  Third, Evelia discovered that the sphere of protection from the staff decreased in size as large waives of energy bolts found their way towards the couple – one bolt of energy deeply grazed her left ankle and left her writhing in pain while Blaze finished his work.

Within a very few moments, the room was silent apart from Elayuh’s cries and Evelia’s intermittent moaning – interspersed with hushing sounds and soothing words for the baby.

“I’m okay,” Evelia assured Blaze when she was sure that the shooting was over and that he had become aware of her.  “Can you help me move over to that corner so I can be out of the line of fire when reinforcements come?” she requested, pointing to where she wanted to move.  “I heard one of the men calling for more soldiers.  We will not be alone for long.”

Eyes still nervously glancing around the room to make sure they were safe, Blaze picked up Evelia while she was still holding the baby and quickly moved her into a spot that would be outside of the field of vision of someone entering through the main door.  As he set her down and began moving through the fresh corpses to make sure everyone was dead and to stash a couple pistols in his belt, Blaze realized that it would take more than a visual hiding spot to conceal the crying baby and hoped that Evelia could calm her down soon.  It took a number of minutes before Blaze’s tour through the few dozen soldiers was complete but he was able to feel secure of his position before he heard the sound of footsteps outside of the room.

She is still whimpering, he stressed, looking towards the baby’s hiding spot.  Only four men, he guessed and then heard more footsteps gathering at the door – footsteps that came from the other direction.  Five more. Nine total.  Lying on the ground, he leaned on his elbow behind two men piled in front of him as cover and pointed his staff towards the door.  Then, for the first time, he noticed a side door not far from him as the sound of several more men made their way to this second entrance.  Rats! he inwardly grumbled.  Fourteen total and these would be harder to shoot.  Blaze considered the timing and sequences of shots he would need to make in order to keep soldiers from rushing towards Evelia while simultaneously keeping them from getting too close to Blaze and thus forcing a physical confrontation.  There wasn’t time for that – he had to leave this as a shooting battle in case more reinforcements came.  

Undoubtedly, the soldiers outside the room were waiting to rush through the doors together so they would have a better chance at controlling the situation inside and Blaze wondered how many more men might be coming.  Part of him hoped that the entire mob of conspirators would show up so that he could dispose of them all at once.  Part of him hoped that there were no more men coming and anxiously waited for the doors to open.

The room was silent now.  Evelia had successfully quieted Elayuh.  Blaze wondered why the ambush hadn’t started yet – undoubtedly, they could hear that things were calm on the inside.  To the soldiers outside, that would either mean that the situation was secure or that things had gone gravely wrong – either way, they should be coming inside any second.  But they didn’t.  They patiently held their ground.  Something was up.  He sensed it.  He worried about what technology these men might have and began to worry that they might be planning to gas the room or do something worse.  

Blaze abandoned his plan.  He stood up, walked towards the door and commanded it to open.  As soon as the door opened, a few young, scared soldiers shot their pistols towards Blaze but they were too late.  Between his protective staff and his shots towards them, there were nine more dead soldiers on the outside of the hallway within a very few short seconds –but the other door remained shut and the soldiers behind it held their ground without moving.  Not even bothering to command the other door to open, Blaze shot a string of energy bolts through that door with the intent of destroying everyone on the other side.  From the thudding sounds he heard, it sounded as if his efforts were successful.  

“If this keeps up, we will barely have enough crew to run this ship,” Blaze cursed in frustration, looking over his right shoulder towards Evelia.  But before she was able to say anything in return, there were more footsteps approaching the room and the sound of a young boy resisting his captors.  Blaze held his still cloaked staff carefully aimed towards the open door, waiting for whatever new evil was to come his direction.  

But the first face he saw was very dear to him.

Jazz rounded the corner with very frightened eyes, his hands bound and his mouth gagged.  Ropes around his arms further kept him from running away from the fierce grip that held him close.  “Checkmate,” cackled a gravely male voice as he turned the corner.  “Drop your weapons Blaze.  We have some business to discuss.”
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GRATEFUL THAT HE HAD STUFFED two pistols in his belt, Blaze slowly grabbed one, held it out, and dropped it to the ground, pushing it away with his foot once it hit the ground.  He disposed of the second pistol in similar fashion.  Receiving a suspicious look from the gravelly voiced man, Blaze held his hands up in the air in submissive position as if completely defenseless – but continued to keep a strong grip on his staff with his thumb.  

“That’s better,” grumbled the scratchy baritone.  “Are you ready to discuss terms now?” he continued in a jesting fashion.  

“Terms for what?” Blaze genuinely queried while looking for any weak position his new opponent might offer and warily watching the four other men entering into the room.  They decidedly formed a semicircle facing Blaze while staying behind the new ringleader.  One soldier was moving a little too close to Evelia, leaving Blaze feeling uneasy.  The slightest noise from Elayuh really could deliver Blaze into a checkmate position here and he wasn’t especially anxious to give himself up after gaining so much ground.  Were he to be bound up, there would be no more hiding of his staff.  Evelia was injured and Blaze doubted whether or not her mental persuasions would be very effective under these circumstances – especially when she had been relatively unable to do anything a little earlier.  Sweat started beading on his brow.  Stress.

“Terms for your allegiance of course.”  The rather burly man who belonged to the gravelly voice was eyeing Blaze’s handiwork as if he had zero emotional attachment to any of the fallen men.  “It looks like having you on our team might be worth more than at least thirty of master’s soldiers,” he added rather matter-of-factly and with an emotional indifference that made Evelia shudder as she huddled in her hidden corner.

Blaze slowly lowered his hands as he stood in front of the five soldiers and casually rested them next to his side.  “What sort of allegiance are you talking about?” Blaze queried again.  He wanted more information but he was also fishing for an opening to control the situation.  He noticed the man tended to rest his weight on his left foot while Jazz was being held with his right hand – counterintuitive, Blaze considered.  He is not nervous.  Jazz, in contrast, was very nervous.  

“And why should I believe that your master will not make every effort to kill me at his first opportunity?  Look around,” Blaze commanded with a small wave of his hand towards the many fallen men on the opposite side of the room as Evelia and Elayuh.  “Was it not your master that rigged the tournament this morning?  Was it not your master that helped Jerron smuggle a real weapon so that he could try to kill me in the simulator?  Was it not your master that sent these thirty men to kill me?  Who is this man that I should trust him?”

“Oh, not so,” beamed the man as if greatly amused by Blaze’s accusations, “but fair enough. …  I can see where you are coming from.  First of all, Jerron was an ambitious soul – he acted on his own.  Undoubtedly, he was trying to gain favor in the sight of master but his efforts were not under any compulsion or order of master.  Second … these men,” he added, his voice trailing a little.  “These men were ordered to initiate negotiations – nothing more.”

Blaze listened to the explanation and felt an initial feeling of guilt and remorse before recalling details of conversations that suggested otherwise and before remembering their threats towards Evelia.  No, these men were no negotiation team, Blaze concluded.  He was being fed lies and he knew it.  His budding remorse mutated into indignation and anger.

“No matter,” the burly man continued, interrupting Blaze’s thoughts.  “If they are unfamiliar with the art of negotiating, that is no matter to stop us from coming to a mutual understanding is it?” The question was not really a question and Blaze understood that so he said nothing and simply nodded politely to encourage the man’s continued speaking.  Jazz was struggling somewhat to get away from his captor and received a fierce tug backwards in return, resulting in a short but powerful blow to his little head.  The young boy staggered, struggling to retain consciousness but only barely holding on. 

Continuing as if nothing happened, the gravelly voice continued.  “This is simple so let’s not take too much time going over the terms.  You swear allegiance to master and he doesn’t order the execution of this boy, your girlfriend, or your baby …”  His voice trailed again as he looked around the room.  “Presuming she is not already dead,” he added, unable to spot her.

“Let me go,” Jazz yelled in frustration, his words almost inaudible because of the gag wrapped around his mouth.  With both legs tied together, he did his best to jump away from the man, only to slam hard onto the ground face first as his captor tightly held onto his ropes.

The failed effort was precisely what Blaze was waiting for.

Raising the hand holding the bo staff, he made a carful aim – as best as he could without actually seeing the weapon’s tip.  He quickly shot two energy bolts towards the burly man’s left hip, hoping to knock him off balance and significantly immobilize the man before shooting the remaining four soldiers with a string of bullets that sent them quickly to their graves.  Then, before the fallen ringleader could react, Blaze twisted the grip of his staff and struck the man’s leg that was nearest to the young warrior.  If shock from the bullet wound didn’t immobilize his opponent, an electrical shock would rid him of his consciousness.

“It is going to be okay,” Blaze comforted Jazz as he spotted a blade on the fallen man’s belt.   “I’ll have you out of those bonds in no time,” he added, cutting through the first rope.  

“You are using contractions!” Jazz answered happily.  “Something bad must have happened to you!” he added in jest.

“Door! Close,” Blaze ordered, wondering why the door had been left open after the soldiers arrived with Jazz.  Then he added, “Lock,” just in case it would receive that command from anyone – this was, after all, a public room.

“Are you alright Evelia?” Blaze asked as he continued to unwind Jazz’s ropes.  He would need them to bind the burly ringleader – whomever he was.  His wounds were not bleeding too badly – energy bolts have a tendency to soldier the tissue that they burn through but he would undoubtedly bleed to death if he did not receive adequate medical attention quickly enough.  At the same time, Blaze needed to tie him up to avoid any further complications.

“Evelia!” Blaze called, his voice raised louder than last time.

“Yes?” she answered.

“Are you alright?”

“Well,” she began with a strained voice.  “I am in a good deal of pain over here but I am okay … Elayuh is fine too … Isn’t she remarkable?  She is asleep.  Throughout all of that, she just slept through that whole last fight … like nothing happened.  I just love her.  She is so sweet …”

“Thanks Blaze!” Jazz emoted, wobbly standing up as he rubbed his arms where the ropes had been a little too tight.  “Ow, that hurts,” he added, feeling that horrible sensation that comes when part of your body has been asleep and then the blood starts circulating again.  He continued to rub his arms but noticed his legs were starting to hurt like that too.  On top of that, bruises on his head were throbbing – he was starting to feel frustrated.

“No.  Thank you,” Blaze answered the young boy.  Without your courage, we might still be in checkmate!”

“Check what?”

“Checkmate.  It is a term from a game thousands of years old.  It means you cannot win,” Blaze explained.  

“That cannot happen with you around Blaze,” the boy gushed.  “No one can beat you!”

Smiling at Jazz’s confidence, Blaze felt encouraged.

“It is very good to see you,” Blaze answered sincerely, cinching the last knot securing the burly man’s ankles.  “It does my heart good to have you around,” he added – and Jazz could tell he meant it.

“Wait ‘til Dr. Boyd hears about this,” Jazz said, shaking his head in disbelief.  “He will never believe all of this.”

“No one told you?” Blaze blurted before considering his question more carefully.

“Told me what?” Jazz replied.

“Ummm. … Never mind,” Blaze answered, suddenly realizing that he didn’t have time for this conversation right now.  “Security!” Blaze called out loud, instantaneously debating the wisdom of his request.

“Yes,” answered the automated system for public rooms.  “We need medical personnel in here immediately.  There are two wounded: one severe, one minor,” he instructed.  Then, looking towards Evelia, he added, “I am not trying to minimize your injury in any way … I am just speaking in terms of the secur…”

“I know,” she interrupted.  “It’s okay.”

“Wow!” Jazz piped in enthusiastically.  “You are using contractions too?  What is going on?”

Ignoring his question, Blaze cut off the sleeve of the burly man to unveil the mystery mark carried by the followers of this man everyone referred to as “master.”  The half burned, half tattooed design was initially unintelligible and left Blaze uncertain what it symbolized at all.  

“Are you certain that it is wise to call security?” Evelia asked, wondering what might happen next.

“Sooner or later, we have to set things straight,” Blaze answered with a distracted voice, trying to figure out the meaning of the mark.  It seemed to be a creature of some sort but someone’s artistic license obscured its true nature.  “Besides, you cannot heal yourself yet can you?”  He was half teasing, half serious.  Fairly sure that she would not have the slightest ability to use magic of that complexity, he didn’t really expect an answer from her.

“Checkmate,” cackled a strong gravely male voice just as it had several moments before.  Instinctively, Blaze stood up, spun around, and held a warrior stance while aiming his staff towards the unseen intruder.  “Drop your weapons Blaze.  We have some business to discuss,” it continued.  Blaze found himself pointing his staff towards Evelia who was sporting a huge smile.  “That’s better,” grumbled the scratchy baritone a second time after the sound of two pistols completed their clanking noises on the floor.  “Are you ready to discuss terms now?”

“It worked!” Evelia exclaimed, clearly proud of herself.

Blaze, as puzzled as puzzled gets, barely understood what was going on.  “You recorded that?” he asked in disbelief.

“Yes!” Evelia gloated.  “The console over here has a recording function for public meetings.  I got it all – and not just the audio – I got the entire thing recorded on hologram,” she boasted with cocked eyebrow and a smile that looked like it was fetching some congratulations.  She needed this temporary distraction from the pain pulsing from her leg.

“Wow,” Blaze called out, noticeably impressed.  “Like I said before … you are brilliant!”
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SHE DUG HER TOES INTO THE SCRATCHY SAND, unconsciously flexing and curling them with methodical precision and busily absorbing energy from all around her.  Digesting her environment, she welcomed the cooling sensations of a breeze that wrapped itself around her body as if painting her with its renewing energy.  Her toned legs tensed now as she leaped forward and began to walk towards the outcropping that hung over the splendiferous beach below.  Closing her eyes as a heavy gust of wind blew sand all around her body, she relaxed as particles of the earth exfoliated her skin before innocently falling again to the sandy soil below.  When the gust of wind passed by, she swatted the excess sand off of her oversized eyelashes and opened her wide eyes to watch the tide of water.  She breathed in luxuriously, enjoying the unique smell of the ocean waters below and smiled as she listened to the crashing tide of pounding waves.

This was home.

She raised her arms high into the air and stood upon the tips of her toes as she rhythmically rotated and swathed her tail back and forth as if trying to create a spinning kaleidoscope image for someone watching from above.  She stopped and then held that pose for quite some time before falling to the ground to stretch her legs more thoroughly.  Several moments and several positions later, her muscles felt loose and her body felt invigorated.  She was ready.  

Nearly running, she leaped off of the outcropping and dove.  

For nearly one hundred feet, she fell freely, enjoying the thrill of the air feathering her hair and stretching the skin on her face.  As she neared the surface of the water, she inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with as much air as she could manage to gather.  She didn’t need the extra air for breathing – her gills allowed her to breath with great ease underwater – she simply enjoyed the sensation of taking a deep breath before crashing into the water.  Soon, she was deep underwater; but she quickly spun herself upwards so she could feel the air bubbles tickle her skin.  The water was cool and felt refreshing after stretching under the hot sun and she exulted in this lavish experience.

Before swimming anywhere, she looked around to see what creatures might be nearby and what new plant life might be worth exploring.  A numerous school of fish, startled by her violent entry into the water, hastily swam away.  She spotted several species of fish deeper in the waters towards the ocean floor but it was another mammal that caught her attention.

Crossed between a manta ray and a flat bodied dolphin-like species, her people called the creature mayutha.  Very large and brownish in color, mayutha sported large wings like a manta ray but also had two stubby dorsal fins that were nearly parallel one to another though they angled slightly away from each other as if making a fat letter “v.”  Its long tail also sported a smallish fin towards its base.  These fins made the mayutha convenient for riding: two handholds and a footrest.  The magic woman called to mayutha, humming with her harmonious voices and projecting them throughout the water with psionic guidance.  She sang to it beautiful harmonies that were known to draw mayutha to her people – and it came.

She swiftly observed that this particular creature was especially large and it swam with unnerving speed.  It would take extra strength to hold on if it carried her at full speed.  As it approached her, its graceful wings flapped in the water and arched in a wide circle to slow down its speed as it drew close to the magic woman.  Anticipating its move, she swam into its projected pathway and spoke pictures to the creature’s mind, showing the mayutha her desire to swim with it and to travel briefly around the reefs below.  Then, as if choreographed for an expressive dance, their paths merged and the magic woman gracefully molded her body into place – hands firmly gripping the dorsal fins, feet barely anchored to the smaller fin because they could scarcely reach the distance.

They swam speedily, freely, and harmoniously.  With seeming ease, mayutha pulled the magic woman through the ocean waters, keeping their bodies as close to the ocean floor as possible so their pathway was constantly twisting, ever changing, and partially gyrating.  They toured colorful reefs, observed a startling array of different species, and enjoyed their mutual pleasure ride.  Perhaps too quickly for the magic woman, the mayutha was done with the journey.  A fickle species led by their emotions, mayutha were quick to obey the calls of her people but just as quick to determine that they were finished.  She sent the creature a mental image of where it should leave her and it accommodated her request.

Moments later, the mayutha leaped out of the water with reckless abandon, throwing the magic woman high into the air.  She facilitated that throw by thrusting her body away from the mayutha and leaping into the air herself.  This was her favorite part.  Arms spread like a bird, she slowly bent her body as gravity began to redirect her path back into the water.  Another deep breath and another deep plunge into the ocean, she reveled in life’s most luxuriant pleasures.

The scene changed – and then it changed again.  At the untamed speed of thought, several scenes spanning several years passed by in mere hours of time.  Evelia was soon immersed in memories from another culture, another world.

Words from an alien language effortlessly flowed through her mind – and comprehension effortlessly followed.  In Evelia’s Order, the concept of speaking a foreign tongue had been purely academic so this experience gave her the very false impression that learning another language was easy – and although it was untrue in a general sense, it was very true for Evelia this time.  

In the darkness of thought, Evelia listened to the words of another alien as if through the mind of the magic woman herself.  And the words she heard were very harsh.  She felt the sorrow of the magic woman as she listened to the condemning words of another alien woman.  Evelia grieved, feeling the strong bond that comes between two people when their memories are shared, feeling the unbreakable sentiments of companionship that only come when two people share their innermost thoughts one with another, feeling a unity of friendship that she had never known before – a friendship with someone who had passed away before they really became friends at all.  Her heart nearly sank into irreparable despair as she listened to the verdict of this alien woman – an alien woman who was representing a jury of her peers who had condemned the magic woman to exile – exile to earth for an indiscretion that Evelia felt was relatively trivial, exile for lying to protect a loved one from suffering exile for something he had done wrong, a wrong that she had forgiven him for committing, a wrong that didn’t really matter, a wrong that may have been right under the circumstance.  

Evelia remembered the magic woman telling her that she was not an exile on earth and she now knew this wasn’t true – but she forgave the magic woman this indiscretion.  She understood her feelings. 

The scene changed again and again.  Soon, Evelia understood more deeply the message she was to share with the magic woman’s parents – and although she could not speak this foreign language that required two sets of vocal chords to properly communicate, she knew that she would be able to communicate the message with great ease telepathically.  She had learned better today how that worked and she was much more confident about her abilities to communicate almost anything she would want to communicate to most any species imaginable – if not all of them.  
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WHEN SHE AWOKE FROM HER REVERIES, Evelia felt deeply disappointed as she looked around her hospital bed.  Very different from anything she had ever experienced before, she was thrilled to awaken to the fresh smells of heavy vegetation all around her and to feel as if the room was overflowing with an abundance of regenerating oxygen and energy.  But her ankle throbbed and she felt some discouragement to be awakened to her own reality – the life of the magic woman seemed so much more complete, more fulfilling, more natural.  Evelia wanted to immerse herself in the next series of lessons from the magic woman but she estimated that it would be wise to see what time of day it was and to speak with Blaze about any developments that might be happening first.  

She sat up in her bed – an ergonomic bed – and stretched her legs.  Reaching towards her ankle, she uncovered the injury to get a good look at it.  It burned.  Although she had zero understanding of how to heal injuries – a glaring disappointment from the latest installment of new memories – she intuitively understood something about this particular type of pain.  She called upon the energies in the room to move around her, through her, within her.  She called upon the cooling energies of the room to pass into her ankle and for the blistering energies in her ankle to flow out of her and then into the receptive soils of the vegetation by her side.  Small bursts of steam emanated from the soils and left a mist of refreshing moisture in the air for her to breath in.  She continued cycling the energies around her in this manner for several minutes until the pain in her ankle was so negligible, she wondered if there was any pain left at all.  Moments later, it resurfaced and she found herself going through the same cycle without even thinking about it.

“You are amazing.”

The words startled her.  Until now, Evelia had believed that she was alone in the room.  Looking behind herself and over her right shoulder, Evelia found Blaze sitting by her bedside, quietly observing her efforts to find comfort.

“I feel refreshed just sitting next to you,” he observed.  “Are you feeling better?”

“Mostly,” she confessed, a myriad of thoughts and feelings flowing through her mind.  Even if the pain from her ankle was momentarily reprieved, she felt confused about a great many things and she couldn’t really feel honest about saying that she was feeling better without explaining all of that.  “I learned more,” she added.

“I know,” Blaze answered.  “I have been watching you for a few hours now, listening to your gentle humming as you softly rolled back and forth in your bed.  I recognized some of the melodies from the magic woman’s humming while we were with her.  I am excited to hear what you have to tell me about all of that but we do not have very much time.”

All of a sudden, a flood of life’s concerns smothered Evelia. “What time is it?”

“The hearing starts in a half hour,” Blaze answered.  “You’ve been sleeping for a very long time.  I also have several things to tell you but we do not really have time.  Can you walk on your ankle with a crutch or do you need more help?” Evelia noticed that Blaze was using contractions more freely – or perhaps deliberately – and wondered what thoughts were generating this change.  

New maternal instincts arising, Evelia didn’t answer the question and asked her own as she pushed her legs off of her bed and tested them on the ground.  “Where is Elayuh?” she asked worriedly.

“She is fine and in safe hands,” Blaze answered patiently.  “Do not worry about her.  Do you need help walking?”

The young woman was unsure how to answer.  On the one hand, she ventured that with some painkillers, she could probably walk a significant distance just fine.  Then again, if she continued to move energy through her ankle, she could probably walk fine as well – but she wouldn’t be able to concentrate on much anything else – and the corridors of the ship did not have as much energy as this room did so she couldn’t be absolutely sure.  Then again, her background offered zero concept of wheelchairs so she only understood that Blaze was offering to carry her and that seemed like a lot to ask.  Then again, that didn’t sound so bad ...

“I am not sure,” she confessed shyly.  

“Well then, it sounds like we should probably get moving,” Blaze announced, standing up and walking towards her.  “We are nearly on the opposite side of the ship as the room where we scheduled the hearing.  The entire crew has been invited, although crew members who operate the deck will be observing holographically,” he informed her as he put his arm under hers and wrapped it around her backside and grabbed her legs with his other arms. 

Self consciously, Evelia noticed that her pajama pants had been removed when Blaze nodded towards her legs.  She grabbed one of the sheets from the hospital bed and wrapped it around and over her body.  Although only a couple days had passed since she had changed how she now chose to be dressed, it felt very natural to her.  If anything, the way everyone else dressed, the way she used to dress, seemed artificial and constricting.  She immediately noticed that the flow of energy around her slowed down and that her environment felt more stuffy, like walking into a storage room that hasn’t been opened for years – sort of musty and stifling to breath.  But she knew Blaze was right for suggesting that she wrap a blanket around herself.  Some people would be judgmental of her attire – and under the current circumstances, that would not be a good thing.  But they would be forgiving of her clothing if she was wrapped in a hospital blanket.  For now, that was good enough.  

The magic woman had been right.  Her lifestyle would change, her culture would change, and her beliefs would change.  There were many things about Evelia that were drastically changing – clothing was only one small detail.  The way she perceived the world around her was changing the most.  Her ideas, thoughts, beliefs, paradigms, and understandings about relationships, things, and nature were evolving nearly every moment she breathed.  And this life, life on a ship, was not the life that appealed to her.  She wanted to be back on earth, back in nature, back home.   

As they walked down the hallway together, Blaze shared mini-summaries of conversations he had with various crewmen while she had been sleeping – discussions  about the minor mutiny battle the day before, discussions about the recording that would be presented at the hearing, talk about the tournament investigation, and negotiations concerning how Jazz’s testimony might be recorded for presentation at the hearing.  

Although Evelia was very interested in everything he had to say, her mind was greatly distracted so she missed several important details – she was beginning to understand the weaknesses of her culture – weaknesses of mankind in general.  And her ankle was starting to hurt again.  There was very little energy flow in the hallway so she focused on moving energy back and forth between her and Blaze.  As she did so, she noticed that his steps lengthened and that he seemed to hold her a little higher – her own therapy was strengthening his muscles as well.  

Just as she was about to express her regret that she had not retrieved any pain medication from her room before she left, Blaze told her that he had a pain relieving spray in his pocket that he would give her when they reached the meeting hall – which was just around the next bend.

When they arrived, Evelia was surprised to see that the crew was yet larger than she expected – by now, everyone on board was probably aware of the size of the crew, how many people came from each Order, and a good deal of other trivia that Evelia was oblivious about.  While she and Blaze had been dealing with their personal problems and complications, the other crewmen had been learning about each other and their duties aboard the ship.  They would not have been surprised to know that there remained slightly over 420 crewmen alive and well – while Evelia would have expected a number closer to 300.  

Either way, it appeared that most everyone was present for this hearing and she was grateful for that.  The ship could never operate successfully with most of the crewmen largely unaware of the real purposes of the journey and with most everyone unaware that mutiny had begun even before the launch.  As her eyes scanned the room, she began to notice something she had observed in the newest series of memories: when she focused, she could see the colors of energy surrounding each member of the crew.  She remembered learning what these different colors meant and she understood that she could know a great deal about each person based upon the color of energy that moved around them.  For the most part, she was pleased to see the high moral standards held by members of the crew.  

The few notable exceptions were, however, quite disturbing.
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“MASTER, ARE YOU GOING TO ATTEND the hearing?” inquired a tentative voice, a voice that was attached to a habitually confident woman.  As she expected, silence lingered for several moments – she barely took note of the delay.  

“Of course,” he grumbled in return, perhaps absentmindedly, perhaps distracted.  His young hands answered to his aged mind as they flipped through data and recorded new information found on the large screen attached to a microscope.  “Astonishing,” he mumbled to himself, almost forgetting the woman standing at the door.  “You’re a miracle,” he added with a blank face, his eyes gliding back from the screen to the woman.  “These results are more than groundbreaking you know,” he began to explain before getting interrupted.

“As always, I’m flattered,” she hummed, her sultry voice dripping like sticky honey.  Barely missing a beat, she added: “Are you suffering from denial?  In a couple hours you could be standing accused of treason.  Your very life is on the line and you’re preoccupied with a few drops of my blood?”  She finally got his full attention: he slowly cracked a wide grin and his hawk eyes twinkled.

“Aria,” he airily called back.  “Every man and woman aligned to our cause believes himself dead without my continual and daily approval of his life; they grovel at my feet in desperation and beg for their meds until I know their allegiance is unyielding and wean them because I have no doubt of their loyalty.  You,” he emphasized, “are the only one who cannot hold a tattoo or a burn – the only concern I could possibly have is your loyalty.  You’re not threatening me are you?” His voice was not menacing but neither was it particularly jovial.  That unnerved Aria but she didn’t show it.

“You’re cute,” she sweetly answered.  “I guess I didn’t think of it that way,” she confessed further.  “I was thinking that men faced with a death penalty for treason might go turncoat if given the option.”

“Doubtful,” he responded with unfeigned indifference, drifting back into his studies and making a final few notes.  The conversation was over and Aria knew her welcome was more than a little worn.  

“If I’m lucky,” she oozed with seduction, “I’ll see you soon.”  With that, she quietly turned and strutted out the door.  Her alluring gait wasn’t deliberate.  It was a habit, a habit she was rarely consciously aware of.  She took an oil vial out of her hip pocket, opened the container, and began applying it directly on her glands located under her jaw.  I just may need that extra help, she fretted as she put the vial back into her pocket, trying to act nonchalant and calm as she turned into a busier, more heavily trafficked corridor. 
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 “THANK YOU FOR COMING,” Aria began, standing at an ornately carved podium that had the appearance of an artistic, twisting tree trunk with a slightly asymmetrical shape.  Unseen by the audience was a flat section that allowed the placement of a linatech pad or cube to allow for prompts or visual aids and angled, ergonomically shaped armrests.  Her cube sat in front of her and offered a bullet list of points to share with the crew.  

She is nervous, Evelia silently whispered to Blaze – but she looked anything but nervous to Blaze.  She appeared to be the icon of confidence and poise. 

How can you tell? he softly shot back with no small degree of curiosity.  Can you read minds now?

Probably if I tried hard, she confessed, but I can tell because of her aura – it is erratic. 

Her what?

Really?  You don’t know what an aura is? she teased.  Of course, she knew that auras were little more than silly superstition to members of their Order and that they were not part of their standard education but she couldn’t help but play the tease from time to time.  Blaze looked at her with a heavily cocked eyebrow and no small degree of playful petulance.  Okay, she conceded – game over.

I can see the energy that surrounds and flows through everyone here – including you.  When you are calm, energy flows more freely.  When you are stressed, energy gets sort of blocked – it jams up – it looks more like swirling mists of smoke underneath a whirlwind rather than wisps of clouds moving in the sky.  

“We have a very unusual circumstance to address today.  Here, on trial for treason, is Blaze.  Not formally charged but under investigation is a fellow member of his Order, Evelia.  Not here for the trial is Blaze’s formal accuser, Jerron, who … as you all know, died in a simulator matchup after trying to manipulate the tournament in his favor.  Under normal circumstances, the charges against Blaze might be dropped …”

What are normal circumstances, Blaze wondered to himself.  We do not have any idea what normal circumstances are outside of our own individual Orders…

You are right! Evelia answered with enthusiasm.  You are very observant to notice that – I would have missed that detail.  

Blaze gave her a look between a smirk and snarl and tossed a somewhat playful scowl in her direction.  I wasn’t talking to you, he scolded.  

Really? she asked a little embarrassed and a little surprised.

So much for needing to try hard, Blaze retorted, a little stressed that it didn’t seem to be very hard for Evelia to read his mind whenever she wanted.  It was kind of fun to be able to speak to someone silently like this but it was also unnerving not to have any privacy at all.  It left him feeling a little vulnerable – a feeling that is not especially well liked by warriors, a feeling that was relatively foreign to Blaze.  Looking back towards Aria, Blaze quickly snapped his attention deep into the proceedings.  He sat not more than ten feet away from her but he could easily smell her alluring perfume and couldn’t help but to notice that she was especially beautiful.  Without any cognitive thought at all, Blaze knew that had she been in his Order before all of this happened, he would have been very interested in getting to know her better.  At the same time, he now found it strangely awkward to be so strongly attracted to the person who was apparently leading the prosecution against him.

“… and given the fact that several people have corroborated Jerron’s testimony, we will proceed with trial.  I have not seen evidence that is to be presented by Blaze but I – as well as many of you – have seen the recording of Dr. Boyd’s heart attack – perhaps no one besides Blaze knows precisely what he said to Blaze as he parted from us.  I expect that we will hear that testimony today.”  

Both Evelia and Blaze wondered whether or not Aria was the chief prosecutor or if she was simply acting as some sort of trial emcee.  She almost seemed a different woman than she had the day before – as emcee of the tournament, she seemed a little insecure and thoughtfully compassionate – despite showing a great degree of composure.  Today, she seemed poised, confident, and rather emotionless.  The contrast was more than a little striking to Evelia.  Blaze barely noticed, focusing on several other, more pressing details that might severely affect his future.

As she rambled on, Evelia thought that she noticed Aria’s apparent emotional detachment from Dr. Boyd’s death and wondered again why this very poised woman was so nervous.  Trying to read her mind, Evelia found a mass of confusion.  She quickly discovered that as long as Aria was speaking, Evelia could only hear what was being said, interspersed with quick side thoughts that didn’t make any sense, including something that had to do with a blue elixir and some blond haired biologist.  Everything in Aria’s mind seemed just as jumbled as the erratic energy that surrounded her.  For now, Evelia could only conclude that either she needed a lot of practice in reading other people’s minds or Aria’s mind was simply a complete mess.  Then, a memory slipped into her consciousness: she remembered the magic woman telling Blaze that mindreading was an all or nothing deal.  As quickly as the memory passed by her consciousness, she wondered then how she had read Blaze’s mind moments before when he hadn’t intended for her to do so.  As she got lost in these thoughts, she realized that she was demonstrating a very poor level of self control, focus, and concentration.  Evelia determined to refocus on what was being said to the general assembly of crewmen and to shun other thoughts from her consciousness.

“The narrow question that you are all to consider is whether or not there is sufficient evidence to connect the magic woman’s ability to telepathically control other people with the physical death of Dr. Boyd.  If, after considering all of the evidence, you believe that she caused Dr. Boyd’s heart attack, you will then consider whether or not Blaze was involved in her plot to kill our dear friend, colleague, and Captain.  If you determine Blaze was involved, you thereby determine that he was guilty of treason; if however, you determine he was not involved in any plot to kill Dr. Boyd, he must advance from the rank of First Commander to our new Captain.”  Her voice trailed for a moment as she let the consequences sink deeply into the minds of the crewmen.  “The stakes are very high,” she concluded with a degree of ominousness that Evelia suspected was no accident.

Despite his lack of training in legal proceedings, Blaze was thus far unimpressed with the hearing.  There were other options that Aria – or whoever was in charge of this hearing – were not considering or that they were leaving out.  However, as Blaze considered options that appeared to be missing, he noticed that they were apparently not in his favor so he determined not to object – not that he was sure he had any standing to object.  No one had given him the slightest instruction as to what procedure would be followed and he hadn’t thought ahead to look anything up on the database.  He silently cursed at himself for lacking foresight.  At least he had conferred with a few crewmen the day before – and being a trusting individual, he believed that they would help him when they would be given the opportunity to do so.

“Your votes as jurymen will be anonymous.  As is customary to avoid threats or suspicions of data manipulation, you will be given three strips of paper: one white to vote for innocence, one grey to request further investigation, and one black to vote for treason.  They will be placed in this clear box in front of you.”  She pointed to a clear box that stood upon a very slender, yet clear pedestal.  The box was in front of the podium and stayed there throughout the proceedings so that everyone could be assured that the results were not tampered with in any way.  Blaze briefly wondered whether or not the strips of paper could be chemically prepared to change color if they were exposed to a clear vapor located inside the box – that could leave him condemned regardless of the actual sentiments of the crewmen.  Suddenly, he found himself wishing that the results were not anonymous.  He would rather see a raise of hands voting for or against an outcome like they used to do in his Order.  

“The sides of the clear box will be covered while voting takes place so that voting remains anonymous.”  Blaze’s stress increased as Aria explained this detail.  Maybe I’m a sitting duck, he worried.

“When everyone has voted, the strips of paper will be counted in front of everyone and a verdict will be given before anyone leaves this assembly hall.”

How many votes to convict?  How many grey strips are needed to require an investigation?  How … Questions by the bazillions raced through Blaze’s head.  Part of him was nervous and that part was dominating – but part of him was very confident.  He squashed the nervous part as best he could – he was trained to do that, he was used to doing that.  Then, he inflated the confident part, gripping his cloaked staff slightly tighter for a moment.  When he got up to speak, he would leave it leaning on his chair next to Evelia but for now, he kept a careful hold of it.

Hours passed.

Everyone present watched the recording showing Dr. Boyd’s heart attack multiple times.  They watched a close up of the magic woman before, during, and after their leader had fallen; they watched a close up of Dr. Boyd speaking to Blaze but the audio recording was unable to clearly pick up on what was being said – only a few words came through.  They watched the recording once while focusing on Blaze the entire time, noting when his eyes focused away from Dr. Boyd and towards the magic woman and noting his apparent discomfort during Dr. Boyd’s toast.  They watched the recording once to watch Evelia’s eyes shifting back and forth between Blaze and the magic woman and Dr. Boyd and to watch her mourn over the death of the lithe little alien.  The prosecution dissected every little detail of the recordings.  

During the entire proceeding, Aria sat one seat away from Blaze and said nothing.  There was one single chair between her and the prosecution as well.  Blaze wondered whether or not she was supposed to be a neutral party or if she was simply going to give the closing argument once this was all over.  After all – there didn’t appear to be any other place to sit.  And she continued to smell heavenly to Blaze.  It was distracting and it made him feel awkward.  He wished he could ask her to sit somewhere else, perhaps to sit on the opposite side of the prosecution’s table.  But then, if she was a neutral party or a mediator-type figure, that might play out against him.  Better to say nothing.  He only wished he could think nothing about her as well.  Then, he remembered how she had played a significant role in helping him get out of that sticky situation during the tournament.  He remembered her tears and felt sorry for her.

As the hearing continued, they heard the testimony of several people who heard the magic woman say that Blaze should take his place as the rightful leader of the crew and they heard the testimony of a few soldiers who shared experiences on the battlefield when they felt confused over whose orders they were supposed to follow: Blaze or their appointed Commander.  On cross examination, those soldiers confessed their belief that following the orders of Blaze had helped to save several lives but that side detail was missing the point of the prosecution: Blaze, they claimed, was power hungry; he wanted the death of Dr. Boyd; he wanted control over the crew.

When Blaze’s turn to present his case came, he felt like a toddler trying to stay steady on his feet.  His training was in an area where negotiation, compromise, and argument were irrelevant – this was as foreign to him as squishy ground on an alien planet void of intelligent life.  It seemed most logical to him to respond to the prosecution’s case in the same order that it had been presented and he had every intention to do so but as he began piecing together things in his mind, he couldn’t help but to think that the recording of the fight with the “Master’s” men would be most helpful.  So, he began there.

Everyone listened to the recording preserved by Evelia the day before.  After the recording finished, Blaze felt a little disappointed.  The most helpful things that were said had little context to establish their meaning.  Rather than clearly strengthen his case, he realized that the gravelly voiced man had suggested that the thirty-some men killed by Blaze were sent to negotiate terms of agreement with Blaze – that was hardly helpful.  But, then again – and with fairly clear context – that same man threatened to have Blaze, Evelia, and Elayuh executed outside of the bounds of whatever legal system was to be had aboard ship and he seemed to express little remorse over the loss of thirty men if Blaze would swear allegiance to the “Master” – whoever that was.  Blaze explained the common mark found on the upper forearm of every person Blaze killed the day before – and that same mark was found on the gravelly voiced man.  Evelia could only testify that she had seen it on some of the men.  Between her injury and caring for the child, she hadn’t been able to see the pattern as strongly as Blaze had but, Blaze explained, the dead bodies would bear out that fact.

Then, there was Jazz’s testimony.  Although he was not allowed to speak in front of the crewmen, his recounting of the events had been recorded so his story was heard by everyone present.  But while that testimony supported Blaze’s contention that there was another conspiracy going on, Blaze began to understand that proof of another conspiracy would not be enough to exonerate him from his own, alleged involvement in the death of Dr. Boyd.  In his mind, the second conspiracy clearly proved that he was not guilty but as members of the prosecuting team asked follow up questions, he realized that the crewmen could believe that Blaze was simply one man in a line of conspiracies to take control of the ship.  In the midst of this divisive battle of word-smithery, Blaze found himself wishing he was back home – living a peaceful life with Evelia somewhere away from all this strife.  For the moment, his sense of adventure was nonexistent. 

Nevertheless – and before hearing the context of what happened before Evelia began recording the battle scenes from the day before – the vast majority of the crewmen felt scales falling from their eyes as they perceived a conspiracy that did not involve Blaze at all and they began to understand that even if they were to convict Blaze of treason, there appeared a larger, more dangerous conspiracy that threatened their safety.

More hours passed as Blaze presented his case.  He explained Dr. Boyd’s final words in context of what the magic woman had learned from him.  He explained how the magic woman had been offended by Dr. Boyd’s plan to blow up the Orders and to colonize her moon’s planet and how she had been especially offended by Dr. Boyd’s decision to send a couple hundred men to needless deaths during the battle with the natives – all because there were inadequate supplies aboard ship and because he wanted to test Blaze’s skill in battle.  

Despite his growing understanding that such pleas appeared pointless, Blaze all but begged the crewmen to consider the conspiracy to kill Blaze at the tournament and again to kill him after the tournament not because it exonerated him but because the very people who had been accusing him were involved in a conspiracy to enslave the rest of the crew.  Without thinking about it, Blaze’s defense began to demonstrate his genuine concern for their communal well being.  They began to see into his heart and began to understand that he was just as concerned for their safety as he was for his own safety – perhaps more so.  Logical or not, those pleas were making a difference in his defense.

Both he and Evelia testified about the “Master’s” supposed approval of the magic woman’s success in killing Dr. Boyd and how that saved the “Master” the need of killing Dr. Boyd himself.  Soon, Evelia was arguing that if the “Master” wanted both Dr. Boyd and Blaze dead, that was a strong reason to keep Blaze alive.  

But while Evelia testified, she understood that her new powers were of no use or advantage to her here.  She had no hopes to influence the decisions of all of these people unless they could see the sincerity of her heart and so she opened it widely to all of them, explaining from her own perspective how they had learned about Dr. Boyd’s plan, how the magic woman was offended over that plan and how she and Blaze had determined to follow the magic woman’s plan to slowly reveal that information to the crew so that they could determine what to do with Dr. Boyd.  She explained how the magic woman wanted the crewmen to feel more established in what they were doing before burdening them with this information – so they wouldn’t need to endure the deep psychological turmoil Blaze and Evelia had suffered all at once.  A trained word smith herself, Evelia painted a verbal picture of the tender mannerisms of the magic woman and of her tears – how they freely fell as she learned what Dr. Boyd had been plotting all along – and how he had killed both friends and family who were left behind in the Orders.

Without announcement and as a complete surprise to both Blaze and the prosecution, Greydon stepped forward and testified about what he had seen after the explosion – how Dr. Boyd had executed several people, including an officer who had been unwilling to euthanize members of his own Order – people that Greydon later learned were dear friends of that fallen officer.  Although only tangentially important to the treason case, the crewmen were beginning to understand the gravity of their situation.  Treason or no treason, they were nearly all victims of deception and they had no idea what they were really doing in space in the first place.  Until the hearing, they believed they were travelling in the name of science – they were promoting an increase of knowledge, they were here to learn.  If they were really travelling through space to colonize a new planet, that presented them with an entirely new paradigm to consider.  Their understanding of the very purpose of their lives before the explosion and their very purpose of living now was being turned upside down.

As the hours passed, Blaze began to realize the complexity of his situation.  Everything he explained to the crew was somehow twisted and misdirected by the prosecuting team.  Conflicting perspectives were becoming extremely difficult for members of the crew to follow.  Apart from the cause of Dr. Boyd’s death, they had to consider their personal feelings about Dr. Boyd’s death – it made sense to them why someone would be so emotionally damaged by his actions that someone might want revenge.  And even though Blaze claimed that he was not seeking revenge, it seemed justified to some.  Other members of the crew – those with simple minds and soft hearts – found the whole situation so thoroughly disturbing that they didn’t even want to consider Blaze’s involvement one way or the other.  They just wanted time to sort things out for their own benefit.  As the prosecution continued to mount counterarguments and to spin details of the case, it soon became irretrievably difficult for crewmembers to focus on the narrow issues Aria had presented earlier in the day.

Late into the afternoon, Blaze was nearly finished presenting his defense.  He had offered every detail he could think of that would show that the magic woman’s belief that Blaze should lead the crewmen had nothing to do with Dr. Boyd’s death – at least, as far as Blaze was concerned.  He explained that he believed that those behind the other conspiracy had set him up as a scapegoat and that really, the prosecution had nothing on him besides blanket allegations – although the situation merited investigation and inspection, there really wasn’t any substance behind their charges – he simply represented a stumbling block to the real conspiracy. 

In the end, that tactic would have worked all by itself – in their hearts, most of the crewmen were ready to acquit Blaze of any wrongdoing and to accept him as their new Captain – although lingering doubts made the decision disturbingly difficult.  

However, rather than closing his case and coasting to victory, Blaze naïvely called the “Master’s” follower as a final witness.  Believing that his testimony – whatever it might be – would strengthen his case, Blaze called the gravelly voiced man to the stand.  Very few people knew that anyone survived the skirmish from the day before – so calling him as a witness surprised nearly everyone – including the prosecution.  However, the gravelly voiced man’s testimony threw a twist into Blaze’s defense that no one expected, including the Master himself.
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“PLEASE STATE YOUR NAME.”

“Borris.”

“Which Order did you come from Borris?”  By now, Blaze had begun to learn to ask the boring questions that lawyers like to ask before getting to anything really important.

“Four,” he grumbled.  Still hogtied, the stocky fellow was not in a particularly good mood as he was being forced to give his testimony in that condition in front of the entire crew.  Blaze continued to ask the boring questions, including Borris’ recollection of the events of the day before – just to test his honesty in front of the crew.  For the most part, he confessed to speaking with Blaze about the master’s request for his allegiance and about his threat to kill Blaze and his companions.  However, he cleverly covered up his indiscretions by pointing out his shock to see so many of his fellow crewmen (including some dear friends) dead and insisted that his harsh remarks were nothing more than hyperbole – exaggerations used in jest because Borris found himself quite distressed over the situation and was using coarse humor to deflate the situation a little.  The testimony was not particularly helpful and verged on painting Blaze in a bad light.

“So, if I told you that I had a recording of the skirmish with these other soldiers … if I told you that I had them also on record, threatening to kill me and congratulating the magic woman for her successful kill of Dr. Boyd, would that be hyperbole as well?”

“I would imagine they might threaten to kill you if you were shooting …”

“I am speaking about the time before any shots were fired,” Blaze interrupted.

“Well, I don’t know why they would threaten you at all – sometimes, people act outside of their authority, you know?  And for the same reason, I can understand why someone might’ve felt empathetic towards the magic woman’s cause in killing Dr. Boyd.  A lot of people were really upset over what he’d done,” Borris answered.

“What do you mean by ‘what he’d done’?” Blaze followed up, hoping that Borris’ changed portrayal of the magic woman’s involvement in the death of Dr. Boyd would be overlooked by the crewmen at this late point in the hearing.

“Okay – I don’t know how much you know Blaze but it seems like you might be aware of a lot of things Dr. Boyd was doing,” Borris snapped back.  He was becoming more hostile by the minute – he clearly had little concept of how to control his temper.

“I am asking the question for the benefit of all of these people who may not know these things,” Blaze clarified.  “What did Dr. Boyd do that may have upset this fellow who claimed that your ‘Master’ was pleased that Dr. Boyd had been killed?”  Untrained in the sophistries of the legal system, Blaze didn’t know he was taking liberties in asking these types of questions and Borris was equally oblivious.  Under the circumstances and the loose rules being followed for this hearing, the prosecution was unwilling to mount tons of objections so the questioning continued, uninterrupted.

“Well, I’d say first off that Dr. Boyd caused people to go infertile by feedin’ ‘em tainted food and then, when someone found the cure, he refused to allow the treatment to be tried on real people.  That didn’t sit too well with people who knew what was goin’ on.  I mean … you know … when someone makes your friends and family go infertile so they can’t have any kids and they won’t let you help ‘em, you feel pretty upset over the situation.  But that’s just for starters.”

“Okay, thank you,” Blaze began.  This wasn’t going so poorly anymore – the prosecution shifted in their seats wishing they hadn’t allowed this line of questioning to be presented without objection.  “What else?”

“Well, there was that explosion thing.  I can’t prove it but I’m  pretty sure that those natives never had no explosives.  I talked to a lot o’ guys about that – soldiers – an’ they all said that they never heard of natives havin’ no explosives.  And members of Order 4 who took off because Dr. Boyd was threatening to kill them – the gene splicing scientist as you newcomers call ‘em – they didn’t take any of that sort of technology with them – so you know, it seemed pretty clear that Dr. Boyd was behind that.  Like I said, I can’t prove it but … it seems sort of obvious to me.”

“Actually, before you came to testify, we heard testimony that Dr. Boyd admitted to being part of those explosions.”

“See!  …  Like I said…” his gravelly voice sounded almost triumphant as he trailed off.  Blaze felt like he was gaining ground so he continued pressing the issue.

“What else?”

“Hmmm.  Well, Dr. Boyd was threatening to kill members of Order 4 who opposed what he was doing.  Imagine if someone made it so your girlfriend couldn’t have any children and you really wanted to have a son – you know?  So you end up marrying someone else and then she ends up going infertile.  Then, after you spend years searching for a cure and you find it, that person says – hey … stop that … we’re not gonna allow you to fix any of ‘em.  All of a sudden, you’re not gonna have any children even though you could have … you know?  And that made some people pretty upset but when they started talking about it, Dr. Boyd said ‘better shut up or else.’  It makes sense why they got upset.  Now, most of those people from Order 4 who refused to quiet up are left behind – back home – and they didn’t do anything wrong.  So it makes sense that some of their family members who were part of this crew would be happy if Dr. Boyd was gone.  But I couldn’t say that Master is happy that Dr. Boyd is gone.  I’d have to ask him about that. …”

“Who is this ‘Master’ as you call him?” Blaze asked – this was the ten million dollar question.  

“I can’t say.”

“Why not?”

“His life would be endangered.  You know?  He’s getting blamed for stuff that he had nothin’ to do with.  Here he still has the cure for the infertility problem of some of this crew and can help everybody out but he’s got to stay in hiding because people who were behind Dr. Boyd are still out to kill him.  And I’m not gonna be part of a conspiracy to murder a good man so I just can’t say who he is … at least not now.”

Between Borris’ bad grammar, his contractions, and his incomplete sentences, Blaze felt like a boxer who had to let his opponent slap him a hundred times but wasn’t allowed to do anything about it until the one hundred strikes were over.  But to add to that deep, inner grammatical frustration, Borris was now painting the “Master” as a martyr – with something many crewmen wanted: people who had suffered fertility problems for decades were suddenly aware that there might yet be hope for them – and their only hope was this rogue “Master” whom they could not identify.  Blaze needed to take back some control over this testimonial.

“So, would your ‘Master’ be willing to share that cure with the existing biology department of this ship?” Blaze asked, hoping he wasn’t making a bad gamble in asking that question.

“I don’t know.”

“Could you ask?”

“I gotta mouth you know?  I’m sure I could ask if he was willing to give that information to Toka but I can’t …”

“Toka?”

“Yeah – he’s head of the biology and medical departments isn’t he?  I thought I saw his name on the cube.”

“I personally have no idea,” Blaze confessed, “but I am sure that many people would be grateful if your ‘Master’ would be gracious enough to share that information so we could help people who are suffering because of what Dr. Boyd did to them.”

“You bet he did it to them.  I’ll bet a lot of people from Order 4 could tell you about things they heard a long time ago …”

“Okay,” Blaze interrupted, wanting to ask another very important question.  “Isn’t it true that your ‘Master’ wants to take control over this ship and these crewmen?”

“I couldn’t say,” came the bland, emotionally detached answer.

“Why not?” Blaze all but demanded.  He couldn’t explain it but he felt stirrings deep in his soul that were making it difficult for him to focus as well as he would like.  Besides, his instincts were screaming that Borris couldn’t be trusted.

“Because I’m not him,” Borris snapped in response.  “You know?  What I do know is that he didn’t want Dr. Boyd in power.  He knew that if Dr. Boyd found out that he ended up on the ship, he would be executed – just like a lot of other people were executed back home.  But if someone else is in charge, maybe he doesn’t care about that.  Maybe he is happy to just keep peacefully doing his job, trying to help people … trying to undo some of the problems that Dr. Boyd caused, you know?”

You know?  Blaze painfully echoed in his mind.  If Borris asked that rhetorical question one more time, Blaze was pretty sure that he was going to lose his temper.  He didn’t “know” and if he did, he wouldn’t be asking the questions.  Besides, here he was painting this treasonous man as an innocent martyr again.  If Blaze knew who the “Master” was, he had every intention of trying him for treason with a lot shorter hearing than they were having today … this was becoming painful.

“So, if I understand you correctly, your ‘Master’ is a generous and benevolent man who is bent on helping out members of this crew … correct?”  Blaze inwardly applauded himself for asking this clever question, unaware that Evelia was the source behind the suggestion.

“Yeah, sure.”

“You have a lot of confidence in him?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“So, you have a lot of confidence that he really wants to help members of this crew in any way he can … is that correct?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright then, Borris, I’m going to represent to you that I, along with many other members of this crew, have been declared to have zero medical problems that would make us infertile but I’m going to ask you, on behalf of these crewmen, to ask your ‘Master’ if he is willing to share this cure with everyone who does suffer from those medical conditions.  I would expect that he could deliver that information to you tomorrow sometime so that you could give it to Toka by the next day.  That seems pretty reasonable doesn’t it?”

“Uh…” the gravelly voice grated in surprise.  Blaze didn’t really give him time to answer.

“Will you do that Borris?  Will you ask him to turn over the cure by tomorrow so that we can know what you are saying is true?”

Borris paused.  All of a sudden, he found himself wound up in a corner where he didn’t want to be.  If his master agreed to share the technology, there was no real problem.  However, Borris was pretty sure that his master wouldn’t really be willing to share that information and if he didn’t, Borris could look like a traitor without a cause and then he would be facing execution – just like Blaze.

“Well … I gotta mouth so I can ask but …” he stumbled to get started with whatever answer might come to his mind.  “I understand you done killed most everyone who had that condition yesterday,” he started with a hint of mischievousness in his voice, “so I don’t know that it would do any good …”

That was all Blaze allowed Borris to say.  Frustrations had mounted for too long.  Too many bad turns in events overwhelmed the young warrior and his temper couldn’t entertain further restraint.  Before most crewmen blinked twice, Blaze pulled his knife out and untied the prisoner with two quick but carefully placed cuts.  As Borris stood up in complete shock, Blaze gently tossed the knife for Borris to catch.  But as the hulky man caught the blade, Blaze jumped right on top of him and proceeded to break bones as he buried his fists into the hulky man’s face and collarbones.  After five remarkably powerful strikes, Borris was both unconscious and suffering from the major medical trauma that comes from having a broken collarbone, a broken jaw, and a dislocated shoulder.

  Heart pumping, breathing surprisingly labored given the circumstances, and brain numb, Blaze stood up, backed away from Borris, and took a few deep breaths as he tried to calm himself down.  As his heart rate slowed down, he heard the final surprise of the day.

“Our time is out,” Aria began.

You never mentioned a time limit, Blaze inwardly protested before he could gather any words to say anything out loud.  

Looking towards the unconscious body of Borris, Aria continued, “The proceedings have been most instructive.  I hope everyone understands the issues and that everyone has enough information to make a well informed decision.  We will take a fifteen minute break while our assistants pass out strips of paper to each of you … Blaze excepted … and then we will begin the vote.  We will ask everyone to make a line over here,” Aria’s elegant hands gestured towards her left with stylish and refined movements, “so that we can be sure that everyone got a chance to vote and then when we are finished, we will openly count the votes while all of you watch.  If there are no further questions …”

Blaze burned inside, noticing that no one was given any opportunity to ask questions … and with the quizzical look on his face, coupled with his expressive body language, it was obvious that he had a question.  But he wouldn’t push his luck – he had already made a fool of himself once – he didn’t need to worsen the situation any further.  Trained his whole life to govern his temper, Blaze was realizing that he still had plenty of room for improvement.

“We will proceed as described.  Thank you.”

With that, crewmen began shifting around the room while assistants passed out strips of paper.  For several moments, no one did anything to help Borris sit up – he was simply left in his disfigured condition for everyone to see.  Large hematoma bubbled his skin where he suffered broken bones as one might expect.  Blaze nearly moved the man himself so that this vestige of his violent outbreak might not be so visibly displayed – it was undoubtedly prejudicial to his case …  But the gravelly voiced man was eventually transported to a side room where he would receive medical treatment and the votes were cast one person at a time. 

One way or the other, Blaze reconciled himself, we will have a new Captain within the hour.

It will be you, Evelia encouraged.

But Blaze looked doubtful as his eyes glided towards the door where Borris had disappeared. 
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AS ARIA REMOVED THE COVERING of the ballot box, no one could have been more surprised than Blaze.  It would have been one thing had the strips of paper been heavily speckled but the clear box revealed a sea of white with only a few grey strips peppering the ballots.  Initially, Blaze couldn’t discern a single black strip but as the votes were counted, Aria did announce guilty verdicts from a half dozen individuals.  

Initially, the votes puzzled Blaze.  However, as he sat nearly dumbfounded behind the podium and listened to the overwhelming majority of votes exonerating him from any wrongdoing, he began to remember the very different life he had been living only a very few weeks ago – a life where he trusted the people around him, a life where he believed that people were mostly good and trustworthy, a life where he could predict what was going to happen next, a life void of treachery and violence.  These were people dedicated to a good cause and who wanted to strengthen those around them.  Everything they had heard that morning was completely foreign to them and undoubtedly shocked them to their heart’s core.

 As Aria announced the last vote, she gave the formal, final tally, thanked everyone for their participation, and asked Blaze if there was anything further that he wanted to say. 

 Of course, he inwardly answered but really had no idea what he should say.  He was elated.  He felt relieved.  But he also felt a little heavy with a new burden of overseeing the activities of the entire ship.  And he felt another new feeling as well: as he walked up to the podium where Aria was stepping down, he felt a very strong urge to give her a big hug.  Following this instinctual urge was nearly compulsory but he resisted the internal suggestion that he do so.  In the midst of these proceedings, giving Aria a hug might have seemed a rather normal thing for someone in Blaze’s position to do – after all, this was going to be a celebratory occasion.  However – somehow, he discerned that his motivation was not founded in spontaneous elation; it was founded in primeval attraction.  So, despite his good excuse to give her an innocent-appearing embrace, he resisted the temptation and merely gave her a customary bow.  Still, his continual and inexplicably strong attraction towards this relative stranger left him feeling somewhat uncomfortable – if not somewhat excited at the same time.

Even after speaking most of the day, Blaze still felt like he had a lot to express to his fellow crewmen.  Then again, he felt no small urge to go work out especially hard, fight some abnormally scary beast in the simulator, and then celebrate with a sumptuous, perhaps excessive meal.  Perhaps he too was a creature of habit – a simple man who was not used to the extreme circumstances he had been experiencing.  As he stepped up to the podium, he instinctively controlled his breathing and waited until he felt more relaxed before speaking.  Once again, the crew saw into his heart as he failed to summon a flashy smile or some other mark of a true statesman who was accustomed to playing the emotions of a crowd.

 “Part of me feels relieved,” he began, searching for words.  “You have restored some of my confidence in our people, the people I have grown to love since I was a small boy.  During the past few weeks, my life has been turned upside down so much I can barely recount what has happened.  I have never seen treachery up close – these things have always rested in the pages of history, in the files on the database.  To unravel a conspiracy, to see your loved ones killed, to see comrades killed in battle, and then to be thrown into the middle of another treasonous plot to take over this ship has been … in some ways, nearly unbearable.  I think you understand that and I have great empathy for those of you who are only now learning what I have known for a seemingly very long time.”

 Evelia had never seen Blaze wax so eloquent.  He was no man of words but his golden heart was now being unveiled for all to see.  It made her love him all the more.  Almost immediately, she grew disappointed that this part of his speech was so short.

 “We have before us a continuing problem,” Blaze began again after allowing an uncomfortably long pause to linger in the air like some foul stench that everyone could only unsuccessfully try to ignore.  “Only a few of you wanted further investigation,” he said, looking slightly quizzical.  I am not exactly sure what you may have wanted investigated further but as your new Captain, I want to make my first order one of compliance with your wishes – even though there were only a handful of you who requested more information.  A few things may help us answer questions raised here today ...  but the most pressing issue is the existing conspiracy.  We need to find out who this so-called ‘Master’ is and what his intentions are now.  So, before anyone leaves this room, they will be required to expose the upper portion of their forearms for all to see.  Anyone with the conspicuous tattoo-burn mark will go into immediate holding for questioning.  If anyone is experienced in the art of interrogation, please speak with me before leaving; as you have seen today, I am no expert in this field.  And while I am on the topic … I apologize for not controlling my temper earlier; that is not befitting a leader.  Also …”  At this point, Blaze could feel that Evelia was influencing his thoughts and tried to relax so that she could more easily speak through him.  She noticed the effort and it touched her to know that he was so trusting of her.

“As you leave, Evelia will assign each of you to a team.  I understand that you are already rather overwhelmed with new responsibilities and a new environment so please feel assured that she will not be adding a heavy burden to your existing load … perhaps it will be weeks before anything is required of you whatsoever.  However, it is imperative that we get a strong accounting of who is here today and that we get everyone assigned to different teams before we land on the magic woman’s home moon.  We will notify you in the relatively near future who is on your team and what your assignments will be when we land.”  Blaze paused to make sure that Evelia didn’t need anything further before continuing.

“Anyone who holds the rank of commander or higher, I would like to meet with you before we leave as well.  It appears clear to me that Dr. Boyd kept many secrets from a lot of us … before I can lead the ship well, I need to have a stronger feel of who is in charge of which areas of the ship and what technologies you have developed in your various Orders that Dr. Boyd kept secret from my Order.  Perhaps we can have someone who was in charge of updating the final database make a presentation to get all of us on common ground respecting these things.  Whoever you are – and I apologize for not knowing who you are – please meet with me after this meeting as well.  Lastly … well, at least for now … I want someone who specializes in history to look up Dr. Boyd’s personal journals to see whether or not he left any records that may help us better understand what may have happened with …” his pause was clearly one of introspection more than one of word search.  “Let us find out what was going through his mind when this infertility thing started, when the genetic scientists split and when some left that Order, and why he felt it was necessary to execute so many of our friends and family.”

Feeling uncertain in his heart but not showing it, Blaze added, “If any of you would like to speak to me about something that you would like to have investigated further, you are welcome to express your feelings with me after this meeting.”

In some ways, Blaze quite naturally falling into his new responsibility right in front of everyone.  In other ways, he seemed anything but power hungry.  His first orders, his method of addressing the crew, and his open invitation for crewmen to express their concerns to him all showed his personal character more than his ability to lead a ship across several galaxies.  But given the background of most of the crewmen, this weakness was more endearing than it was a liability.  Only a handful of people discerned this trait as any weakness at all – and most of those people bore an insignia on their forearms designating them as individuals who required a more hardened leader to follow – and they already had one.
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“SO YOU ARE FROM ORDER 4?”

“Technically, we referred to them as Units so I was from Unit 4,” Toka corrected in his habitual patronizing, academic tone.  Sometimes, like right now, he tried very hard not to come across as arrogant but it was such a part of him that he really couldn’t hide it well - not nearly as well as he was at hiding the black star on his insignia.

“Right,” Blaze answered.  “I am still getting used to that.  We only referred to ourselves as ‘the Order’ and we really had no idea that there were other Orders or Units out there.”

“Yes … and unaware that you were only one of Dr. Boyd’s several social experiments,” Toka lazily answered, trying to sound engaged in the conversation but not doing a particularly good job.  This may very well have been the most important conversation he had had in decades but his skill in politics and public relations was indisputedly poor.  Like Blaze, he was very comfortable with more hostile activities.  But seeing Blaze’s clear interest in what he was saying, Toka capitalized on the situation.  “Have you heard about Dr. Boyd’s other social experiments?”

“No,” Blaze admitted.  To be truthful, he really didn’t know what social experiments were.  He could guess at the meaning but this was far afield from his education.

“Dr. Boyd wanted to create the ideal world.  History is replete with communities of people trying to live the ideal society, trying to make their beliefs in utopia reality – but none of them have been able to live their peaceful lives without interference from the outside – at least not for more than a generation or so.  Dr. Boyd saw that opportunity and decided to take it by the horns … so to speak.”

“But Dr. Boyd was only sixty, perhaps seventy years old.  How could he possibly …”  Blaze’s line of thinking was so far off that Toka had to interrupt just to get him on track. 

“Actually, Dr. Boyd was nearing three centuries in age,” Toka corrected.  Confused, Blaze wrinkled his brow in disbelief.

“But that is not possible.  That would make him one of the pioneer survivors of the Third Holocaust,” Blaze began, crunching numbers in his head to make sure he was correct.  “Their lifespans were …”

“Not what you’ve been told,” Toka answered simply.  That quickly trapped Blaze’s attention and brought him back to his normal, teachable self.  As the light bulb of understanding began to glow on Blaze’s countenance, Toka continued.  “Genetic manipulation allowed people to live much longer life spans if they could afford the treatment,” he explained.  “That is where Unit 4 became crucial to Dr. Boyd’s plans.”

“I am not following you,” Blaze confessed.  Captain of the ship or not, Blaze was more than aware that there were a lot of things he did not know about this crew and where they came from.

“Okay, let me backtrack a little,” Toka offered.  “Dr. Boyd had one very large unit after the Third Holocaust.  He spent many years interviewing people to learn their strengths and their weaknesses so that he could place them in isolated communities that would be relatively like-minded.  Meanwhile, he began building the Order compound that you saw destroyed not too long ago.  He appointed everyone to live in a particular community and then informed them that they would only be separated for a few years while they completed various tasks.  However, after a couple of years passed, he staged some massive explosions outside of the compound – he was a great chemist you know?”  Being the grammarian he was, Blaze immediately observed that the only two men from Unit 4 that he had met ended sentences with “you know.”  He made a mental note of it. 

“Then, he told everyone that someone from one of the compounds had blown up the other units – leaving only their unit.  By further telling them that biological explosives were involved, it was easy to get everyone to believe that it was unsafe to leave their individual units.  Thus, each unit believed it was the only surviving unit – that is, excepting Unit 4.  Are you following me?”

“Yes,” Blaze answered.  “It is almost unbelievable.  It is …”

“Devious.”

“Precisely!” the young warrior chimed.

“Unit 4 housed the genetics team.  Building upon what scientists have tried to master for centuries, we specialized in perfecting the human genome.  While most everyone focused on physically perfecting our species, Dr. Boyd was consumed with the idea of mentally and spiritually perfecting our species.  That is why he wanted the different units.  The first generation of each unit was genetically modified to make the people more pliable, more receptive to suggestion.  Then, they were systematically taught that a particular system of society was ideal and that they should do everything they could to create the ideal society – as the sole survivors of the Third Holocaust, they owed it to their posterity to create a utopian society.  But each unit was given a different version of a utopian society to emulate.  The second generation of each unit was given genetic treatments to undo the changes made to their parents so that they could think well for themselves, make normal, human decisions, and live relatively normal lives.  In that way, Dr. Boyd hoped to learn which ideal society was actually ideal.”

“So which was it?” Blaze interjected, half fascinated and half flooded with disbelief.

“I would say that he seemed most pleased with your Unit,” Toka lied.  Flattery never hurts.  “But ultimately, there was something about each unit that was dissatisfying so he decided to start afresh.  He handpicked people from each unit that he thought would be the most willing and able to try a brand new social experiment – one that took the strengths from every unit while eliminating their weaknesses – one that didn’t require any external genetic manipulations to get them to do what he wanted.”

This was starting to make sense to Blaze but several questions remained unanswered.  “So what did Unit 4 have to do with all of this?” he asked.

“Good – we are back to that.  Well … originally, we were crucial to making the first generation mentally pliable,” Toka repeated, “but after that, we began enhancing our immune systems, the five senses, resilience to stress, physiological efficiency, and our susceptibility to receive further genetic enhancements that would create the ideal race of people.”

“Are you suggesting that your job was to create the ideal race?” Blaze nearly mocked in disbelief – this sounded juvenile to his ears, like some child’s story – certainly, none of these technologies were really viable.  Before Toka could answer, Blaze threw another question at him. “But Dr. Boyd did nothing to modify the people of my unit.  We are all the same.  We …”

“I’m sure it seemed that way to you,” Toka interjected in his un-charismatic monotone.  “We modified the food so no one would suspect anything.  Unit 7 was modified more than the others.”  Toka paused for effect and let the words hang in the air for a very long time. 

“You are unusually fast, Blaze.  Your reflexes are ridiculously quick.  Your ability to creatively respond to situations around you is prodigious.  You heal quickly.  Your muscle tissues make you unusually strong for someone of your build.  Your eyesight is strong.  Should I continue?”

As Blaze listened to Toka, he felt much the same as he had a number of weeks earlier when he had learned that there were other Orders – or Units – besides his own and that there were other survivors outside of those Units.  He felt like a victim of some external master manipulator, a puppet.  Even if these things were all true and even if the genetic manipulations were all desirable, he still didn’t like being an unwilling participant.  Then, feeling a bit dense, Blaze noticed a glaring omission.  “You said nothing about enhancing my intelligence,” Blaze tentatively, sort of, asked.

“Candidly, Dr. Boyd was concerned about making you a little too dangerous,” Toka lied.  “There were several in your unit who were given intellectual enhancements.  I’m sure it hasn’t escaped your notice that Evelia is particularly bright.  We gained a lot of understanding as we tracked the progress of your unit,” Toka explained.  “Some people’s genomes are more receptive to different kinds of manipulation than others.  Dr. Boyd was brilliant in his own way but intellectual enhancements never seemed to make much difference with him – and not because he was innately brilliant,” Toka added.  “Something about his genome simply wouldn’t allow him to become much brighter.  He seemed to increase in intelligence a little bit – but never like he wanted.”

“Wow,” Blaze mumbled to himself.  This was a lot to take in.  Intuitively, he realized there was an important question to ask that wasn’t being addressed at all.  He paused for a moment, waiting for some grace to bestow the golden question upon his mind.  Then it came.  “So, what was to be your purpose aboard this ship?”  Blaze cautiously asked.

Toka determined that another lie would be beneficial.  “We are in charge of everything biological on this ship.  From those disposable thirst quenching drinking flowers to medical treatments to biological disposal to growing food, we are in charge. We manage all of that stuff – although other Units are assisting us in those endeavors.  But as far as genetic manipulation, that has been pretty much left on the shelf.  We are allowed to make voluntary modifications if people are willing to pay or trade for them but with that sort of system, nothing hugely significant is going to happen for anyone.”

“What do you mean?” Blaze prodded.

“Well … we are sort of limited to cocktail genetic enhancements,” Toka explained.

“I am not familiar with that term,” Blaze pressed.

“Oh, sorry,” Toka covered.  To some degree, he was making this up on the spur of the moment.  “Okay, it’s like this.  Let’s say someone is a little short and they are self conscious about it, right?”  Blaze said nothing in response, assuming the question was rhetorical.  “If they are willing to pay for it – or offer me a reasonable trade – I can give them the added height that they want.  And I can make it take a year so no one will notice or I can make it happen right away,” he added a little boastfully, forgetting his purpose.  “Or, maybe they would like something more exotic like my eyes,” he suggested, pointing to his eyes.

Blaze was glad that Toka volunteered this information himself.  The scientist’s eyes and eyelids looked almost identical to those of some bird of prey that Blaze could not identify.  They were striking and surprisingly good looking on the face of a human but that didn’t stop them from being consistently distracting. 

“Back in the Classic Age … and for thousands of years before that … people were always looking for new ways to modify their bodies – tattoos, piercings, stretchings, or plastic surgeries – people were involved in a myriad of different methods of modifying their bodies.  Genetic modifications became popular not long after the first holocaust but they were too expensive for most people to afford so they didn’t become as widespread as most people would have liked.  Then, after the second holocaust, cocktail modifications became much easier to administer and that of course made them more affordable.  While increasing your intelligence, speed, strength, or lifespan continued to be quite expensive, giving you stronger teeth, better eyesight, a higher metabolism, or retractable fingernails became much easier.”  As Toka made the last observation, he showed Blaze his fingernails – which were readily retractable just like the magic woman’s nails.

Blaze was beginning to catch on and was feeling more relaxed about Unit 4’s involvement on the ship.  “So, if I understand you correctly, Unit 4 is here to take care of biological things necessary on most any spaceship but it just so happens that you can use your skills and talents to help people on a limited basis at this point in time?  You are only authorized to make cocktail enhancements to people whenever they voluntarily ask you to do so?”

“Exactly,” Toka lied again.

“Then I am not making any changes to Dr. Boyd’s orders at this point in time.  However, I would like to know more about the history of genetic modifications that were made to the various units.  Can you send me a link to that portion of the database?”

That took Toka off guard and his surprise was evident.  Blaze was unsure why the question seemed so surprising.  “Surely you know how to send links on the database?” he asked, guessing that maybe Toka might be one of those people who became so specialized in what he was doing that he didn’t know how to perform simple functions on ever developing technologies.  Still, this seemed a pretty basic request that any child could perform.

“Yeah … well … sure I know how to send a link,” Toka began, still uncertain how to respond.  “But … uh … well, to be frank, none of this information is on the database.”

“What?  None of your research is on the database?” Blaze asked in disbelief.

“Oh no, lots of what we have learned is on the database,” Toka corrected.  “But none of our genetic manipulations of the units are found on the database.  None of Dr. Boyd’s social experimentation is on the database whatsoever.”

“Then where is it?”

“It’s nowhere.” Toka deliberately and dramatically paused before answering the question any further.  “Unless you find information in Dr. Boyd’s journals that I don’t know about, the only place you are going to find that is right here,” he said, pointing to his own mind.  Only a very few of us have any of that information,” he finished before adding, “Aria and I may be the only living people on this ship who know much of anything about it at all.”

Somewhat skeptical, Blaze began recalling Evelia’s warning that Toka’s energy color was somewhat dark, although varying in hue and sort of cloudy unlike any other members of the crew.  Someone needs to interview everyone in Unit 4, he silently considered.  Until then, Blaze needed to be on good terms with Toka.  Someone with that much accessible power could cause a lot of trouble if they had the desire. 

“Okay,” Blaze said.  “I think the crew has a right to all of this information and I think it would be helpful for all of us to know what has happened for the past couple of centuries.  You and Aria … and any other man or woman in your unit who knows anything about this … prepare a presentation for next week.  I want to know everything there is to know about whatever changes have been made to our bodies.  That is a direct order.  That said,” Blaze continued, looking for an opportunity to instill some self interest in the hawk-eyed man, “you can feel free to make a sales pitch about your genetic cocktails to crewmen as you see fit – just don’t go too crazy okay?”  He threw a smile at the scientist and hoped that the order would sit well enough with the scientist.

It seemed it did.  Toka returned the smile and offered a soft but emphatic “yes, sir” before calling out.  “Aria,” he practically yelled.

“Yes,” Aria answered as she entered from the adjoining room.

“Our new captain has just ordered us to prepare a history of genetic manipulation among the various units.  Perhaps, since you are one of the most knowledgeable people on our team, you could give him a preview of what he might expect us to share next week when the report is complete?”

“My pleasure,” she purred with more flirtation in her voice than one could casually dismiss.  Motioning him to follow her into a separate room, Aria seductively swayed her hips as she casually strutted in front of Blaze who couldn't help but notice he was experiencing that recurring feeling of primeval attraction towards the bombshell siren who was leading him into her private office.  

In contrast, Aria was feeling heavily conflicted about her overt attempts to attract the man who recently killed her one time flame: Jerron.  Because of her genetic enhancements, Aria was able to voluntarily release heavy doses of pheromones into the air - a talent that, coupled with her enhanced appearance, led most any man to feel irresistibly attracted towards her.  Doing so often left her feeling uncomfortably confident that men were not truly interested in her – they were nothing more than unwitting victims of subconscious biological processes. 

However, in this particular instance, Aria felt especially uncomfortable with her deliberate efforts to allure the ship’s captain.  First, Jerron had been the first man that Aria believed was genuinely interested in her for who she really was – interested in her character as much as her physical presence.  And then, there was her genuine attraction to Blaze – she found him both physically attractive and personally interesting because of his simplistic way of handling the situations he had been confronted with – of all of the traits she had observed from the captain, one stood out above all others: he seemed very genuine and that was a quality that Aria particularly valued in men.  Not only did her attraction to Blaze leave her feeling like she was betraying the memory of her friend – whom Blaze had executed – it left her feeling keen guilt for betraying the captain of her ship to please the one man that she both loved and loathed, admired and despised: Toka.  Between all of these conflicting emotions, Aria was feeling quite the wreck.  

However, above all else, Aria considered herself a very loyal person – and she owed her life, her livelihood, her successes, and her daily happiness to Toka.  She wouldn’t – and couldn’t – easily forget that.

So she poured it on.  She released such large amounts of pheromones into the air, spoke with such unrelenting charm, and gently touched him with such tantalizing – though seemingly accidental – allurements that Blaze could have felt little less than totally saturated by her seduction.  They spoke for hours and before long, she forgot that she was feigning anything at all.  Meanwhile, Blaze became so distracted by Aria's person that he began to miss the historical details that she was explaining and that he had so freshly requested.  The lure was laid; the bait was taken.  But she felt guilty … and so did he.
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SHE DUG HER HANDS DEEP INTO THE EARTH, allowing moist granulations to ooze between her fingers and up her arms as they plummeted into the murky soil, feeling the contrasting moisture and sandy textures as they slithered across her skin, and relaxing as she absorbed the experience into her soul.  She shuddered slightly as she consciously noticed that the energy from this earth was almost overpowering to her senses.  While she found the energy emanating from this earth exhilarating, she also found it much more intense than energies native to her home moon.  Occasionally, she determined that it was discomforting – like a quick electric jolt that doesn’t really hurt but leaves you feeling a titch jittery and on edge.  It was this sensation that made it difficult to effectively focus on her goal – she was here to listen to the earth and in order to do that, she had to flush her mind of everything else – it had to be clear and focused solely on her goal of hearing what this planet might say when it spoke to her. 

She struggled through these jolting sensations for many minutes before hearing anything whatsoever and she distinctly understood that her failures were directly related to her inability to properly channel the overwhelming amount of energy around her.  With all of this excess energy traversing throughout her body, she felt like running as fast as she could or swimming through the waters to use it up – but for now, she had to remain calm and relatively motionless. 

If this had been her home moon, she would have received a communication by now – but one had to be patient with these things – they cannot be forced.  Finally, and after what felt like many hours (despite what the sun in the sky told her about the real passage of time), she felt an immense rushing sensation as energy surged through her with remarkable ease and without any conscious effort.  She recognized this familiar feeling.  She could rest now.  She had finally succeeded. 

Evelia rejoiced in her soul as the scene continued and as the magic woman learned about the child Elayuh.  Evelia absorbed the memory as if it were her own.  Her feelings mirrored the magic woman’s feelings and she intuitively received the communication in the same way as the magic woman.  She learned the same things and understood them from the same perspectives.  Their feelings were united.  Their understandings were united.  In one sense, their souls were becoming one.  As Evelia intuited this conclusion in the subconscious portion of her mind, the scene changed again.

The magic woman hungrily absorbed energy until the surrounding air seemed to rush around her like a brisk wind in a canyon.  She could sense that Blaze perceived this energy flow as a small breeze of wind rather than understanding it for what it really was.  For being so brilliant in so many ways, this species is very naïve, she judged.  Ever trying to learn about nature but nearly always failing to become one with her. 

She focused on channeling those amassed energies through the body of the frail young woman who lay before her – the woman with an unnatural poison coursing through her veins.  She passively allowed her mind to concentrate on the blood flow of this woman, to visualize the path of blood throughout her body, to imagine herself as a traveling unit of red blood cells coursing throughout her veins – this had to be intuitive, unforced, and un-intellectual.  This had to be kinesthetic, nothing more than a feeling, an exercise in guided intuition – but it also had to be anatomically correct and flawless – the body itself could speak these things to her if she listened well.  As the magic woman released amassed energies, she guided them through the blood system of this foreign species and triumphantly – albeit slowly – observed the poison exit the body.  Moments later, the infection was gone – all that was left was for the body to recover from damage left behind by the poison.  This process was more difficult.  This was tricky.

She went through the same exercise that she had been through with the earth: she focused on effortlessly re-channeling those energies throughout the woman’s body over and over again while she listened to what the body of this woman would say to her.  She focused on passively allowing her intuition to respond to whatever the woman’s body might communicate to her.  Moments later, the magic woman was changing the way the energies moved throughout the body of this strange – but similar – species who called themselves human.  She changed the flow of energy to assist the young body in its own efforts of healing itself until the frail woman was stable.  And she changed the flow of energies to answer the requests of the body.  Soon, the young woman was largely healed.  Now, she should only need a little rest, the alien concluded.

The scene changed again … and again.  Multiple efforts at healing various injuries, infections, and diseases passed through Evelia’s mind until she began to understand the process quite well.  In some ways, it seemed very simple.  It seemed natural, organic.  It was so much easier than anything she ever would have imagined.  All of the complicated things she had learned about in her biology courses now seemed overly academic – akin to looking at the cell of someone’s kidney to assess whether or not the person had beautiful hair – it was shooting way beyond the mark.  Yet somehow, she intuitively felt that all of that knowledge could be useful – she just didn’t know how.  After all, she was an artist, not a medical specialist.

Healing was not all she learned that morning.  Evelia saw glimpses of the magic woman’s turmoil over her expulsion from her people, her internal conflict to balance  consistency in punishments with leniency for particularly complicated circumstances.  Evelia experienced the battle between mercy and justice in the magic woman’s mind as she learned more about her history and her culture.

She also learned that she had at least four more of these lengthy sessions before her experience was complete.  And this last session had been overwhelming.  Despite the fact that her body was deeply relaxed and sleeping soundly, her mind was active and she felt as if she was going to pass out if this session continued too much longer.  Perhaps I will fall into a coma, she fleetingly worried. 

Each session was lasting longer and requiring her to plummet into greater depths of mental expansion.  She was using and becoming familiar with parts of her brain that had remained relatively dormant in her species for many dozen, if not hundreds of generations.  She was awakening parts of her mind that left her feeling like someone rudely torn from a deep dark sleep by a sudden burst of noonday light – it was painful despite any delightful prospects that accompanied the light.  

And the more she learned, the more she was changing.  She was beginning to feel like a foreigner among her fellow crewmen.  On a practical level, she was one with them; she was their peer, their leader, their comrade.  But on another more fundamental level, she was becoming so different from them that she felt inexpressibly alone and distant.  She saw things from a much different paradigm than they did, she evaluated life very differently than they did.  She almost feared to learn more.  She feared that continual change might estrange her from her newest best friend, perhaps even from her entire species. 

And she still felt like fainting.

But she couldn’t stop either.  She had seen the earth’s vision of Elayuh.  The baby needed to learn these very truths that Evelia was learning.  This tiny infant was the key to helping humankind find its ultimate potential and Evelia now understood that Elayuh couldn’t accomplish that goal without thoroughly learning some – or all – of these truths.  Somehow, the magic woman had understood that a human needed to learn these things so that a human could teach them to Elayuh – and that these principles needed to be intuitive to Elayuh before she became of age – the age when the earth itself would teach her.  Somehow, the magic woman understood that Evelia was the person who had to teach Elayuh and somehow, Evelia knew the magic woman had been correct when she chose to give this knowledge to her instead of giving it to Blaze.  She only hoped that he would stay by her side as she evolved from an ordinary woman into a magic woman.  She hoped that he would want to learn these things as well.  And she hoped for a lot more.
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BLAZE WATCHED AS EVELIA TWISTED and turned in her sleeplike condition.  Cradling the baby in his arms, he wondered what Evelia would learn this time – and wondered how she might change.  He hoped that she would learn how to heal her ankle but figured that learning these skills were probably among the last things that she might learn.  Then again, he was happy to carry her from time to time – that wasn’t so bad. 

For the most part, he enjoyed hearing about things Evelia was learning and he enjoyed discovering the perspectives of an alien species; his distrust of the magic woman was waning, if not entirely fading away – after all, the things she had taught Evelia had already come in handy a few times.  At the same time, he didn’t feel like this was his season to dabble in magic – or whatever this was.  He had his own challenges to confront.  When Evelia first started learning these things, he had been struggling just to survive, to absorb drastic life changes and to meet the path fate thrust upon him.  

Now, he had the pressing burden of new responsibilities resting heavily upon his shoulders.  And if that wasn’t enough, he had to balance his efforts to gain the confidence of his fellow crewmen with his efforts to discover the source of the conspiracy that nearly ended his life – a conspiracy that was deeply imbedded somewhere amidst the very crewmen he was trying to lead, perhaps the very people whose confidence he was trying to gain.  And so, adding much of anything to these ever changing duties was an unwelcome thought even if those duties might seem pleasant during another season of his life.  

And so it was that even though he was interested in learning whatever Evelia might want to share with him, he really didn’t have much time for any of this in his life right now – he just hoped that Evelia would be wise enough to make good decisions as to which things she would believe and which things she should reject.  

She twitched.  While they slept in separate chambers, Blaze agreed to watch Elayuh while she accessed more of the magic woman’s mind.  She had suspected that this session might take longer than before and wanted to make sure that the baby was well cared for.  She was right, he mused.  She has been asleep for a very long time.  And he had duties to take care of.  He thought about calling Jazz to care for the baby again but hoped that Evelia was almost finished with this session. 

Just when he determined that it would probably be more prudent to have the young boy tend the child while Evelia finished learning whatever it was she might be learning, the young woman snapped her eyes open and scanned the room with the darting eyes of a predator.  The look in her eyes startled Blaze but the expression was fleeting and it was followed by that beaming smile of enthusiasm that always warmed his heart. 

He was excited to talk to her but probably didn’t have much time.  He retraced the questions that he wanted to ask her, including a more detailed explanation as to why she had assigned members of the crew into different colored teams and what she might be able to do to get into the minds of the crew members who remained in holding – what might they learn about the “Master” from their memories if they remained unwilling to answer his questions?  But just as she sat up and began moving towards Blaze, the speaker on his shoulder monitor activated.

“Captain?”

“Yes.”

“We have an urgent matter.  We need you to meet us on deck as soon as absolutely possible.”

“Can you tell me what it is?” Blaze pressed, hoping to have at least five minutes to visit with Evelia.

“I’m afraid not sir.  …  I mean … it’s possible but I think you will prefer to see this for yourself as soon as you can.”  The voice trailed.  Blaze thought that the voice belonged to Vardn but he wasn’t sure.  Evelia looked over at Blaze with disappointed eyes but he thought perhaps he saw something more.  Was it discouragement?

“I am sure it is nothing too serious,” he whispered in assurance. 

“I didn’t catch that sir.  Could you please repeat that?” the voice in the monitor called back.

“I will come as fast as I can,” Blaze answered, pursing his lips a little and returning Evelia’s look of disappointment as he passed the baby back into her arms.

“I’m excited to see what new things you learned,” Blaze encouraged her as he gave her a parting hug and kiss on the cheek.  “After I check things out on deck, I need with personnel to get updated on a few different departments of this ship,” he continued, “but after that, I will come back to see how you are doing.”

“Thanks,” she answered with as much encouragement as she could muster.  Silently, she determined to follow Blaze aboard deck.

“Captain?” the monitor called again. 

“I’m sorry,” Blaze began to explain, “I was speaking to …”

“Yes sir,” the monitor answered.  “I’m sorry to interrupt sir.  Vardn is asking permission to send an emergency alert among the crewmen with a note that you may modify the alert after you review the situation further.  I’m afraid this matter is quite pressing …”  Before Blaze could answer, the transmission ended.
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UNAWARE THAT EVELIA WAS QUIETLY shadowing him, Blaze entered the ship's deck and looked at the main linatech panel that projected a direct view into space.  In front of their eyes loomed a huge spaceship that dwarfed their own.  Several days before, Blaze had stared in awe at the gargantuan sized spaceship that he was now captain over.  Naively, he noted that it was by far the largest spaceship that he had ever read about in stories - let alone in reality - and believed that mankind had probably succeeded in creating the greatest space craft in the galaxy.  Now, his reality was being shaken again.  Without any experience to judge from, Blaze estimated that the space craft in front of him was undoubtedly the size of a small moon - or perhaps a large one.  Its odd shape was far from spherical however - from the front, it looked more like a well shaped, but flattened, diamond.  From above - a viewpoint Blaze did not enjoy - it looked more like a mechanical falcon with wings protruding in front of its misshapen head and a stubby tail that was three dimensional rather than flattened.  How anything that huge could ever launch through the atmosphere of a planet was beyond Blaze but it was a question that quickly passed through his mind.  The question that should have passed through his mind but did not is how a ship that size could land on a planet at all - and the answer was that it couldn't - at least, it wasn’t built for that.

Evelia gasped when she first saw the ship and Greydon stood transfixed in the middle of the room like a bug staring at some light glowing in the darkness.  It was Vardn who first spoke.  

"Captain, they have been trying to communicate with us for a few minutes.  None of our ship translators have been able to do anything whatsoever with their transmissions but we sent our standard peaceful salutations in the several hundred languages preserved in our database.  I think we sent it ..."  He paused as he looked at the timepiece displayed over the top of the huge linatech panelling Blaze continued to stare through.  "I think we sent it less than five minutes ago but they are indicating that they are ready to respond.  Shall I put the reception for everyone to hear or would  you like to take it through your personal station?"

"Pass it through universal audio of course," Blaze responded.  Although appreciative of the respectful question, he couldn't imagine taking any communication like this through his own private station.  "Record the transmission.  If they send a visual, display it on the main panel."

"Of course," Vardn answered, swathing through his station's cube and giving it oral cues.  Pausing for a moment, he looked at the cube in disbelief and then focused his eyes on Blaze without even trying to mask his puzzled look.  "Sir, the instructions they are sending reflect perfect English and the coding that they are using nearly matches old school linatech math based programming.   It's like the are already familiar ..."  He paused again as he considered whether or not his thoughts were legitimate or superstitious. 

Blaze and Evelia exchanged brief glances while Blaze furrowed his brow in compulsory, instinctive deep thought.  Earth had zero credible history of interactions with aliens.  The most interaction recorded anywhere had been their own recent experiences with the magic woman and she had been left on accident during an exploratory mission of her species to find a new planet - apparently, this had been their first visit ...  Surely they knew nothing about the human culture they had only briefly encountered.  As Blaze's mind whirled with speculations and puzzlement that mirrored Vardn's own misgivings, the transmission appeared on the linatech paneling. 

A large humanoid man appeared in front of them.  Although it was readily apparent that the creature they were beholding was similar to the magic woman they had all recently observed, there were several marked differences that shocked everyone in the room ... excepting Evelia.  She had, after all, seen several male versions of the magic woman's alien race so there was nothing so shocking about this particular male other than his particularly strong coloring and muscular build.  To the rest of the crew on board, the small horns protruding from his cheekbones and the back of his head, the spikes that appeared like sculpted, protective decorations around his shoulders, and the piercing, nearly milky white irises of his eyes, made this particular alien quite remarkable - and that was to say nothing about the strong iridescent reflections that came off of his dark colored skin.  Other than these few differences, this alien looked much like one might expect a male version of the magic woman to look like.  Then again, these few differences made him intimidating to look upon and they left the crewmen somewhat stressed.  Unknown to them, these physical differences were miniscule compared to the mental powers he wielded.

While it was evident to everyone observing the linatech paneling that his mouth movements did not match the words that came across the transmission, every member on board was taken aback by the perfect - and modern - English that came through.  Nothing about the tempo, grammar, pronunciation, enunciation, or tone of voice betrayed the slightest unfamiliarity with the language these crewmen had heard since their birth – there was, of course, one detail that immediately caught Blaze's attention - the contractions.

“Hello.”  The first word came in isolation, as if nothing more would be said.  It was friendly - albeit perfunctory, short - but not curt, charismatic - but not bubbly.  Then, after a brief pause, the following rather blunt message came through: “We've observed your course for quite some time now.  Your apparent course is Moon 514, our home.  We are very aware that your species has an extensive history of warfare.  Please state your intentions.”  And that was it.  Clearly, extensive and flamboyant public relations campaigns were not deeply engrained into this culture.

“Captain.”  Vardn tentatively spoke after Blaze's pause lasted an uncomfortably long time.  “The alien is using our old school intergalactic numbering system for worlds and moons but he is correct – Moon 514 is in fact our destination.  Would you like to respond through holographic imaging or just send audio?”  The question was pointless.  No member of the crew would have expected Blaze to send anything less than a holographic transmission.  However, the question served its purpose - it awakened Blaze out of his silence.

“Holographic imaging, of course,” Blaze answered.  The tempo of his answer showed that he had been thinking carefully in silence rather than wasting his time away in the shocked stupor that seemed to prevail at Greydon's station.  “Tell me when you are ready,” Blaze finished.  Greydon sat motionless, stressed, uncertain, and perhaps disbelieving.  Blaze passingly noticed that Greydon may have been a good soldier in some ways but he would never amount to a great officer - unless his ability to respond to stressful situations quickly changed.  He seemed to be in some sort of crisis mode.  Blaze said nothing but silently noted this detail in case he urgently needed something from Greydon's station - it might be better to request the information from someone else - even if they were less qualified or less well trained in Greydon's duties.

"I'm ready now, Captain," Vardn perfunctorily responded.

"Greetings," Blaze began, a little unsure himself why he was using this old school, nearly archaic form of salutation.  "Rest assured, we come in peace," he began.  "It appears that you inadvertently left a member of your community on our planet," Blaze explained.  He had thought about this conversation a little bit during his free time but he hadn't expected to be having this conversation so soon and he wasn't expecting it to go quite like this.  All of a sudden, he was improvising a dialogue that he had expected to give with much more thoughtful preparation – some other time and some other place.  "We began our trip with the intent of bringing her back home," Blaze began again, uncertain how he was going to present this detail.  "Sadly, she did not make it."  He left an uncomfortably long pause.  "However, she left a message with a friend of hers," he explained, motioning towards Evelia, "and asked that she pass it on to her family when we arrived."

Blaze, Evelia silently protested, please, don't say anything more about that.  She pleaded with a surprising urgence that Blaze did not understand - indeed, he had no paradigm to understand her request as she had clearly explained her intention to deliver the message just as he had described.  Why would she change her mind so late in the game?

“What is the message?” came the very quick, almost too spontaneous reply.

Blaze looked over at Evelia now, uncertain what to do or how to explain the message that he had only heard very little about.  Tell him that I would rather give the message in his own language but that I can only do that telepathically, Evelia instructed.  

“She would prefer to deliver the message in your native tongue," Blaze confidently explained, masking his complete and utter perplexity.  “If it pleases you, we would be happy to welcome you aboard our ship at your earliest convenience.”

“No,” came the nearly instantaneous reply.  “However, we will be happy to have you come aboard our ship,” the alien commander revised.  “Can you be prepared in three of your earth hours?”  This attention to detail was quite unnerving to Blaze.  How much did they really know about human culture already?  He only hoped the entire species was as benevolent as the magic woman and hoped that they would be even more well behaved.  Something about boarding an alien ship for the first time seemed a bit daring, perhaps foolhardy.  His training never included making decisions like this one.  If anything, he felt sparsely equipped to handle uneventful peaceful encounters with alien species.  He had killed hundreds – if not thousands – of them in the simulator but he had never made friends with one until he met the magic woman.  To an outsider, it might have seemed like an easy thing to peacefully board an alien spacecraft without much thought.  To Blaze, it seemed somewhat like donating an organ: you might be willing to do it but it’s probably best to think it through before doing it.

“Yes.  Three earth hours sounds fine,” Blaze offered, a little unsure as to whether or not three hours would be enough time for Evelia to get her message ready.  

“Done,” the alien voice responded.  “We'll make the arrangements and send a transport unit.”  Then, rather abruptly, the transmission ended, leaving Blaze, Evelia, and every other member of the crew in utter disbelief. 

“Now what?” Evelia queried.

“It looks like we should be getting ready for another adventure,” Blaze answered.

“I cannot share the message Blaze,” Evelia quietly explained.

“What?” Blaze shot back, both surprised and annoyed.  He already had plenty stress; the last thing he needed was more.  “What do you mean you cannot share the very message we are flying across several galaxies to deliver?” Blaze asked in frustration.  “I just promised him that we would deliver the message in three hours.  Now you are telling me that you cannot do it.  What are you thinking?”

“The message is very private,” Evelia explained.  “and it would be dangerous to give it to just anybody,” she finished, worried that such a vague statement might be unhelpful.  “I'll ask them to allow me to speak to her family.”  Trust me, she silently pleaded.  I know this seems confusing but I have a really good reason - I just can’t share it in front of everyone on deck, she finished.

"Right," Blaze answered out loud, hoping his answer matched whatever she had said out loud before making her silent plea.  "Well, let us get ready.  Vardn, make sure we have a backup transport unit ready for launch in three hours minus ten minutes.  Greydon, please look up any previous histories about dealings with alien races - everything the database has apart from sources that were obviously created for the sole purpose of entertainment.  Aria, get me a report of the autopsy of the magic woman."  Then, after a significant but short pause, Blaze reconsidered his request and added the modifier: "in English.  ...  I do not want a bunch of technical information - I just want basic information to share with this man."

"Captain, Aria is not on deck ... she ..." Vardn paused.  

"Right," Blaze responded with impressively fast reactions.  Trying to save face while suffering mild embarrassment for his faux pas – Aria did not work on deck – Blaze revised his order:  "Whoever on deck is in charge over the biological unit ... make sure Aria is aware of that last order so that I can speak with her about this development.

"Yes, sir."

Blaze was beginning to like the sound of that.
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STEELY BLUE EYES PEERED DEEPLY into a seemingly bottomless cavern.  He had flown days to arrive here.  How many days, he really didn't know.  All that could pass through his mind right now were the words of the magic woman.  He remembered what she had said about him - about how the earth willed him to be created by the gene splicing team, how his thick fur was intended for cooler climates, how his muscles were enhanced for unequaled endurance, how he was destined to accomplish some great work that only the earth knew about.  Now, he wondered if he was truly destined to do anything besides flying.  Nevertheless, he felt something pulling him to continue his flight – but not northward this time.  

He stared downward into the cavern for several minutes.  Whatever the magic woman's purpose, he was happy that he had followed her directions to come here – it hadn’t been short.  At the same time, this whole journey seemed very surreal.  This was clearly the place that she had shown him when she gave her last instructions.  This was where he was supposed to stay and wait for the young man she called Blaze. This was where he was supposed to find the young man and this was where he was supposed to find his happiness.  

Suddenly, he felt compelled to fly down into the cavern; he felt an irresistible need to plunge deep into the depths of this earth.  He felt a need to explore.

Without considering the question of whether or not he would be able to see within the depths of this deep cavern and without considering whether or not he would be able to respond to the physical risks of flying within the depths of a great chasm created by an earthquake hundreds of years earlier, the griffon tore through the air and plunged into the black abyss below.
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 	“HAVE YOU HEARD THE NEWS?”  Her voice was slightly incredulous, an emotion she hadn’t intended to so carelessly divulge.

Toka suppressed his instinct to be annoyed by her interruption.  Everyone who worked with him was well aware of how frustrated he became over trivial interruptions so this was an unacceptable oversight.  “Our new captain agreed to board an enormous spaceship controlled by a species of aliens we know very little about other than their ability to control our minds …”  Toka said this as if it was a questionable response – as if Aria could have been referring to something else.

“Yes,” she responded with waning confidence.  Somehow, Toka frequently managed to leave her feeling foolish – perhaps nothing more than a nuisance to be tolerated – and she was nearly regretting her decision to speak with him.  Still, she couldn’t help but satiate her curiosity.  “Are you going to take over the ship while he is gone?”  She estimated that her question was probably expected but she also knew that Toka would never offer this information to her until it was painfully inconvenient – and she didn’t want to be surprised.

“Of course …”  His long pause was clearly deliberate as he refused to stop pushing and repositioning the holographic image of some bacteria that was imprisoning his attention.   “… not,” he finished.  Another long pause followed.  His clear lack of desire to divulge any information was grating on Aria.  On the one hand, that was the answer she was hoping to hear.  On the other hand, her insatiable curiosity demanded that she know why.  Then again, this may be a delicate issue, she considered.  

Subtly releasing an amount of pheromones that she knew would attract Toka’s subconscious attention and carefully adjusting her tone of voice to better obtain his focus, Aria was careful not to betray her attempt to manipulate her unpredictable master.  Then she tossed him a follow up question: “Why not?  This could be your golden opportunity.  He is becoming unstable … that couldn’t have escaped your notice?” she offered – the last comment was more of a statement than a question but she had to intone her voice carefully to encourage any appreciable response.

“Of course,” he offered somewhat distractedly.  But this time, he sat back in his chair and allowed his eyes to loiter over his elegant creation.  The exercise made Aria feel uncomfortable but she was somewhat used to it and it was an outward manifestation that her ploy was working – he would speak to her now – so she offered an alluring, yet inquisitive expression as further encouragement to tell her more.  

Toka was quite proud of his handiwork: in his eyes, Aria was the epitome of beauty and there was nothing left to improve upon her physical features.  As a child, she had been diseased, disfigured, and crippled.  Now, thanks to his brilliant work, Aria struggled not to feel annoyed by the many heads she turned.  And while Toka frequently reveled in this, the pinnacle of his achievements, he was more than unhappy with her personality – it was astoundingly resilient in resisting genetic manipulation and sadly, he found her quite annoying.  But his hopes remained high so he continued with their conversation.

“Regrettably, Blaze does seem to be growing unpredictable – perhaps even erratic – or perhaps unstable as you suggested.  I warned Dr. Boyd of this."

"You spoke to Dr. Boyd?" Aria interrupted, incredulous.  She instantly regretted cutting off Toka's train of thought but was pleasantly surprised by his response: he smiled mischievously.

"Not directly.  But of course, I maintained connections."

As these words crossed Toka's lips, Aria found herself both surprised and disturbed.  It seemed Toka always had something up his sleeve but to be able to keep indirect contact with his avowed enemy for so many years seemed nothing less than prodigious - especially considering that he had kept this secret from Aria, his work companion who spent most of every day right by his side.

Speaking over the top of Aria's contemplations, he continued his mental meanderings.  “Perhaps this is only temporary … he has been under a tremendous amount of stress so there is some possibility that his actions could be environmentally motivated? … No.  These are surely reactions to genetic enhancements made only weeks ago.  Still his actions have been notably out of character …” Toka’s voice trailed off as he considered various factors that might account for Blaze’s rash and uncharacteristic behavior over the past few weeks.  He seemed lost in thought so Aria increased her alluring scents to get him back on track – and it worked.

“Still,” he continued, “under the circumstances, having Blaze as captain may be quite useful.  He essentially gave me a venue to move forward and a carte blanche to recruit new followers.  If we…” he paused after emphasizing the last word.  “If we can gain his confidence, I think I could be successful in encouraging him to seek further mental enhancements – enhancements that just might go wrong and leave him my puppet.  That might be much more advantageous than taking over the ship myself – I could control things without having to fuss over all of those miserable administrative details that captains have to oversee.  Did you finalize that virus for release into the circulation vents?”

“Almost,” she stretched the truth.  “The vaccine appears to be holding on the test subjects but I haven’t tested it on myself yet,” she misled again.  Everything was completely ready and two of her lab partners had unwittingly been exposed to the virus and later vaccinated without any significant side effects.  Aria just wasn’t sure that she was ready to perform this duty that Toka had requested of her and she wasn’t sure that this was the wisest course to take.  His hunger for power was becoming especially scary to her and despite her intense feelings of loyalty towards Toka, she was struggling to reconcile those feelings of loyalty with her feelings of aversion towards the requests he was making.

“Well, I’m not sure it matters if you test yourself,” Toka countered.  From her answer, he assumed she had weaponized the virus – she just hadn’t tested the vaccine on humans yet.  “We could probably introduce any virus in the galaxy into your system without any ill effect.  Let’s not worry about that.  Try the vaccine on Maya …”

Done, Aria silently responded.

“and Sudiki …”

Done, Aria echoed in her mind.  They were still in holding but she hoped to convince Blaze to release them soon.  She was glad that her uniform had no black star on it.  Virtually everyone on her team had been placed in holding and it hadn’t escaped her attention that they were all teammates who had black stars.  Getting them out of holding would be a delicate situation.

“… or perhaps we could just release the virus while Blaze is on the other ship.  What do you think?”

Aria was shocked.  While she was ecstatic over the degree of success she was having with Toka – this was probably the longest conversation about a non-biological subject they had had for months – he virtually never asked her opinion about anything.  She was entirely unprepared so she decided to parrot Toka’s approach to problems: she would work through the pros and cons out loud.

“Well,” she began, “the risks of an airborne infection affecting the entire crew – including those who are controlling the movement of the ship – seem very high.  An untested virus attacking the frontal lobe could lead to permanent brain damage that would not only adversely affect the decision making processes of everyone on board, it could cause more extensive and unpredictable damages as well.  Tests on this issue are inconclusive.  On the other hand, an airborne virus would all but guarantee that Blaze would come to us for treatment and then we could easily inject the enhancements you have prepared for him when he asks for help … and we could blame negative changes caused by the enhancements on the failure of the vaccine to kill the virus quickly enough.  But again, unintended consequences could be disastrous on Blaze as well as other members of the ship and that could lead to significant unrest.  I don’t think anyone really feels that Evelia would be able to fill that role competently.  I’m still incredulous as to why Dr. Boyd would put her next in line ...”  

As she mulled over her thoughts out loud, she began to connect some of the dots of Toka’s plan that she hadn’t carefully considered before.  As soon as a devastating viral attack was unleashed, the crew would look for strong leadership.  With Blaze unable to offer strong direction because of his new genetic enhancements and exposure to the same virus as everyone else, he would lean on Toka to save the crew from the virus.  Evelia wouldn’t make the grade to replace Blaze as captain and everyone else who was in line to be the defacto captain would be subject to Toka’s influence so the resulting power vacuum would offer Toka an opportunity to comfortably assume the position of captain.  All of this could happen without the need of the army he had so recently lost.  The plan is brilliant, she concluded with no small degree of discouragement.  

Despite these provocative revelations, Aria continued without any significant pause.  “It seems that localizing the virus to certain parts of the crew would be safer and tests subjects continue to contract the virus only from fluid transfer so the virus will not likely threaten airborne contamination to other members of the crew.  That would prevent unintended infections and would give us some control over unintended collateral damage.”  Aria guessed that she was building her case well but Toka’s response would be unpredictable anyway.  

It was.

“Exactly what I was considering,” Toka lied.  Somehow, he failed to notice that Aria said nothing about whether or not the virus was ready to be spread by some other means.  He had ordered her to prepare the virus for airborne transmission and she had done it.  However, none of the test subjects were exposed by airborne transmission.  Everything had been done orally.  Aria simply hadn’t been willing to take the risk of infecting anyone via airborne methods yet – even under the controlled circumstances of her lab.  “Prepare the virus to be transmitted orally,” Toka ordered.

“Yes sir,” she obediently responded with no small degree of satisfaction.  Toka would expect that this could be done within a couple days at most so that would give her some free time to pursue her own endeavors and to sort out her own ambitions and feelings.  Whew, she silently emoted.
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 “YOUR STAFF WILL BE MORE DANGEROUS for you than for them, even in cloaking mode.  Just leave it here.”  The words were matter-of-fact, lacking any emotion.  Evelia was too busy thinking through several complicated cultural details that might affect their trip to the alien ship to even consider that her words were a little blunt, almost commanding.  She simply noticed Blaze placing the staff by the door so he wouldn’t forget it and determined that he needed to be made aware that this would be a poor choice.

“You want to board an alien ship entirely unarmed?” Blaze responded, only half surprised.  It seemed that everything Evelia said lately was nearly the opposite of what he would have expected.  To an outsider, it may have made practical public relations sense not to bring weapons when invited to board an alien ship but the thought never would have occurred to Blaze.  In reality, he was still more of a warrior than a captain, more of a commander of troops than a leader of civilians.  Beyond his paradigm failure, Blaze had the ability to cloak his staff so that it would be undetected by any living eye – not bringing it seemed naïve, perhaps even foolhardy.  Then again, who knows what scanning technologies they may use, he began to reconsider, entirely missing Evelia’s point.

“It can only cause us trouble,” she assured him a second time.  “Hundreds of generations have deeply engrained into their culture a moral code that strictly forbids taking any intelligent life unless they are first threatened.  They wouldn’t even remotely consider killing any of us … unless of course, you brought a concealed weapon on board their ship.  And even if you did, Blaze,” she explained very gently, yet pointedly, “it wouldn’t do you any good.  This man is the leader of a very large ship.  They choose their leaders from those who possess the most extraordinary psionic abilities.  Only the most powerful are allowed to hold positions of authority.  In other words, he could completely control your every move if he wanted to.  But then again, he would never do that unless threatened.  Right now, he feels a little threatened because we are approaching his home moon without any invitation and he fears that we – a violent species – might engage his people in combat.  Bringing weapons would only validate his concerns.”

For a moment, Blaze began to feel that Evelia’s words were less informative than patronizing, more defensive in tone than pragmatic.  She immediately detected his unexpressed agitation and governed her tone of voice better.  She looked at him with unusual compassion considering the stress she was feeling.  “Our situation right now is not delicate but if you bring weapons, that could quickly change.  Their leader will want to avoid confrontation … but if necessary, he will control our actions, spare our lives, and then transport us to some place where we could viably survive … without any access to the technologies we now enjoy.”  

Evelia was pausing more than normal but Blaze did nothing to interrupt her string of thoughts.  “In other words,” she summarized, “he expects nothing more than a pleasantly short visit, after which he will ask us to peacefully return to our ship.  Undoubtedly, they are not remotely interested in our message.  Their leader is simply trying to be gracious.”  The last word fell heavily upon Blaze’s ears.  The alien seemed anything but gracious from his perspective – and being disinterested in a message from an accidental refugee seemed anything but gracious – but Evelia was not finished talking so he said nothing, asked nothing.

“We have no technology that interests them and they have reason to believe that we would only abuse their technologies so they will have no interest in exchanging knowledge with our species or in engaging in further relations unless we offer them reason to believe that we are different from what they expect,” which is precisely what we intend to do, she silently added to herself.

Given his experience with the magic woman, Evelia’s explanation made sense.  However, the prospect of not bringing any weapons left Blaze feeling more than a little outside of his element.  Trained for every genre of physical combat since boyhood, it never occurred to him that his weapons would be useless in any situation – the concept itself left him feeling very unnerved. 

Evelia sensed the mental conflict swirling in Blaze’s thoughts and perceived that the energy flow around him was growing erratic.  “Blaze,” she purred in a manner eerily reminiscent of the magic woman, “Although I’ve only learned the basics of how psionic powers work and although I lack any real experience, I can still protect us from whatever he might want to do because I also understand their culture.  If I set up even a subtle defensive energy barrier around us, he will perceive that we do not welcome intrusion into our minds … which is something that he would not consider doing anyway unless he felt threatened … they consider it highly improper to read minds unless invited to do so.  I have to put up that barrier anyway so they cannot discern why I do not want to share the message directly with them.”

“Tell me again why you do not want to share the very message we were coming to share?” Blaze queried, exhibiting a rare moment of mental density – he remembered that the message was supposedly private but that explanation didn’t really make sense.

“Do you want to know why it is private?” Evelia redirected.

“Sure … that would be helpful,” Blaze answered.

“This is somewhat complicated,” Evelia warned, tapping her lips with bent fingers, looking sideways, and trying to gather her thoughts.  “I will probably have to offer a lot more details when we have more time but the short version is this: the magic woman was not accidentally left behind.  She was exiled from her people because she was protecting her boyfriend … fiancé … well forget that detail … their culture is different that way,” she blundered.  “When I first learned about her … fiancé, I understood that he was exiled to another planet because of a small lie or something like that but I later learned that he uncovered a government conspiracy.  The magic woman lied to protect him before he was exiled and she later got caught.  She asked me to relay this message to her family so they will no longer think ill of her … and …” Evelia hesitated, “I think the message may have some hidden meaning.  Blaze, I think she wants to warn her parents so that they can try to stop the government conspiracy – whatever it is – but there has not been any corruption like this among her species for uncounted generations so they may not ...”

“I am not getting involved in some alien dispute,” Blaze objected with overt agitation.

“Oh no,” Evelia clarified, “I only want to deliver the message.  This is their problem.  I am simply repaying the magic woman for the many gifts that she has given us and ...”

“Gifts?” Blaze interrupted, surprised and not following Evelia’s train of thought very well.

“Yes,” Evelia answered with a sad tone, offering Blaze an expressive look that was a cross between a hurtful glance and prodigious patience.  True enough, she considered.  Perhaps I am the only one benefiting from the gifts so far – she alone was gaining new talents and she alone was beginning to accept Elayuh as her own child.  Trying to harness Blaze’s attention in a way that might get him quickly back on track, she pointed to her recently healed ankle.  He looked at it with no small degree of surprise.  

“I healed it while we walked to the deck,” Evelia explained.  “Normally, it probably would have required more concentration than that but it was already healing pretty well so my body responded quite easily to directions to heal itself with energy I channeled from my room,” she explained with more detail than Blaze cared to know about right then.  “I am grateful for this gift – and the many other things that I have learned at her feet.  Besides, I promised you it would be worth every moment.  Did you forget?”

Only slightly dodging her question, Blaze queried: “Okay, so you are only going to deliver the message, visit with the aliens about what we might learn from them, and then go back home … correct?”

“Well, that is what I hope to do,” Evelia answered.  Blaze cocked an eyebrow and waited for more information.  She smiled, unsure why she found his inquisitive looks so attractive.

“If her parents are not on board that ship,” she gestured outside of her window towards the monstrous ship, “we have to follow it back to her home moon like we were planning to do anyway.”

“But you promised to give the message to their captain…”

“Not precisely,” Evelia correct.  “I said I wanted to share the message in their native tongue.  If her parents are not aboard that ship, I can simply explain that I presumed that since the magic woman was accidentally left behind, I expected that her family would be aware of our ship coming towards their moon and would be aboard the ship where I could meet them.”

“But the magic woman was exiled, not accidentally left behind like we thought,” Blaze corrected.

“But they do not know that I know that Blaze,” she teasingly mocked, imitating his tempo of language and tone of voice.  “Did you not just tell them that you understood that they accidentally left her behind and that we were just bringing her back?”  She offered no pause for an answer to her rhetorical question.  It was clear that Blaze was overly stressed, lacking sleep, or otherwise overwhelmed – otherwise he wouldn’t have been so slow to comprehend all of these relatively simple details.  “They will expect that she hid the truth from us … like she did initially … so my explanation will make perfect sense to them.”

“Right,” Blaze answered, less than satisfied about how this new development was panning out.

Sensing his hesitation and unspoken concerns, Evelia walked towards him and held him close for a moment.  “Don’t worry,” she instructed.  “You can make a formal appearance – I will take care of the details.  It’s about time I returned a favor or two.”

As Blaze held Evelia close to himself for quite some time, his thoughts wandered far afield – back to his old Order, back to rules about dating, rules for getting engaged, rules for getting married.  He wasn’t sure if any of these procedures could still be followed.  He wasn’t sure who should be in charge of making those decisions – and maybe it was Blaze.  To him, it seemed that he had wanted to marry Evelia his whole life.  But now, in deep space, he had occasional doubts about that and he had serious philosophical queries about what marriage really meant in this, his new world.  His erratic thoughts then passed to Aria when he recalled a nagging question.

“Evelia, you still haven’t told me how you knew all of the functionalities on my staff.  Those were top secret in our Order.  You did not find the information on the database did you?”  

Pausing for quite a long time, Evelia quickly betrayed her misgivings about discussing this issue but Blaze had no idea why.  Not raising her head from his chest, she asked him how much time remained before they would board the alien ship.

“Roughly two hours,” he replied.  And then, recalculating, he detected his error and corrected himself.  “A little over two hours, actually.”

“Okay,” she resolved, pushing herself away from Blaze so that she could make strong eye contact.  As she did so, she passingly remembered how Blaze was so frequently entranced by her hazel eyes.  “I’m going to need a little time to think more about how to present myself to the captain of that ship,” she began, pointing out the linatech window from her chambers, “but I think there is time to explain a few things I’ve been needing to share.”

Blaze’s patience was waning.  He was expecting two reports and he needed time to consider the new details Evelia had just shared with him.  He’d asked a simple question; wouldn’t a simple answer suffice?  
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ON THE VERGE OF A MENTAL BREAKDOWN, Aria emptied the syringe into the glass of flavorful juice made from mantha plants she and Toka had bred and modified several years earlier.  Her hands shook as the syringe finished squirting the last little bit into the juice.  Somehow, her conversation with Toka had left him feeling suspicious.  Within minutes, he had hacked into her private logs, discovered her deceptions, discovered her misgivings about administering the virus, and discovered her budding feelings for Blaze.  Enraged, he threatened her like she had never been threatened before; he beat her like she had never been beaten before – and healing quickly as she was prone to do, he had beaten her twice.  Now, with feelings still raw, she prepared the drink while Toka personally supervised her actions.  Forced to do the very thing she felt she could not make herself do, her body shook not solely out of anxiety, it shook because of her personal misgivings – it was wrong to genetically modify people without their consent.  There were risks if the modifications were not well accepted by the host.  There were occasional, unexpected side effects.  There was always sickness and there were occasional deaths.  Here body shook because it was wrong for her to do what she was doing.   She shook because she was scared.  She shook because of the choice she was making.  Perhaps, she shook because she felt like she really had no choice at all.

Nevertheless, Aria was a woman of great poise and self control.  As she set the syringe inside the washing compartment and sealed it shut, she took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, wrapped her fingers around the ceremonial cup, and quickly exited into the hallway.  Moments later, she spoke into Blaze’s door monitor, requesting entry.  Receiving no response, she quickly determined that he was probably in Evelia’s chambers, a conclusion that left Aria more anxious and stressed than ever.  Her biological talents of persuasion were designed to work on males; occasionally, they helped to calm down females as well but more often than not, they created unwanted tension.  Aria’s task was difficult enough – she didn’t need further complications.

Deliberately managing her walk, she practiced making her seductive movements more subtle as she approached Evelia’s door.  “Evelia,” she called in as sweet of voice as she could muster, “are you available?”

“Yes,” came the quick reply.  A moment later, the door opened to reveal the captain.  

“Perfect,” Aria replied, looking towards Blaze.  “Captain, I have your report and some drink.”  Lifting the mantha juice with both hands, she smiled.  In my Unit, it is tradition to offer a drink to a leader before he goes on a journey or begins some great task,” she explained, sauntering towards him.  

“People in your Order went on journeys?” Evelia instinctually interrupted, forgetting that Aria’s Unit was more aware of the outside world than any of the other Units.

“Not frequently,” Aria confessed, “but it is our strong tradition nonetheless.”  Raising the drink a little higher, Aria offered a slight bow towards Blaze, lowering her head in echo and leaving it there for an uncomfortably long moment – neither Blaze nor Evelia knew how the young warrior should properly respond to the offer so they remained motionless in anticipation.   Just as Blaze reached towards the drink, Aria straightened her back and took a drink out of the cup, letting her lips linger on the edge for a moment before removing the cup.  Releasing a very subtle amount of her scent into the air, she met Blaze’s eyes squarely and offered a clear but restrained smile.  “Those who offer the drink must take the first sip to assure the leader that it is safe to drink,” she explained as she now clearly offered the ceremonial cup to Blaze.

He drank.  And when he finished drinking, Aria continued to meet his gaze in a way that clearly suggested anticipation – like she was waiting for him to drink the entire cup – so he did.  Bowing again towards the young warrior, Aria held her hands out to receive the empty cup.  “May peace envelop your journey,” she ceremoniously concluded.  “Would you like your report now?” she asked, this time looking over at Evelia with as friendly of a smile as she could muster.  

But Evelia could discern the erratic energy around Aria and her disapproval of her presence was intuitively evident to the bombshell scientist.

“Yes, please be quick,” Blaze answered, still feeling rather pressed to learn everything he needed to learn before boarding the alien ship.  “I need something plain and easy to pass on to the Alien captain,” Blaze explained.  “I do not need technical medical terminology.”

“Yes, sir.  The alien woman clearly died from external wounds.  The energy bolts were indisputably the only cause for her death.  Certain chemicals in her body appeared elevated before she died, suggesting severe anxiety or intense anger.  Unfortunately, in an alien species, it is difficult to determine whether these chemical levels might be uncharacteristically high for her species or whether they are typically found in their bodies at higher levels than we expect in humans.  We just don’t know enough about her species to make a solid conclusion.  Because of that uncertainty, it is difficult to determine whether or not she had any intent to kill Dr. Boyd.”

And that was it.  She offered nothing more.  

Blaze waited only briefly before asking a follow up question.  “What does your gut instinct tell you Aria?” 

The question clearly caught her by surprise.  “What do you mean?” she countered.

“Was she stressed, angry, or totally normal?” Blaze responded as if the question had been obvious the first time but Aria was clearly out of her element.  Even Blaze, who could not see the erratic movement of energy around her intuitively detected something was bothering her – was the very icon of poise breaking down?

“I haven’t really considered that,” she confessed.  But after a few moments passed, she understood that her response was not getting her off the hook – she had to offer an answer.

“If I had to answer based upon her chemical makeup alone, I would say that she was under severe stress,” Aria concluded.  “But if I had to answer based upon her autopsy scans and the video, I would say that she was angry because of whatever she was stressed about but I  wasn’t close enough to her to really make that call.  You would be better off asking someone closer to her.”  The last phrase was clearly directed towards Evelia as Aria nodded her head towards the petite woman and offered a slight smile.

“Greydon has not brought the report on interactions with alien races – do you by chance know when that is coming?” Blaze asked.  

Suddenly, Aria fell even further outside of her element, her countenance now outwardly betraying her many misgivings.  For Evelia however, the change in countenance was far less obvious than the violently erratic energy enveloping her body.  Coupled with an unmistakable look of apprehension, Evelia was not inclined to let the moment pass unnoticed.  

“Aria, are you alright?” she pressed with seeming innocence.

Toka’s siren now cast her eyes at the floor.  Years of training, conditioning, and practice were suddenly useless.  She could probably cover, make up some excuse, and go back to her chambers to sort out her feelings.  She could probably easily get away with some lame excuse about not getting enough sleep or not feeling well – after all, Blaze wouldn’t be feeling well in the very near future either.  But something inside of her snapped, something very primal moved within her, something deep in her soul shifted.

“Are you recording?” she barely whispered, asking the question before she was absolutely sure she would really choose this life changing course correction.  Blaze and Evelia exchanged curious glances.  

“No,” Blaze answered, still looking at Evelia to make sure that his answer was accurate.  “What you have to say, say freely.”

But Aria continued to hesitate.  There was so much to tell but what was wise to tell, she didn’t really know.

“Greydon delegated that duty to Toka,” Aria answered quietly.  Then, with great deliberation and with a look of sincerity that was unmistakable, she met Blaze’s gaze with great intensity and refused to break eye contact for the slightest moment.  “Believe very little of what you will hear,” she counseled.  Her eyes darted back and forth between his own eyes and then they fell to the ground.

As Evelia observed Aria’s energy movements stabilizing, she knew that Aria spoke the truth.  As Blaze carefully observed Aria’s eyes, he knew she spoke the truth.  But before either of them could say anything, Aria spun around, covered her mouth with her fingers, and quickly sped out of the room with nothing more to say.

As the door shut, Evelia grabbed Blaze’s hand, looked deeply into his eyes, and confirmed what he already knew: “She told the truth.”

“I know,” he confessed.  “I am unsure what to make of it though.”

“I’m sure you will understand soon,” Evelia responded, looking towards the ground.  “Blaze,” she started again, raising her head and then her eyes to look more directly at Blaze.  “Our time is short but what I have to say is also very important – not just to answer your question but perhaps to explain a number of things about this alien race that may be more helpful than the report you will receive from Toka.”  The look on her face was manifestly sincere and Blaze felt that surge of crush on her that momentarily removed any doubts he may have had about his feelings for her.  “Can you trust me?” she asked with such sincerity that Blaze felt badly that she would need to ask at all.

“Of course,” he answered.

Without saying anything in return, Evelia reached her hands up to Blaze’s jaw and softly tugged his face down to her level.  Then, she pressed her cheek against his and slowly glided her cheek across his scruffy jaw line until her lips rested next to his ear and he could feel her warm breath pulsing into his ears.  Soon, he relaxed and closed his eyes without any instruction.  Then, he began to observe scenes from Evelia’s life flashing before his mind.  Unbeknown to Blaze, she was only sharing her most intense memories so that the process would not take very long but he observed and understood many things about Evelia that would have changed his worldview growing up had he only known a small portion of what he was learning now.  Her feelings for the Order, her feelings for her family, and her feelings for Blaze – especially in context of having reviewed all of his memories – were now deeply imbedded into his soul as well.  The things she had been learning from the magic woman superficially passed through his mind but Evelia’s feelings about what she was learning were forcefully implanted into his heart.  The magic woman’s feelings about her people, her feelings about the conspiracy, and her feelings towards the new race of humans she had so recently met all passed through Blaze’s mind as well.  Soon, Blaze had a strong foundation to understand the people he was about to meet.

But he also had a very new understanding about the woman he loved.  As the scenes ended, Evelia slowly pulled her cheeks away from Blaze, feeling a little emotionally overwhelmed and not unnoticeably vulnerable.  But now, Blaze could innately understand how she was feeling at that moment.  Contrary to every cultural tradition he had been raised with, he responded to her feelings by raising his hands in cupping shape around her jaw line and pulling her face close to his.

And then he kissed her.  

But as their lips moved together, the virus moved as well.
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LATELY, IT SEEMED LIKE NOTHING happened the way Blaze expected.  Evelia’s newest conundrum was an unforeseen complication that left him feeling uncomfortable - Aria’s brief visit was anything but normal - and Toka's report left Blaze entirely baffled.  Now, looking out the transport bay, it was evident that the alien's transport unit was much too large to make it into his receiving bay.  That wouldn’t have been too surprising or stressful in and of itself.  What was surprising to Blaze was that the potential transport units he had to choose from were small enough to fit into the bay of the alien transport unit.  In every way, the alien ships dwarfed the human ships.  And that created a very rare internal event for the young warrior: he felt intimidated.

But that wouldn’t be the end of his surprises that day.

He looked over at Evelia who was holding Elayuh and then shifted his eyes down to the infant's tiny hands that were erratically moving around her face.  When Evelia suggested that they should bring the child on the alien ship, Blaze hesitated to argue the point.  Evelia knew the alien culture better than he did.  He suspected she was right in believing that bringing a child would deflate any atmosphere of tension that the aliens might be experiencing.  Still, the baby’s presence left him feeling all the more outside of his element.  He was used to being the protectorate, the hero, the hope of his race.  Now, he was charting the course for his species by meeting an alien race without any weapons and bringing along an orphan baby that didn’t even belong to him.  And while he felt fond feelings towards the child, Elayuh frequently reminded Blaze of his first real battle and all of the conflicting emotions that were associated with that horrific experience.  Calm, quiet, and relaxing, the child’s presence nonetheless brought occasional echoes of blood, carnage, and intolerable suffering.  But as she shifted in Evelia’s arms and smiled over at Blaze, his heart softened and he remembered why he felt tender affection for her nonetheless.

“Looks like we need to fly out to meet them,” Blaze ventured, stating the obvious only because it needed to be said.  “Let’s go.”  Evelia smiled in return.  She couldn’t articulate her feelings well but she knew that she was pleased to hear Blaze using contractions.  She couldn’t say why that was important to her or why it made her happy but it made her smile nonetheless.  Perhaps it represented internal growth.  Perhaps it represented a rejection of all things false.  Perhaps it represented his determination to only pursue the very best paths he could find.  Whatever the reason, it seemed a good thing.
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A FEMALE ALIEN GREETED BLAZE, Evelia, and the child as soon as they exited the alien’s transport unit onto the colossal moon-sized ship.  In an instant, Blaze recognized those recurring feelings that he had felt around the magic woman back home.  He felt peace; he felt calm and trusting.  He felt anything but stressed.  The female alien’s unusual language, her dual toned voice, her shimmery skin, and her graceful movements created a fleeting moment of melancholy for the magic woman.  Having only known her very briefly, she had nonetheless greatly affected his life and she would continue to affect him until the moment he would die.  Now that Evelia had shared some of the magic woman’s feelings with Blaze, he was less inclined to intellectualize his experiences with her – he now felt more at one with her and felt empathy towards her goals and ideals and he knew her to be a woman of unquestionable integrity and perhaps, valor.

Evelia broke out in smiles the moment she saw the new woman and bowed towards the lithe little alien with both hands held in a cupping shape and with one arm outstretched to grab hands as was the aliens' custom.  Clearly surprised, the alien woman returned the smiles, warmly grasped Evelia’s hands, and spoke through some unseen translating unit, “Our captain anxiously awaits your visit in his private chambers.”

Blaze instinctively tensed his muscles.  Intuitively, the alien woman immediately noticed the changing energy flow around Blaze and cast Evelia a look of concern.  Evelia, in her characteristically sweet manner winked at Blaze and responded out loud.  “The captain would only invite us to his private chambers if he was expecting this to be a peaceful visit,” she offered.  “If he expected trouble, we would meet in a public venue.  He intends to show us that he is friendly.” 

Unlike his transmission, Blaze silently grumbled, failing to suppress his nervousness about being in a situation where he had zero control over whatever was about to happen.

Still holding the alien’s hand with her arm bent and with her hand still in cupping shape, Evelia motioned for the alien to lead them wherever they needed to go.  As they walked, the alien woman spoke a few words about the captain, including his name, which was anything but pronounceable to Blaze and which was barely understandable by Evelia.  Given her background with the alien race, she was able to remember the name, although whether or not she would be able to say it properly when speaking psionically was a different question altogether.  Their guide politely warned them that the captain was exceedingly intelligent, overly quick to respond, and unnervingly adept at accurately anticipating what other people would say.  “Nonetheless,” she explained, “he intends no malice in doing so.  That is simply who he is and it is no surprise that he is so.  He is the most gifted psionic communicator that our species has any record of … and his other gifts are extraordinary as well,” she added.  "He often thinks several steps ahead of everyone that surrounds him and that can make him a little difficult to follow ... but if you get a little behind in the conversation, he will likely know where and why so don't let that bother you."

As they turned the last corridor – a corridor designed after sandstone-esque caverns from their home moon – Evelia felt a stronger energy flow than she had ever experienced before and instantly recognized that her psionic barrier had been noticed, respected, and passed upon and that her barrier over Blaze was similarly treated.  What surprised her was that Elayuh’s mind, which she had not anticipated a need to protect, was the subject of quite a bit of the alien captain’s attention before the doorway to his chambers was even visible.

When Blaze saw the entrance to the captain’s private chambers, he was more than a little surprised.  There was no door.  And as soon as Blaze noticed this, he retrospectively noticed that he hadn’t seen a single door aboard the ship excepting those transitioning the receiving bay into the main ship itself – doors that were necessary to keep the atmosphere on the ship stabilized.  He glanced around and saw no doors throughout the entirety of the captain’s private chambers.  It appeared that subtle turns in corridors allowed some degree of privacy in the bed chambers and in the lavatory but other than these, it seemed that this alien species had some issue with doors – an idiosyncrasy that Blaze would have never thought to imagine or contemplate on his own.  Why would a technologically advanced alien species neglect doors in the design of their ship?  The very idea seemed too primitive to be consistent with the superior technology exhibited by this species.

The moment that Blaze and Evelia observed the captain, he graciously bowed his large frame and held both of his hands outstretched towards them, hands in upside down cupping position.  Blaze, who had not paid close attention to what had transpired between the alien guide and Evelia, was somewhat oblivious as to what he should do to return the captain’s greeting.  And unsure as to whether or not he should follow Evelia’s lead, he simply bowed in return and lifted his arm out in front of him with his hand roughly shaped like a fist, ready to shake hands if that is what these aliens did.  The primer he received from Evelia less than an hour earlier hadn’t prepared him for formal occasions like this one and that gave him yet one more reason to feel stressed over this meeting. 

The alien captain took Evelia’s hand and touched it to his temple as was his custom.  In contrast, his response to Blaze was something of a cross between a wheeze and a chuckle, his two voices slightly grating against one another.  The young warrior would have been defensive over the sound but for the gentle look that the alien captain was offering.  It may not have been clear to Blaze that the captain was amused but it was definitively clear that he was in no way exhibiting any aggression towards the young warrior.

Nothing was said. 

Blaze’s cultural guffaw was being overlooked.  Further, the captain was very pleased with Evelia’s understanding of his culture and with the energy flow around all parties so he ignored the slightly awkward greeting and immediately jumped into the conversation twenty paces ahead of where Blaze and Evelia had expected him to begin.

“Hmmm… you are hoping to start a new society for your species and would like assistance in determining how to properly begin the process,” he began.  “… a pleasant surprise,” he continued as both Blaze and Evelia metaphorically tripped over their fallen jaws.  “We would be honored to support you in this endeavor but I would first like to hear the message you have to share.”

For Blaze, the captain’s words seemed excessively blunt and perfunctory and he felt uncomfortable – but it was his knowledge of things that no one had told him that really bothered the young warrior – Evelia’s assurance that no one would read their minds had been a crucial consideration when Blaze agreed to board this ship unarmed.  Before he finished looking over at Evelia to determine what was happening, she was already silently answering his unprocessed question: He read Elayuh’s mind.

But how …

“Her comprehension is very limited but her mind records everything that happens around her nonetheless.  Shockingly, the woman you refer to as the ‘magic woman’ deeply imprinted upon her mind a knowledge of all of our morals and values … this child's subconscious already understands the principles that have guided our people for untold generations.  It is a very rare and sacred thing for a woman to do this to a child that she did not personally bear.  And more unusual still, it was your planet that instructed her to do so."  The alien paused only briefly but the pause seemed glacial because of his habitually swift speech.  "Further, she imprinted upon this child the purpose for which your planet chose her to begin a new era for your species and she further explained your roles in this endeavor – as far as she understood it."  Another brief, yet ambitious pause followed.  "Very unusual for a woman in her situation."  Then, he turned his eyes directly upon Evelia.  "Please … share your message."

Evelia was relieved that she had prepared what to say multiple times when travelling to the alien's ship.  She knew that any pause or indecision would lead to a change in her energy flow and that change would be noticed – she needed to appear spontaneous and unrehearsed.  

It worked.

Where are her parents?  Evelia asked in his native tongue.  Even with his superior intelligence, this question was too far off track to allow the alien man to quickly determine what prompted this question.  

Sensing his surprise, Evelia beat him to his intended mental destination.  Surely her parents were aware you were going to pick her up? she asked with such sincerity that he immediately connected the dots.

I see, he answered.  You believe the message is private and do not wish to share it with anyone else? he ventured.

Correct, Evelia responded in his native tongue, looking over at Blaze to see whether or not he was alert enough to understand that she was telepathically speaking to the alien captain silently.  Unsurprisingly, she found recognition and understanding in his eyes.  He may miss a lot of things, she thought, but if it has anything to do with safety or strategy, little escapes his attention.

"Very well," the captain responded out loud and in English as he motioned the guide to do something Blaze and Evelia could not discern.  "We have a device for this," he explained.  "You can implant the message into the device in the same way that you would speak it telepathically to someone else.  Don't worry," he assured Evelia before she finished processing her own concern, "this is something that you can do without any practice and the message cannot be intercepted by anyone other than the intended recipient."  The captain's words betrayed a degree of understanding that Evelia could have scarcely comprehended before that very moment.  Despite the simplicity of his guess into her heart, Evelia somehow intuitively understood that this man could nearly read her mind by observing the energy flow around her and that one could keep few secrets from a man like this.  It was only her human nature - as distinguished from his own - that allowed her any degree of mental privacy from him at all.  He would be slow to make negative conclusions until he understood her species better and that was the only reason her plan was working - she hadn’t anticipated this.

"While she gets that," the captain continued, "perhaps I should answer your questions as to how you can ethically divest your ship of people that will stop your species from progressing the way it needs.  Is that a good beginning?" 

While Evelia quickly responded in the affirmative, Blaze felt reluctant to pursue this conversation.  Sure, he had spoken to the magic woman about these things and he had agreed that it sounded like a good idea but when it came down to it, he wasn't really sure that he was ready to ditch some of his fellow humans on some remote planet, never to visit them again.  And he wasn't sure that he was ready to try to create some utopian order the same way Dr. Boyd did - especially given Dr. Boyd's monumental moral failures.  And then there was the "Master," whomever that was - how was he to know how to find that person, let alone convince him to bail ship with a bunch of fellow crewmen who would be subject to his wicked ways.  These and more thoughts were passing through his mind.

"I see," the alien captain began again, his iridescent eyes flashing as he looked away from Evelia and towards Blaze.  "You have a traitor on your ship.  You are concerned how to find him?  Am I right?"  While Evelia nodded, Blaze's surprised expression and jumbled energy flow was sufficient answer for the alien captain - he answered before Blaze began to nod in agreement.

"This is no problem Blaze," the captain said. "We can certainly help you with that."  It wasn't until that very moment that Blaze realized that he had not spoken his name to the alien captain - and yet he knew it.  "Hmmm," the alien emoted.  "That's right.  You have an affinity for griffons.  Do you know where he waits for you?  Of course not ... you are not aware that inside your globe … Blaze, your planet is hollow and houses survivors from your third holocaust."  

A significantly long pause lingered in the air as Blaze and Evelia found themselves once more lost among a plethora of shattering paradigms.  Myths were becoming reality.  Fiction was becoming future.  The strange was becoming the expected.  The guide had been correct: the captain moved a dozen paces in front of them at the conversation’s every turn.  

"If you would allow me, Evelia, I can give you all of this information directly and then you will need our help no further and you can be free to return to your ship.  I'll make sure to provide you with the coordinates to a nearby planet where you can leave crew members who are interested and willing to explore the planet for the possibility of starting a colony in the future.  Am I missing anything?"  Without waiting for an answer, he responded himself.  "Yes, of course.  You need to leave the message first."

Within a very brief few moments of time, moments that were completely silent as Blaze and Evelia tried to process what the alien captain had just said, the guide returned with a significantly large object that was artistically engraven to resemble an alien woman's head, with skull removed to expose the brain.  The guide gently placed the device into Evelia's hands, allowing Evelia the time and opportunity to shift the baby so that she could properly place her hands under the jaws of the sculptured head.  As she quickly delivered the message, it occurred to Evelia that this psionically gifted captain might be able to discern both the message and the intent behind the message that she was sharing.  It occurred to her that he might be able to discern that she was delivering a message that could shake the very foundations of the society that he was leading.  As she finished implanting the message into the device, she looked over at the alien captain only briefly.

But it was enough.  She was sure of it: he knew.







[image: Image]







 “ARIA,” TOKA AIRILY BREATHED in a sarcastic tone that clearly betrayed disappointment.  She was in for another beating.  She practically felt it coming before she entered the room.  Part of her wanted to run.  She lived with new people now; this was her golden opportunity to escape her personalized prison, to start anew.  But her only true refuge was the man aboard an alien ship, a place he may never return from.  Somewhere deep in her heart, she expected him to come back.  She even yearned for him to come back.  But in dark moments of desperation like this one, it is difficult to make room for hope.  This was a time of dejection, a time of despair.

“Yes, Toka?” Aria replied in the most innocent, yet sultry tone she could muster.  Silently, she began releasing small but repeated pulses of pheromones into the air towards her master.  Too small to easily detect but close enough together to hopefully dissuade Toka from unleashing the full measure of his fury, the scent pulses moved towards Toka to work their magic.  

But it didn’t work.  

Toka’s wrath was too intense to deny.  Today, he would test the very limits of Aria’s remarkable ability to heal.  Today, he would instill enough fear in her to prevent any future complications or any potential disloyalties.

“You administered the wrong virus,” he snapped, crossing his arms in front of him as if making the letter “x” and then thrusting them apart and perpendicular to his body until he resembled a lazy letter “t”.  Aria knew what to expect.  One of Toka’s many genetic modifications included quills that he could release from his forearms.  Laced with a poison that nearly instantaneously attacked the central nervous system of the victim, the quills quickly paralyzed whomever they touched.  If a few stuck in the victim, a quick death would be all but certain.  Toka had thrown several at her all at once and while a few grazed her skin, leaving traces of the poison to be absorbed by her body, another couple found their target more solidly, leaving Aria feeling extensively groggy for the next several moments.

“Tell me pet,” Toka fumed, “what enhancements did you give to Blaze?  or did you give him nothing significant at all?”  Morphing in front of her eyes, the Master was pointing towards the cup Aria held in her hands.  As Toka removed his shirt and kicked aside his shoes, his beastly enhancements began to appear.  He menacingly bowed towards Aria and spread his curved arms as if preparing to pound his fists together.  Protective spikes slowly exited his body and pierced through his skin, protruding all over the backsides of his arms and the front side of his legs like bladed lobster claws.  More spikes appeared on his backside and others exited out the backsides of his fingers.  Sharp canines appeared as he growled towards Aria and the color and texture of his skin began to change much like a chameleon hiding from a predator.  

All the while, Aria was struggling to maintain her balance and remain standing.  Part of her felt very scared.  Part of her felt almost nothing at all.  Her body automatically responded in the way she wished it would not: she became numb, spiritually numb, mentally numb.  Conscious unawareness enveloped her.  What happened to her was of no consequence.  Her life was nothing more than fiction anyway.  She was a puppet and nothing more.  She had no intrinsic value; she carried no value to anyone.  No one liked her for who she was – they only liked her for who she pretended to be.  And the only person who had cared for her when she was weak, helpless, and crippled was Toka.  He was her only true love in the world.  He was her Master.  

She knew all these things were true.  She knew she would suffer for her earlier disobedience – for her foolhardiness.  She would confess and accept his wrath – this, she had done for years.

But before she could summon the energy to answer his question, she felt the bladed backside of Toka’s arms slicing across her face and her chest.  That familiar feeling of blood pouring out of her body and soaking into her clothes crossed her conscious mind before she observed the final stage of Toka’s transformation.  She felt his teeth digging into her neck and felt the daggers of his fingers embedding themselves into her torso.  She felt his bladed shinbones pressing into her own delicate legs.  She felt her consciousness ebbing and flowing.  Intuitively, she knew that this beating would take her to a new level of suffering.  Within moments, she was aware that she was enduring more than she had experienced before, she was bleeding more than she had bled before.  Many times, he had beaten her as a man; few were the times she received a mauling by the beast – but those few times were unforgivably memorable.

When she was on the very verge of death and fainted from exhaustion, Toka very briefly paused from his labors and sneered at the broken woman who lay at his feet.  He volleyed verbal balls of hatred towards her.  He expelled violent and vile words at her that she had never heard before.  He expressed feelings of disgust and displeasure for her until her body healed itself well enough for her to stand up on her own, all the while goading her and denigrating her for her inability to hold her own body erect.  Then, when her consciousness was stable and her posture was strong, he repeated the process all over from the beginning, only this time tearing and stabbing her body in different places.  And when she passed out, he continued to beat her with his fists so that her body would know the feeling of blunt wounds as well, occasionally breaking a rib or an appendage.  As he continued, her body healed itself increasingly slowly until he believed that she had little ability to continue.

Physically drained, Toka calmed down slightly, having vented his deepest anger upon his disappointing pet.  He tore some hair out to see how quickly it might regrow and considered severing appendages and holding them together to see if her body would spontaneously reassemble.  She was his master creation.  He would glory in what he had done.

Rarely had his anger exploded so vehemently; rarely were his feelings so thoroughly vile but he was losing control.  His army had been single handedly dissembled.  The man responsible for their fall was now the recipient of charity at the hands of his most trusted pet.  The treachery was too intense, the devious disobedience was too personal to ignore.  Retribution would be met.  Vengeance would be served.  But then, he could not slaughter his prize trophy.  Sure, she would take a terrible beating but he still needed her.  He needed her loyalty.  He needed her many talents.  As these and many other thoughts rambled through his cranium, Toka breathed heavily and in a belabored fashion.  He felt tired and worn – both physically and emotionally.  

He lapped up some of her blood and smiled menacingly, his rough tongue awakening her.  Naïve and innocent eyes snapped open with great fervency and terror.  Toka, still breathing heavily over her crumpled figure, glared down at her and spat upon her blood stained clothes – clothes that tatteringly clung to her like strands of algae ridden vegetation at the edges of pond when held up by a stick.

“I’ll ask you one more time Aria,” he taunted, raising his arm as if preparing to decapitate her, “what enhancements did you give to Blaze?  My patience is wearing thin.”
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 “EVELIA,” THE CAPTAIN BEGAN with a grave tone of voice that she could not clearly discern.  Was it disbelief?  Anger?  Frustration?  Hurt feelings?  “What message is this that you bring?  You hold very strong, yet conflicting feelings about it.  You do not understand the message, yet you feel that you must pass it on.”  One of his characteristically brief but deliberate pauses followed.  “And you worry that this message could change the entire course of our species … do you not?”  

The question was not only unexpected, it was so pointed that Evelia had no clue how to respond – and the energy flow all around her betrayed her surprise and anxiety as clearly as a strong red blush on pale skin might expose the embarrassment of a red haired belle.

“I do not understand all of the message,” she began truthfully, grateful that she had prepared a brief speech ahead of time, just in case it might come in handy – and she confidently expected that the energy flow around her body would bear out the truth of every word she would share.  “And I have only a limited amount of understanding about your global history,” she continued, “so, I cannot know what affect it may have on your people.  In our world, the message – if I understand it clearly – could generate significant change.  However,” she began to improvise, “I have reason to believe that any change it may make will be for the betterment of your society if the knowledge contained in my message is used well.”  While Evelia felt a great degree of anxiety over what might happen next, she harbored no small degree of pride for her nearly prodigious off-the-cuff addition.  It was all true and it would serve to inspire more confidence in the alien captain.  She looked carefully into his eyes, searching for any clue as to how he might be responding inside – his expression was as blank as a cloudless sky – and it stayed that way for quite some time.  She could feel the alien captain’s energy probing Elayuh’s mind more carefully but gathered that he drew no satisfaction from doing so.

While Evelia and the captain quietly shared a strong degree of mutual understanding that he would be observing the movement of energy around her body, how it flowed, the colors that it showed, and a myriad of other details invisible to Blaze’s eyes, the young warrior sat in isolated silence, wondering what he should – or even could – do to improve this situation.  By the especially long silence that was looming in the air, Blaze was gathering that even the great intelligence of the alien captain was unable to sufficiently weigh the many potential variables that might allow him to come to some statistically influenced inductive conclusion.

Soon, the alien captain broke the silence.  “Your friend that you call the magic woman … she did not share this message with the infant.  Neither did she make any statement to the child about her personal dealings on her home moon that led to her exile …”  He deliberately paused for a moment so that Evelia and Blaze would react – to see whether or not they would unintentionally engender some energy flow that would expose their knowledge.  He was disappointed.  Blaze had already concluded that the alien had been reading their minds from the very beginning so he had mentally come to the conclusion that Evelia’s gamble had already gone awry.  Committed to that paradigm, he reacted very minimally to the captain’s statement and therefore, his energy flow remained relatively unfazed - a subtle change that suggested nothing more than a surprised feeling the alien might have expected.  On the other hand, Evelia was already anticipating that the alien captain might use this detail in an attempt to extract further information from her and had somewhat prepared for this contingency before she ever left her own ship.

“Your grace,” she began, deliberately shifting into a very formal dialogue and leaving Blaze silently guessing what cultural details he was missing now.  “The woman told us that your people left her on our planet by accident, that the natives mounted a surprise attack on some of your people and that she was knocked unconscious.  She told us that she guessed that she may have been left for dead or that she was mistakenly left behind.  That hardly sounds like exile.”  Again, Evelia was banking on the truthfulness of her statement to engender a positive energy flow around her body, an energy flow that would testify as to the truthfulness of her statement.  She hoped that the stress that she was feeling would not be interpreted as anything less than unpleasant surprise.  And while she was aware that some of that stress was coming from her intention to mislead, she hoped that this detail would not be revealed to the man looming in front of her.

Her gamble worked.  The captain was still unwilling to negatively assess her words until he knew her species better or until she demonstrated an inability – or lack of desire – to be truthful.  So far, the energy around her person indicated that she was being honest and that she had no malevolent intent and this was enough to satisfy the intimidating alien who now bore a soft scowl and a facial expression that clearly betrayed frustration and disappointment.

“I see,” he countered.  “Exiles lose all credibility with our species.  It is doubtful that her parents will believe the message that she has sent.  Nevertheless, out of honor for your request, I will personally deliver the device to her parents for their review.  I hope, as you say, that the message will be received and treated with great wisdom so that no further evil comes upon her family.  If you remain willing, I will now share with you the information you need to prepare your species to progress the way that your home planet wills them to progress.”  

Waiting only very briefly for any response, the alien captain walked towards Evelia with a grace that Blaze would not have believed any man could achieve.  As the captain cupped his hands and reached towards Evelia’s face, Blaze felt conflicting feelings of overwhelming peace tainted by instinctive jealousy.  Intellectually, he could have brushed aside the latter feelings.  Emotions however are not guided by logic so he struggled to suppress those feelings nonetheless – as Evelia relaxed her head into his hands and exhibited such a calm, peaceful, and serene look that Blaze felt uncomfortable seeing such an expression on her face – and in response to another man’s touch.

The process took only moments to complete – a much shorter time span than either Blaze or Evelia could have expected – and with a perfunctory few words of departure, the alien captain wished them well and dismissed them with his head slightly bowed and with a small wave of the hand.  Blaze felt a little like a child being dismissed by a noble who had no time for the trivial affairs of those bearing a lower rank.  Evelia felt greatly honored.  She understood the gesture for what it really was and felt very anxious to explain its significance to Blaze on the return trip back to the ship.
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ROUGHLY LESS THAN AN HOUR LATER, the young warrior pressed down a hallway as if he was impatient to brief his chief officers about his meeting with the alien captain, saying very little as he did so.  Holding his staff in his right hand, he gripped his hand around the controls tightly, once again familiarizing himself with their every detail.  He didn’t expect to need his staff but in times like this, it served as a comfort to him.  Perhaps it represented his inner self: an undefeated warrior, the protectorate of his people.  Perhaps it simply represented his authority over others.  Perhaps it was nothing more than something to hold onto as he spoke to his crew.  

Truth be known, Blaze was sort of dreading the visit with his chief officers – after all, he played such a negligible role in the encounter that he wondered whether or not he would lose credibility if they knew what really happened.  Nonetheless, something within him drove him to quicken his pace; something told him to make great haste.  He couldn’t name a specific feeling.  He couldn’t explain his impatience but he recognized the movement of his intuition and he knew it was to be trusted.  Show the meaning of haste, he commanded himself, poorly remembering a line from a story with no name, a story largely lost from the databases, a story that used a slightly older form of English than he had known growing up in the Order.  

Blaze’s shadow, no longer holding a child, followed singly behind her captain and wondered what intuition was guiding him.  It scared her when he acted impulsively like this.  And even though she had every reason to trust his judgment when it came to following his gut instinct, so far, each time he had followed that instinct, it had resulted in bloodshed.  After leaving a meeting that left her feeling more peaceful than she had ever felt in her lifetime, the prospect of bloodshed raised its visage as a severely unwelcome visitor.  Silently, she hoped things would be different this time.  That was, until she saw black billows of energy pouring out from around the hallway to her left – a hallway that went nearly the opposite direction as the main deck where they were heading.  Startled, she began to tell Blaze to turn when, on his own, he dodged to the left and darted ahead so fast that Evelia struggled to keep up with him.

As they turned another corridor, Blaze, who was unable to see any clouds of energy, slowed his pace, somewhat uncertain where to go next.  To Evelia, the answer was obvious.  The billows of black energy were so dense and dark that they nearly obstructed her vision.  But she could tell that they were emanating from a door not too far ahead and off to the left.  “Blaze,” she called, “it’s over there.”  As he turned to look at his companion, he saw that she was pointing to a doorway that led to the biology/genetics portion of the ship.

“That is precisely what I was afraid of,” Blaze answered.  Then, looking at the door, he commanded it to open.  But nothing happened.

“Door, this is the captain.  Open now,” he commanded.

Again, nothing happened.

Bewildered and impatient, Blaze made use of a rarely used function on his staff by moving his fingers over the panel in the shape of an inverted triangle intersecting with a long line that protruded far outside of the triangle.  The spear-like tip of the staff buzzed relatively softly and glowed as if made of molten metal.  Motioning for Evelia to stay behind and shoving that glowing portion of the staff through the locking mechanism and diagonally towards the floor to sever the magnetic mechanisms that bound the door shut, Blaze kicked the door open with his feet and stormed into the room.  

Surprised but calm, the beastly Toka held his gaze upon the bloody mess underneath him as he took a slow and deliberately deep breath.  If there was any part of Aria’s body that was not bloodstained and matted with gore, it was not immediately evident.  And while Blaze struggled to identify the corpse, his instinct served him well: he began engaging various functions of his staff while intense hawk-like eyes looked up and smiled.  Blood still dripping out of the sides of his mouth, Toka spit out a chunk of flesh and crossed his arms in front of his body as if making the letter “x”.
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BLAZE STOOD PREPARED TO ENGAGE his opponent but hesitated a brief moment before attacking.  Although it was grotesquely clear that a crime had been committed and although it was also clear that this alien (as Blaze viewed him) was unauthorized to be aboard his ship, Blaze's leadership training instructed him to apprehend the subject until a trial could be held.  His deeper instinct, which had already served him well in finding the crime, instructed him to decimate the beast and worry about political fallout later.  In conjunction with the strong visual cue – the bloody mess crumbled on the floor – Blaze should have acted quickly and decisively.

But he didn't.

And his pause was just long enough for Toka to gain the advantage.  The beastly Toka was more than aware of every function on Blaze's staff so the instant he lifted his eyes to behold his captain, he abandoned his plan to throw poisoned quills at whomever it was that dared to interrupt his most recent amusements.  Instead, he used genetically enhanced muscles to another significant advantage.  Springing himself onto the wall with a speed that seemed surreal to the young warrior, Toka redirected his path towards Blaze, fully expecting to receive a clobbering blow coupled with electric shocks that would momentarily disable him from fighting.  

His anticipation was fulfilled … and his plan worked.

A very short moment following his daring attack, Toka found himself lying on the ground, dizzy and dazed from the strong electric pulse that came from Blaze's heavy staff blow, his entire midsection bludgeoned, bruised, and broken.  But his gamble paid off.  With one quill protruding from Blaze's neck and two quill scratches stretching across his cheek - and already festering – it seemed that Blaze would be debilitated and groggy for much longer than Toka.  Too wobbly to properly hold himself up on all fours, Toka nonetheless managed to mount a very satisfied grin across his face.  He reached to pull the staff out of Blaze's hand but stumbled and fell flat on his own face as his numb appendages disallowed him any significant mobility.  Half frustrated and half humored by his failure, Toka glanced over at Blaze's eyes, trying to assess whether or not Blaze's genetic enhancements were effectively minimizing the effects of Toka's poison.  So far, so good.  It appeared he had time to spare - Blaze's eyes stared blankly towards the ceiling and his eyelids laid motionless, only half shut.  His body was clearly in shock and it didn’t appear that he would be recovering any time soon.

A few more grueling moments passed while Toka made a rare effort to exercise the virtue some men referred to as patience.  But as the moments passed and as the various levels of tingling sensations began to depart from his body, Toka eventually recognized that his body would respond well if he tried once more to move.  Looking to his side, he observed that Blaze remained motionless and unable to defend himself, eyes still motionless and glazed.  The only movements coming from his body were sporadic convulsions and seizure-like spasms - the poison had taken well despite Blaze's immunity enhancements.  Toka chuckled with inhumane gruffness that only a true beast could produce.  In pure ecstasy, he clumsily but capably grabbed Blaze's staff, stood up, raised the weapon over his head, aimed the spear like tip directly at Blaze's chest, arched his back to increase the power of his blow, and paused only briefly before making the plunge to end the captain's life.  
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EVELIA STAYED WHERE SHE WAS - just like Blaze instructed - excepting that she sat upon the ground so she could concentrate on what was going on.  The black billows of energy were almost debilitating.  Not only did they obstruct her vision, they made it difficult to concentrate on anything at all.  They overloaded her senses.  

But even with that handicap, one thing was evident: there had been near silence in the adjoining room.  Something initially kept Blaze from attacking but then, shortly after entering the lab, a burst of noise indicated confrontation.  After that ... silence prevailed a second time.  Something was wrong – terribly wrong – and Blaze was not responding to her efforts to telepathically speak with him.  In a flash of momentary fear, she broke her agreement with Blaze and tried to listen to his thoughts - but these were blank as well.  The resulting empty feeling was unknown and disconcerting.  She had zero instruction or experience by proxy to tell her why Blaze's mind would be so dark, so silent, so vacant.  Deduction suggested he was dead.  Speculation suggested he was dead.  Even intuition hauntingly suggested he was dead.  But ignoring all that, she stood up, bolted around the corner, and mentally  prepared for the worst.

That was when she saw the beast, its hulky, spikey arms raised, its back arched, its sardonic grin held steady, and its hands held high, holding Blaze's staff and preparing to strike.  He was oblivious to her presence and it wouldn't have mattered anyway – he dwarfed her in size, eclipsed her in strength, and transcended her in intelligence as a mountain transcends a clod of dirt settled at the foot of a flower.  Had he seen her, Toka would have viewed Evelia as nothingness itself, an inconsequential pawn ready to play the victim of his entertainment.

Evelia, in her moment of silent desperation, reached deep within the wells of understanding that she had gained from the magic woman to find something that might be of some use to her, something that might deliver her in this dark hour of need.

And she found it.

Instantly torn by her lack of real life experience, Evelia nonetheless plunged herself in mental desperation and channeled the energy around her into a fierce psionic attack.  The black billows of smoke filtered through her body and mind and magnified her efforts to inflict fierce and ferocious mental pain upon her mysterious enemy.

And it worked.

Toka was still suffering those nasty tingly feelings that come after significant electrocution.  His grip on the staff was therefore already more reliant upon his fierce determination than his physical ability to handle it well so when Evelia mounted a psionic attack upon him, his grip entirely failed.  The staff fell to the ground as the beastly Toka shrieked, fumbled to retain his upright posture, and stumbled slightly backward.  

Meanwhile, his beastly howl of pain snapped Blaze out of his dazed state of mind, his body still slightly trembling, his mental alertness resolutely reviving.  Before Toka finished an echoing shriek of pain, Blaze had reached into his boot to recover one of his blades and flung it towards Toka’s vulnerable, hawk-like eyes.  But he missed his mark.  Two factors worked against the young warrior.  First, his body was not responding well to his efforts to engage in combat so the thrown blade was doomed from the beginning.  But more importantly, Blaze’s staff lay at the feet of Toka, its functionality to deflect all projectiles now working against the young warrior, protecting the very beast it was meant to defend him against.  As Blaze struggled to mount the strength to stand up, he realized that his balance remained significantly compromised.  His limbs were too wobbly and compromised to crawl, stand, or walk so he had to improvise his next few moves.

By this time, Evelia was finding her control over the mind of the beast tenuous and difficult to maintain.  Not well trained in psionic attacks, Evelia was unaware that her ability to attack someone of greater intelligence would be severely compromised.  Only her dogged determination, Toka’s exposure to electrocution, and his own complete lack of experience allowed her any success at all.  Thus, as the moments quickly passed by, Toka was slowly regaining his ability to control his own mind and to soften the effects of Evelia’s psionic blasts.  As he did so, he became aware of Blaze’s movements.

While Blaze clumsily curled his body to roll towards the staff, Toka focused great mental resolution to press and lock his fingers tightly together, driving them down upon the young warrior, barely missing his ribs and pushing his spiked fingertips deep into Blaze’s left thigh.  Normally, Blaze handled pain quite well but this time was an exception.  Not only did the poison from the quills magnify Blaze’s physical sensory perceptions, Toka’s spiked fingertips were covered with small little barbs that hooked into his flesh and tore out generous portions of muscle and tissue when Toka curled his fingers to tear out his thigh.  The young warrior briefly howled from the overwhelming pain.

In his physical extremity and in the heat of the moment, Blaze’s instinct for self preservation heavily outweighed any previous concerns he had for protocols and diplomacy.  Resolutely gripping his staff and freeing it from his own entangled body, Blaze engaged the functionality that shot energy bolts with two quick swipes of its panel and began releasing those miniature bombs the very same moment that his staff made its nearly deafening energy snapping sounds.  Sparking around is tips and glowing with a bluish hue, the staff showered more energy bullets than necessary to end Toka’s life and continued to make more subdued sounds as the beastly man crumbled to the ground.

Oblivious to Evelia’s presence, Blaze turned off the functionality and glanced over towards the corpse that he had seen earlier, only to find Aria raised up on all fours, eyeing him with disbelieving eyes much like she had on the day he had accidentally slain Jerron.  This time however, she appeared less glamorous than she had that fateful day of the tournament.  Although haphazardly wiped clean with her own tattered clothing, Aria’s face was nonetheless framed by large smears of blood.  And although recognizable, it seemed rather gaunt and pale – only a feint echo of her normal, healthy features remained.  After seizing upon Blaze’s eyes for a few disbelieving, yet victorious moments, Aria shifted her gaze back towards the corpse of her former master and then upon the figure of the woman behind him.  With some blood still in her eyes, Aria wiped them again before she was able to focus and distinguish Evelia who stood not too far behind Blaze.  Recognition reflected in her eyes.

As Blaze perceived Aria’s eyes focusing on someone besides himself and Toka, he turned his head to meet whatever new opponent might be sneaking upon him, concerned that his body was still not responding well to his efforts to move it and that he still felt sapped of energy – he was in no condition for prolonged combat.  When he saw Evelia, his fear subsided and he felt greatly relieved.  At the same time, the look on her face was both disconcerting and frightening – horror filled her eyes.  Blaze could hear her speaking to him in his mind but he couldn’t understand the words.  He recognized them as the words of the magic woman and he recognized from their tones that Evelia was experiencing great mental trauma.  Somehow, despite all of the confusion and the foreign language, Blaze understood that Evelia had psionically attacked Toka and he saw a strong visual image of Toka (sent from Evelia) standing above Blaze, ready to deal a final death blow, a blow that Blaze would never have blocked on his own.

That moment and the few that followed marked a new beginning for all three survivors.  

Every day of Aria’s life, for as long as she could remember, she had lived in fear.  As a child, she feared the pain of her diseases, the pains of her handicap.  As these were healed under the brilliant care of Toka, she had grown to love and appreciate his efforts – but then, he became the very object of her daily fears.  Aria had never suffered a beating like she received earlier this day but the specter of such a beating had long haunted her.  Only recently had any ray of hope enlightened her mind – a hope to escape her prison – a hope that seemed foolhardy to her every moment she allowed it into her mind.  She gambled everything to give Blaze a virus to produce new enhancements rather than administer the virus that would have ultimately ended his ability to make his own decisions – and she had paid dearly for her disobedience.  But now, now things were very different.  Now, perhaps she had more reason to hope than she ever let herself truly believe.

Blaze was changed as well.  Trained from boyhood to be protectorate of his people, Blaze suddenly and fully realized that his renowned skills in weaponry and martial arts were useless against the mysterious powers of the “magic woman” – powers now held by the very woman that he had been trying to protect by ordering her to stay behind.  His training failed him.  Perhaps it was entirely useless.  Perhaps, like most everything else from the Order, it was meaningless.

Evelia stood wide eyed, dazedly staring at Aria’s horrifying appearance.  Seeing any blood outside of the simulator was still new to Evelia - and although she had recently seen carnage inflicted by Blaze, those scenes of death were somehow tolerable – they represented her rescue.  Thus, although awful to behold, she had been able to largely block out those visions of gore because they were the necessary result of protecting life – her life, Elayuh’s life.  Whatever had happened to Aria moments before had clearly not been the result of the beast protecting itself against Aria and whatever was allowing her to now stand in front of Evelia was unfathomable, surreal.  It was like watching a bad horror scene from an old school hologram.  Aria’s appearance made it very clear that she should be dead but she moved like someone who was severely tired, not like someone who had lost the majority of their own blood from some heinous act of torture.  

Then, there was the stark realization that she had saved Blaze’s life.  She would never speak it.  She would never tell anyone.  Somehow, it didn’t seem right that it had happened at all.  Evelia was a follower, not a leader.  She was passive, not aggressive.  She was an artist, a peacemaker, a friend – not a warrior.  This was not her role to fulfill.  This was not her life to lead.  She just wanted to turn around and forget that any of this had ever happened and yet, somehow, she knew that her attack upon Toka would remain a very defining moment in her life – a moment that she would never forget and that she would regularly remember.  

On top of all this, she recognized that look in Aria’s eyes.  Superficially, there was relief, gratitude, and perhaps a tentative happiness.  Deeper, there was disbelief but that disbelief was coupled with something else: deep feelings towards her rescuer.  But those feelings were not directed towards the person who had truly saved her; those feelings were directed towards Blaze and those feelings were not acceptable to Evelia.  Still, for the moment, Evelia would have to show kindness and support.  The future might be another matter entirely.

Beyond the awareness of this beaten trio was another new beginning.  Toka’s database was buzzing with activity, transferring technology and information unshared with any other human.  Every memory available to both his conscious and unconscious mind had been recently stored away in his database and then transferred to a secret location.  As with many of Toka’s projects, a timer had been set and if Toka failed to stop the timer, the information would be automatically deleted from his personal copy of the database.  But the knowledge would not be lost – it would be stored in a place much more nefarious than anything the trio would ever have imagined.  That too would be a new beginning.
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AS EVELIA WALKED PAST BLAZE, she discretely sent a strong surge of cooling energy to the gash on his thigh.  Other than that, she barely acknowledged his presence at all.  She walked straight towards Aria excepting a brief detour to pluck a drinking flower from the wall near the entrance.

Blaze watched as she handed the drink to Aria and couldn’t help but to notice the striking differences between the two women.  Evelia’s back, nearly bare excepting the pristine white ruffles covering the strap of her swimming top, was a strong olive color and strongly contrasted with her white clothing.  Her hair, draping loose today, strongly contrasted with her white clothing as well.  And while her body was mostly bare excepting her swimming clothing and various vine bracelets, anklets, and similar adornments, Aria was in full uniform – albeit a very tattered and torn uniform.  In contrast to Evelia, Aria’s skin peering through her clothing was very pale today – which made her bloody appearance all the more striking.  Huge pieces of her uniform were entirely torn from her body but these too were heavily caked in blood and served to accentuate small patches of pale skin that somehow escaped the splatters of blood that decorated her so thoroughly elsewhere.  In short, while Evelia looked pristine and pure, Aria looked horrific and defiled in every way.

Hungrily, the geneticist gulped down the juice from the drinking flower and instinctively craved more the instant it was empty.  Evelia didn’t fail to notice that detail and felt a little foolish for not grabbing two in the first place – but then again, she scarcely believed that Aria should be able to raise her head to drink at all, let alone down a whole drinking flower in one quick serving.  As she turned around to get another flower for Aria, Evelia broke the silence.

“I can heal you if you are willing to allow me to touch …” 

“Thank you,” Aria interjected, “but I have no wounds to heal.  I only need food and water.”  As she spoke the last sentence, she began pilfering through the drawers not far from where she had been lying on the floor a few minutes earlier.  Happily finding a nutrition bar, she unwrapped it and feverishly plowed through the makeshift snack.  Designed to hold enough nutrition to replace an entire meal if necessary, Aria remained famished and continued searching cabinets and drawers for stashed food.

Evelia squinted at the bloody mess of a woman in disbelief.  “What do you mean, you have no wounds to heal?” she asked in a tone that approached discourteousness.  “You are a complete mess of blood, you are clearly the victim of a severe beating, and yet somehow, you have no wounds to heal?” Evelia questioned the emcee a second time.  “How …”

“Genetic enhancements,” Aria interrupted again, greedily unwrapping a second nutrition bar she had found.  This one was no meal replacement.  It was only intended as a snack but that didn’t matter much to Aria.  With nearly impolite speed, she wolfed down the second bar and then, graciously accepting a second drinking flower from Evelia, gulped down the nutritious juice from the flower as well.  Blaze suddenly realized that his eyebrows were raised and that his jaw was somewhat slack as he noticed Aria’s natural skin tone returning, leaving the pale look of death nothing but a memory.  

“Toka was able not only to cure my childhood diseases,” she explained, “he was able to get my body to receive more genetic enhancements to heal itself than anyone else in recorded history.”   She paused as she found herself both intimidated and excited to share this personal detail with her new friends.  “Those weren’t the only enhancements he gave me,” she began again, “but they explain why I have no wounds to heal.  In contrast,” she said, pointing towards Blaze whose attention was suddenly taken by a spasm in his leg, “Blaze could use your gifts right now.”  

Evelia silently bristled over the observation while unceremoniously moving back towards Blaze and knelt down to lay her hands on either side of the wound.  Humming words Blaze didn’t recognize, Evelia closed her eyes and concentrated on speaking with his body, both seeking instruction and offering instruction as to how it should heal the leg wound.  While Blaze still didn’t understand this process – he still found himself struggling to believe it really worked – he did recognize the now familiar feeling of energy rushing around him, although this time it felt somewhat different – almost wrong.  The negative, black billows of energy that had gathered around Toka as he engaged in heinous acts of cruelty, were intermingled with the positive bursts of energy that naturally permeated all life.  The mingling of these negative and positive energies hindered the healing process.  While Blaze discerned that something wasn’t quite the same as when the magic woman had healed Evelia using that carved sphere thing, his discernment was not as acute as Evelia’s – and neither was his understanding.  Either way, it didn’t really matter to him that much.  A wound this bad would normally take several weeks to heal and it would greatly hamper his daily activities for much of that time.  Whether or not Evelia’s process took a few minutes extra, he would not be suffering any sabbatical from his typical activities and he wouldn’t be needing any pain medications while he waited for his leg to heal – this would be over in relatively no time.

Evelia saw things much differently.  For having such little personal experience in healing physical wounds, Evelia nevertheless felt a great degree of frustration in combating the challenges of this new dynamic.  Relatively unaware that the bad energy had helped her in her psionic attack against Toka, Evelia was very much aware of the effect it was having on Blaze as she was attempting to heal him.  At the same time, Blaze’s body seemed to respond especially quickly to her efforts.  With only alien memories and her own small wound to compare, it seemed that Blaze was healing quicker than anyone else she knew of – despite the handicapping black energy.  The contradiction was confusing and she couldn’t reconcile what she was experiencing.  Despite relatively good results, Evelia felt like she was not doing her job well and she felt especially conscientious of this fact because Aria was watching.  Apparently, her body healed faster than anyone else could even imagine.

Aria should be dead, Evelia intuitively guessed.  But she wasn’t.  Somehow, despite her gruesome appearance, Aria had survived something unfathomable, unthinkable.  Evelia couldn’t even begin to understand how anyone could heal so quickly and so thoroughly.  She wanted to use her new powers to speak to Aria’s body, to learn how it healed itself so thoroughly and so well.  Perhaps that knowledge would help her heal others quickly.  But she couldn’t do that.  Not now.   Somehow, it seemed an improper time to ask Aria to play the patient for Evelia’s personal enlightenment.  Physically healed or not, Aria would be suffering mentally, emotionally.  She didn’t need someone prying around her psyche looking for an academic understanding of her body’s ability to heal.

“So what other enhancements did Toka give you,” Evelia prodded, both curious to hear more of Aria’s story and anxious to end the silence.  Blaze’ leg was nearly healed and she wouldn’t need to concentrate quite so hard for the remainder of the process.

“The same one I gave Blaze before he left to visit the alien ship,” she confessed.  Instantly, tension filled the air.  This was a new revelation to both Blaze and Evelia.  “Toka infected me with a virus that, if unchecked by the immune system for long enough, leads to a vastly superior intellect.  Toka gave this to me first – before he souped up my immune system,” Aria explained.  “That makes it work better.  But Dr. Boyd refused to give it to Blaze because he feared it would make him too dangerous.  I gave it to him out of desperation.”  She paused for a moment, both aware that she was no longer answering Evelia’s question and that she was responding emotionally out of her desire to clear her conscience.  

While Blaze and Evelia exchanged quizzical and disconcerted glances, Aria continued.  “This is why Toka beat me.”  She left an uncomfortably long silence to fill the air before explaining.  “He ordered me to give Blaze a virus that would make him uncontrollably open to suggestion so that Toka could take over the ship.  He watched my every move very carefully to make sure that I delivered the virus before you left the ship.  He threatened to kill me if I didn’t administer the virus – which will, by the way, make Blaze very sick very soon –  that is, if it works at all – your immune system has already been heavily modified so it is possible that it will not take effect at all,” she explained as she met Blaze’s gaze with startlingly intense eyes.  “But after you are done being sick, you will be much more intelligent than you have ever been before.  And your intuition will start directing your actions quite heavily – I tweaked the virus slightly to adjust its influence on your brain.  A good leader could use a strong intuition,” she explained.  “But Toka found out too soon and he was more than a little furious,” she laughed.  

It was a nervous laughter, the kind of laughter that people make when they have suffered a lifetime of abuse and intuitively fear retribution for what they have said.  But the laugh turned more genuine as it escaped her mouth – there was nothing left to fear.  Her abuser was dead.  Intellectually, she knew that.  Intellectually, she also knew that it would take time for her emotions to catch up to her mind.  Inside, she still felt afraid … of something.  But she didn’t know what.

“Toka gave me other enhancements too.  My eyesight is nigh unto perfect – it is almost too good.  When I was younger, I used to get terrible headaches - those throbbing, insanely painful kinds.  After several tests, Toka discovered that it was because my brain was overloaded with too much stimulus because my eyes, my ears, my nose, my skin, and even my tongue had been enhanced to function more perfectly.  Sometimes these things are very useful.  Sometimes, they are just annoying – I really don’t need that constant stream of extra information that everyone else gets to ignore.”  Aria paused for a moment.  She had always believed this was true but somehow, she doubted herself as she said it this time.  Shouldn’t an enhanced brain be able to handle the extra information?  Doesn’t matter, she scolded herself for getting off track.

“I suppose in some ways, I’ve received more enhancements than anyone except Toka himself,” she continued.  “Blaze is a close second – and some of your enhancements from before you left your Order haven’t even kicked in yet,” she added, unsure whether or not it was really okay to divulge these things.  But what would it matter?  He was her captain.  He was her new superior.  She considered him a friend.  She no longer needed to lead the life of a double agent.  She was free now wasn’t she?

Blaze shifted uncomfortably.  The whole revelation about how he had received genetic enhancements since birth was both new and unnerving to him.  To hear that he had received some a few weeks ago was disturbing as well but he felt indignant that Aria had taken it upon herself to modify his body yet once more.  He almost didn’t want to know what genetic enhancements had been made upon him before he left the Order.  He didn’t want to change.  At this point in his life, Blaze welcomed an environment of stability and security.  He wanted time to absorb all of the changes that were invading his life.  On the other hand, if his choice was to suffer betrayal and become an unthinking puppet or to become an uncelebrated brainiac,  he was grateful for Aria’s choice.  Still …

“What are his other enhancements,” Evelia asked before Blaze could work through his thoughts as to whether or not he really wanted to know the answer to that question.

“Well, to be completely honest,” Aria began, “I don’t really know.”  As she discerned a disapproving glance from Evelia and a slight scowl from Blaze, she retracted her statement slightly: “I mean, I know that his night vision and ultraviolet vision should be manifesting itself soon and I know that his cardiovascular system was being modified to give him even more extended stamina … but some of the things Dr. Boyd was doing were bizarrely experimental – I think he was losing his mind towards the end of his life,” Aria finished, somewhat distracted with her own thoughts and unaware that she had failed to finish her own explanation.

“Aria,” Evelia coaxed in that one of those patient tones that only her alto voice could offer.  “What do you mean?  What were the experimental things?”

“Oh,” Aria answered, quickly aware of her explanatory failing.  “He was making some genetic modifications to Blaze’s muscles to make them more similar to cardiovascular tissues.  He was hoping Blaze would have superhuman strength but that was just the beginning.  To some degree, he had been working with Blaze’s body to achieve this mythical perfect status …”  While there was nothing improper about how Aria made that last statement, Evelia bristled a little over the unstated, implicit observation.  “The bigger changes,” Aria continued, “were modifications he was making to Blaze’s brain.  Generally speaking, we understand the functionality of every portion of the human brain,” Aria explained.  “However, there are lots of specifics that still allude us.  Dr. Boyd determined that he would be the man who would discover what each of these areas of the brain is for.”  She stared at Evelia and Blaze as if she was getting lost in her own thoughts and left the trio with a moment of silence before continuing.  “Dr. Boyd summarily enhanced every portion of Blaze’s brain that we do not know about.  For better or worse, we expect to learn a lot from Blaze at this point in time.  And hopefully …” Aria’s voice trailed a moment before Evelia’s concentrated gaze brought her attention back to the fore.  “Hopefully, Blaze’s erratic and unpredictable behavior will subside soon and he will feel more in control over his life again.”

Suddenly, Blaze was feeling a bit like a bug under a microscope.  Void of any legitimate thought or decision, Blaze was being dissected like a chunk of meat and observed as if he was an experiment rather than a human being.  And while his heart recoiled over the things he was learning, a remote corner of his heart felt grateful that he was somehow chosen to be the recipient of so much pampering.  Part of him understood that this was a blessing in his life and that he carried some great responsibility to help and protect his people – the few remaining members of his species that were not doomed to exterminate themselves within the next few generations – surely, the natives back home would not survive long with all of the mutant creatures that the genetic scientists were making.  

That thought led Blaze to a question he hadn’t considered yet.  “You worked outside of the Order with the genetic scientists did you not?”

Aria froze, responding nothing beyond a blush.  What had she said to give that away?

Still connecting dots, Blaze continued: “So, if you were separated from Dr. Boyd, how do you and Toka know so much about him?  How could you know what he was doing only weeks ago?”  

Neither woman followed his train of thought but the question was valid nonetheless.  The young siren speedily reconciled herself to concede that the time of deception had passed.  If Blaze’s intuition was already functioning at this level, trying to hide details would only instigate more challenging inquiries.  

“Toka was a master of many things,” she confessed.  “They say that those who are heartless once cared too much.  That very much epitomized his life.”  Aria was looking at the charred corpse of her previous master and felt sorry for him.  “He was still trying to get other followers of Dr. Boyd to join our team.  I only recently learned that he retained contact with people that he knew before he left.  Apparently there were other people who were not happy with what Dr. Boyd was doing but who were afraid to leave and join us.  I’m not really sure why …”

“Can you undo any of my enhancements?” Blaze interrupted, disinterested in learning much of anything about the beastly man that lay only a few feet away from them.

“Why would I do that?” Aria responded, entirely befuddled.

“I read about intelligent people noticing that less intelligent people tend to be happier,” he began, “and if we do not know what these new enhancements will do, we do not know whether or not they are desirable,” Blaze finished.

“Oh … I see … I guess we will have to cross that bridge when we come to it,” Aria answered rather sketchily.  “I really don’t know the answer.  I’ll have to do quite a bit of research to know the answer to those questions.  For now, let’s just hope that you will be well enough to run the ship,” she teased.  Despite the clear jest in her voice, Evelia heard some ominous prediction in Aria’s words.

Blaze didn’t.

“That should not be of too much concern,” he responded.  “We have a very competent crew who knows their duties well.  They barely need any guidance to smoothly run this ship – especially when their captain, only a few weeks ago, believed all of the technologies running this ship were long lost.  They will only heavily rely upon my leadership if we have an unforeseen emergency,” he confessed.

“Speaking of,” Evelia interjected, making eye contact with the siren.  “We better get the captain to the deck so he can give our next orders.  It appears that we are changing course.”  

Observing the curious look on Aria’s face, Blaze elaborated further.  “The alien captain gave us coordinates to a lush moon…”

“Planet,” Evelia corrected.

“Right, a lush planet not too far from here where we can conduct research that will hopefully improve life back home.”  Then, after making that announcement, Blaze second guessed himself. 

At least, I thought the coordinates were not too far from here.  Was that your understanding Evelia?  The instant he received an affirmative response, Blaze continued.  “We need to finish this discussion in greater detail some other time.  For now, take some time to relax and freshen up.  We need to change course before our alien friends start stressing over our slowness in keeping our promises.”  

Without further word, he turned around and walked past the grisly body of the beastly Toka.  Taking time to look over the body, he noticed how little it resembled the man he had spoken to earlier that day.  The beastly Toka was a monstrosity and it grieved his heart that someone could alter their own body so heavily and so grotesquely.  It made him all the more resolute that he didn’t welcome further enhancements to his own body – except possibly one that might make him feel less stress.

Looking over at Evelia, he silently asked: do you have the coordinates ready so we can chart our course? 

Yes, sir, she responded.  Well, at least I will have them ready by the time we get to the deck.  Right now, I just know the general direction and I can see where it sits in relation to where we are now.  I can access the precise coordinates in just a few minutes.  

As the next several moments passed in silence, the duo made a number of twists and turns as they neared the main deck.  As Blaze commanded the door to open, Evelia offered him a brief morsel of trivia: Remind me later to tell you more but the alien captain invited us to come visit him again later.  He gave me more lessons to add to what the magic woman gave me and says there is still a lot more to learn.  Apparently, the magic woman was considered … well …a little clumsy … by her society’s standards she bordered on being a flunky.  

Blaze had neither the time nor the inclination to respond.  It wasn’t his season to be learning all of these things. Or was it?
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LITERALLY, THE WORD “AVLA” MEANT “not fur.”  It had long since lost that meaning to her people but somehow, it continued to describe the feathery substance lining the neck of this magnificent creature.  She dug her hands deep into the avla and held it as tightly as she could.  Its thick, yet indescribably soft texture made it both difficult and enjoyable to hold onto.  She mentally instructed the beast to plunge quickly through the low level clouds below, excited to see what beautiful scenery undoubtedly lay ahead.  Its muscles tensing as its paws tightly pressed against its hulky chest, its head drooping downward, and its tail flicking with anticipation, the beast folded its magnificent wings to effectuate the intense dive its master was directing.  

The relationship between the magic woman’s race and this griffon-like species went back so many generations that the origins of their bond had been lost.  They had grown inseparable in many ways – it would not have occurred to either species to stop living together or to stop working one with the other.  And while the “havna” were universally recognized as an intelligent species, there was neither thought nor consideration given as to why the havna were universally subservient.  Indeed, they took so much joy in serving her species that the magic woman had never even considered the possibility that there should – or could – be any other type of relationship between them.  

Rhythmic pulsing pounded against her ear as the duo made their way through the clouds.  Her hair pulling behind her as if someone was trying to hold her back, the magic woman briefly wished she had tightly placed her hair in a bun rather than putting it in multiple thin, snake-like braids.  Occasionally, they would snap around from changing air pressure and lightly whip her on her face or neck – but the long braids also intensified the sensation of moving quickly through the air and that left her feeling more free – without the disadvantage of getting her hair irretrievably tangled into a horrible mess.  As the duo cleared the shallow cloud bank, the havna spread its wings and slowed its plunge until the magic woman felt nothing apart from sheer exhilaration.  Involuntarily, her lips spread into a huge smile and she had to remind herself not to release it into a gaping, open mouthed laugh while flying at such high speeds.  

Some water droplets tenaciously clung to her hair while other droplets quickly raced over her skin and traced lines like arched racing stripes before being released back into the atmosphere.  While the nearly garish colors of the sunset in front of them materialized and the clouds above them dissipated, the magic woman mentated her desire for the havna to level off its course and rejoiced as it did so.  Her smile now grew in size as she took in the unfolding scenery and then she released her primeval impulse to laugh out loud.  This was her favorite spot in her entire world.  In front of her stood the largest mountain on her moon and several hundred feet below lay the largest set of cascading waterfalls known to her species.  The near deafening sound of the waterfalls was little more than a quiet buzz from where she was but the excitement of standing at their feet and feeling the water pound over her body to envelop her like blanket overwhelmed her as if she was there already.  The anticipation of the moment was nearly as exhilarating as actually being there. 

The scene changed.

Tied to a pole, the magic woman nervously stared at her mentor.  Only a small girl, she felt somewhat betrayed.  While she understood that this was an important part of her training, she also felt overwhelmed.  Perhaps … she wasn’t ready.  Perhaps she was so gift-less that she would fail.  Perhaps she was meant to remain in the lower classes – perhaps she was even meant to plunge to the lowest of all classes, the Ravee.  In the recesses of her mind, she even considered that she might utterly fail this test – she might die.  An arrow whizzed by her head and impaled the pole only a few inches above her head.

“Wake up,” came the instruction.  “Focus.”

The magic woman watched as her beautiful mentor pulled on the bow until it bent so beautifully into that strong restful arch.  The golden eyes of her mentor stared back at her from the opposing side of the bladed arrow and aimed carefully before releasing it.  Each arrow would be directed closer and closer towards a lethal target.  Very few had ever been lethally injured during this test but the magic woman nevertheless feared she would be joining their ranks.  For now, the first few volleys would merely be painful lessons.

So, she mentally focused with everything she had.  Pulling deep within her inner resolve, she tried to create a psionic barrier to deflect the arrow – and failed – but the arrow failed to stick into the pole, resulting in it ricocheting against the magic woman’s thigh, its feathers neatly slicing her skin enough to encourage a better effort the next round.  Before she had a chance to feel much of anything besides pure panic, the magic woman looked up to see a second arrow being released.  She focused harder this time, desperation fully engaging in her psyche.  Strong barrier, she thought to herself, more in pictures than in words.  Somehow, she had to succeed.  Her instinct of self preservation was starting to kick in.  

The second arrow, aimed to the left of the last arrow landed in nearly the same spot, this time slightly piercing her thigh and exiting out the backside of her leg, causing no small flash of pain.  She yelped.  

While the magic woman began to panic even more, her mentor smiled.  That’s better, she thought to herself, pulling a third arrow back and carefully preparing her aim. This one she carefully aimed slightly lower than the joint where the clavicle meets the shoulder.  Even if the arrow founds its mark, the result wouldn’t be lethal – but it would send a very strong message.  Then, considering the young girl’s success with the last arrow, she adjusted her aim slightly towards her heart.  As the arrow whizzed past her ear, the mentor felt a pang of sorrow for the young girl.  Her eyes clearly betrayed her panic, her overwhelming fear, her lack of confidence.  The mentor remembered all too well those same feelings from when she had taken this same test – although it didn’t require four arrows to accomplish the task and the scratch she had received was negligible compared to the bleeding gash on the young girl’s leg.  But all of this was of little consequence.  Her species was chock full of competent healers; there would be no long term damage to the young girl.

This time, the arrow met its mark.  Unprepared and unable to concentrate, the magic woman snapped her head backwards from pain when the arrow landed, stunning herself and nearly losing consciousness from her new head wound.  The pain from the arrow was sharp and intense but somewhat dulled by the dizzying throbs coming from her head.  

The mentor dropped her aim and let the bow hang close to her side for a moment as she considered what to do next.  Tradition and experience long held that waiting too long between arrows could lead to complete failure so she couldn’t pause for long.  Still, she feared to release another round too quickly.  The situation was delicate and a mistake in either direction could be fatal.  The last thing she wanted was blood on her hands so she quickly notched another arrow, took quick aim towards the young girl’s belly and let the arrow fly.

Success, she emoted a moment later.

Mortified, the young girl’s deep instincts took over, allowing her to create a forceful psionic barrier to deflect the last arrow.  While it didn’t deflect fully away from her body and left her wincing from another large scratch slightly under her lowest left rib, it didn’t impale her and she was alive – although she was hurting badly and pegged to a pole.  But this too would pass.

The scene changed.

Evelia watched scenes pass by for what seemed like days.  What she learned from the magic woman this time was much more diverse in nature.  She learned how to channel energy to increase the heat of a fire, to decrease the amount of smoke in a fire, and to cook meat without any fire at all.  She learned how to use energy to run faster, magnify her vision, and hold her breath underwater more efficiently.  In short, she learned dozens upon dozens of techniques to improve life and to make it more enjoyable.  While she didn’t learn how to control other creatures, she did learn how to speak to them through pictures to such an astonishing degree that Evelia wondered whether or not she would be able to quickly communicate complex ideas to intelligent species who spoke unknown languages.  As scenes passed by, Evelia began to feel overwhelmed, although she also recognized that most of the principles and techniques involved in each of these skills were notably similar.  She suspected that she could learn most of them fairly quickly if she just took the time to devote herself to this new endeavor.  As the last scene passed by, Evelia felt relief that the session was over.  Not only was it longer than previous sessions, it left her especially exhausted.  

It was therefore more than a little stressful to learn that the alien captain’s instructions were attached to the magic woman’s session and that she would have to pay close attention to remember anything he might offer her – she was, after all, very fatigued mentally.

Almost immediately, the information delivered by the captain felt very different.  She recognized that it would not leave her feeling so fatigued and worn after her session and she also recognized that the memories and lessons that he offered her would be easier to retrieve and to remember.  Somehow, the quality of lessons that he had given her were superior in nature to what the magic woman had given her.  And to some degree, Evelia quickly understood, the alien captain’s instructions were much more complicated in nature.  While the magic woman was teaching Evelia life skills and survival skills, the alien captain was instructing her on items that were much more philosophical in nature.  He was instructing her on principles that govern relationships, communities, and societies; he offered light and knowledge about abstract concepts that govern leadership choices and principles by which compromises and concessions need to be made when conflicts arise.  In short, he taught her every foundational principle and theology that had governed his people for untold generations – principles of how to take a primitive species and mold them into the most advanced civilization their intellectual capacities would allow them to become.  By the time the lesson was finished, Evelia felt no small degree of disbelief that he had told her that there was much more to learn and that he would be happy to teach her people much more if they were able to successfully implement the most important principles that he had just delivered.

And to top all of this off, he offered her insight into how she could modify the method of separating crew members who were ideal for starting a new society from those who ought to be exiled.  She had agonized over this complicated detail but the alien captain’s method seemed perfectly simple to her  now – was it really possible that they could embark on this portion of their journey so easily?  Only time would tell.

Typically, Evelia awakened from her sessions a little drowsy, perhaps even a little uncertain of her environment – like how you feel when you wake up before you are fully rested.  You might know your way down the hall but you might have to sit on the bed’s edge for a moment to allow your body to find its bearings.  This time was remarkably different.  Despite her feelings of fatigue upon finishing the magic woman’s lengthy session, Evelia felt almost refreshed after finishing the alien captain’s lessons.  But there was an extra bonus as well:  this time, there were things that Blaze would be motivated to learn and there were things that they could work on as a team to guide the crew in determining the team that would be left behind on some strange planet – a planet where the alien captain had left some few exiles in generations past.  This time, Evelia would not be alone in practicing and implementing what she had learned; this time, Blaze would stand by her side.  
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EVELIA STOOD UP AS SHE FINISHED her session and walked into the other room where Elayuh lay asleep.  She was silent apart from nearly inaudible breathing sounds that only occasionally escaped her mouth when she dreamily twitched a little.  While Evelia looked at the calm babe, she pondered over what future lay ahead for this special child – a child that seemed entirely oblivious to the horrible things that had happened since she had been taken away from mother, from her entire race, from her home planet.  

But they were headed home again.  

Sort of.  Already, yesterday seemed so very long ago.  The memory of Blaze broadcasting new orders to the crew passed through her mind as if it was part of one of her teaching sessions with this new race of aliens that no one even knew how to name.  They were simply “aliens” and that was it.  Evelia felt a sense of shame that her culture didn’t even value these people enough to give them a name.  

The most wonderful woman Evelia had ever met (apart from her own mother) was simply “the magic woman.”  The most intelligent and gracious being she had ever encountered was nothing more than “the alien captain.”  But then, if her own people had named these aliens, they probably wouldn’t have given them an honorable name.  History suggested that a simple, thoughtless name would have been their fate: “the brainwashers,” “the tattooed monkey-tailed aliens” may have been candidates.  Or, perhaps this crew would be different – it seemed they were unique somehow – more refined.  Maybe they would offer these graceful and wise creatures some special term of reverence they deserved.  The artist in her wanted to give them a name, an inspiring name.  Perhaps one day, she would do that.  Today, she had no inspiration.  For now, Evelia was simply trying to survive the day to day grind of incorporating the aliens’ teachings into her life.  

And so she recalled yesterday’s climactic event in her mind once more:

“Greydon, engage all linatech panels to transmit a message to the entire crew.  Override all private studio settings, stop any existing programs or transmissions, and include a backup transmission to go to everyone’s personal database; tell me when that is ready.  Vardn, we are changing course – effective immediately.  Evelia has our coordinates.  She will give those to you while I speak with Greydon.”

“Sir,” Greydon clapped out in his traditional, snappy militaristic style, “panels are engaged and ready for transmission.  I presume you prefer holographic over audio, is that correct.”

“Yes, thank you Greydon.”

While Blaze began offering instructions, Evelia gave coordinates to Vardn who responded with no small amount of surprise.  They were going to a planet not too far from where they were already located.  Unbeknown to him, the planet had been largely destroyed by exiled aliens many generations past and there were exiled aliens there now.

She remembered watching the alien ship leave, remembered how it seemed like the alien ship was moving instead of her own spaceship, and remembered how her heart felt more than a little empty to have finished this portion of her first journey in space.  It seemed so very anticlimactic in some ways – exhilarating and full of hope in others.

“In addition to all members of Team Grey, everyone interested in researching and perhaps colonizing this new planet should meet on deck five in T-minus one hour.” His instructions had given Evelia barely any time at all to review the instructions that the alien captain had given her earlier that day.  

At least, it seemed like it had been earlier that day.  Evelia hadn’t been sleeping regularly like she was supposed to.  Her sessions occasionally left her oblivious to her daily routine, causing her to sleep during the days and unable to sleep during the nights.  Days were beginning to jumble themselves together out here in space anyway.  It was mostly dark on a space ship – outside that is – with constant speckles of light slowly and monotonously passing by.  The inside of this ship was bright and colorful, engaging and inviting.  At least the inside of the ship seemed lively – thanks to Robin, she considered.  She still hadn’t met Robin and made a mental note that she would have to meet her soon.

Meanwhile, she blankly stared out her window – a linatech panel that showed the outside.  Ironic, she thought, that the captain’s chambers doesn’t even have a view of the outside world.  I guess he sees enough of that while leading the crew from aboard deck, she reconsidered.  Her thoughts customarily sporadic after finishing a teaching session from the magic woman, Evelia’s mind turned again to the new planet and the plans to leave some crew members behind.

There were few members of Team Grey.  These were people that Evelia had identified with very negative energy patterns on the day Blaze had taken his role as captain of the ship.  Probably, the rest of what would have been Team Grey were dead – victims of Blaze’s rampage the day before he became captain – Toka’s renegades.  Some Team Grey members remained in custody and were awaiting their trial for their misdeeds but some had been released because there was nothing to implicate them in any wrongdoing.  Now, remaining Team Grey members would be colonizing the new planet.  At best, Evelia felt apprehensive about this detail; at worst, she felt guilty.  But what else could be done?  Throughout history, there had always been bad people – they had to live somewhere didn’t they?  And she and Blaze and the crew would be returning a couple years from now.  Anybody who didn’t want to stay on the planet would be given the chance to work on another planet – or moon – and ultimately, those people would not be working with Team Grey any further.  

At least, that was the plan.

The alien captain’s plan had been quite simple – and it had played out quite nicely.

Based upon her knowledge of energy patterns, Evelia had identified people who were too pure or gentle to be left behind with characters that might be less than honorable.  Based upon ship records and prodigious questioning of crew members over the past several days, Blaze had identified crew members who were essential to running a tight ship and who might be indispensible resources when the ship landed back home.  By the time these details had been sorted out, the crew members selected to colonize the moon had been large enough to carry out the goals and objectives originally laid out by Dr. Boyd while being small enough not to jeopardize the success of running such a large spaceship.  And ultimately, there had only been one individual who reported any sense of strong disappointment: Aria.

Disappointment may not have been a suitable word.
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ARIA PACED BACK AND FORTH in her chambers, wondering whether or not there was anything that she could do to persuade Blaze to let her participate with the research team on the new planet.  She was, after all, the most well rounded, preeminent geneticist and biologist on board.  True, she didn’t know hardly any of the geneticists or biologists who had been chosen for the team so it was possible that she may not have gotten along with them especially well but that was relatively unimportant to her – she had, after all, handled life with Toka by her side for several years now.  On the other hand, if anyone would have objectively asked who would most enjoy taking a couple or few year’s sabbatical to do scientific research on a new sphere, the answer would have been resoundingly in favor of Aria.  If anyone would have objectively asked who would be the most knowledgeable and helpful on such a trip, the answer would have been the same.  

Nevertheless, she had been shortlisted off of the team with very little explanation.  When she had offered her objection, Blaze simply responded that he needed her aboard the ship.  That was it.  

At first, this had seemed rather arbitrary and unwelcome but then she remembered that he had been nervous about his genetic enhancements.  She mulled over the probability that other crew members could help him with that and seriously considered pointing out that detail.  But then, she thought better.  She had no one to blame but herself if Blaze wanted her aboard ship to look after his health needs.  And then again, if there were any silver lining to dashing all of her hopes about the most exciting stage of space exploration, it was her consideration that Blaze would probably want to visit her regularly to make sure that nothing unwelcomed would be happening to his mind – or body.  Part of Aria told her that she was unworthy of his attention and that she should leave well enough alone.  But the more pressing, selfish part of her demanded that she focus on these considerations with reckless abandon.  

She was recklessly unaware that Evelia had identified Aria with Team Red – the team that she heavily encouraged to go down to the new planet because they each had disconcerting energy patterns.  Initially, Aria ranked very high on this team of potential miscreants.  However, in light of recent events, Evelia was willing to give Aria the benefit of the doubt and to assume that her erratic energy patterns resulted from sufferings under Toka’s abusive hand.  

In contrast, Blaze held no concerns about Aria whatever – his interest in keeping her aboard ship was entirely self serving and his thoughts about her potential inability to be a strong asset in his efforts to start a new, pristine colony were virtually nonexistent.  He failed to carefully acknowledge her weaknesses.  She was intelligent.  She was breathtaking.  Her talents would be an asset to any group of people.  That was all that mattered.  All things considered, he thoughtlessly forgave her for her bad acts and blamed them on her background and circumstances.  She was a victim.  She needed compassion, a second chance, the benefit of the doubt.

Oblivious to these considerations, Aria resignedly consoled herself that her poor fortune in returning home without exploring this new planet was the result of her own failings.  Perhaps, she even considered, this will turn out for the best.  Then, for the first time in many moons, she noticed a silent, yet growing feeling within her heart encouraging her to be a better person, to live life more fully, to be loyal to her captain and her people.
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CREW MEMBERS LINED UP like a band of inexperienced youth, haplessly making a windy curve that only quasi resembled a straight line, reminding Greydon that this crew was largely untrained and unknowledgeable about the disciplined routines of the kind of military unit he was accustomed to.  Nevertheless, he observed their enthusiasm as they waited for the captain’s final inspection.  A military unit would have remained largely motionless while responding to Greydon’s snappy checklist.  These people were too eager to hold themselves rigidly respectful.  Largely unaware of the failings of his own training, Greydon couldn’t help but subtly scowl in disapproval before barking out a punch list needed for the colony:

“Package of blank linatech cubes to store new information.”

“Check.”

“Transmission information and instructions.”

“Check.”  Rapid swathing movements over his personal cube began to slow a little.  It seemed that this was probably item one hundred or more but at least it was the last item on the page.

“I don’t see rations on the list.  Did we already cover that?” Greydon queried, a little puzzled, perhaps distracted.  

“Yes sir.  We covered that earlier.” 

Greydon shifted between pages with uncertainty.  He started reading from the top of the only page he didn’t recall reading.

“Safety gear?”

“Same thing sir.  Covered earlier.”

“First aid?”

“Checked earlier sir.”

“It looks like everything is covered then – is that the end of your list?” Greydon asked, still a little uncertain of himself.

“Gratefully, everything has been checked off from Dr. Boyd’s list sir.  There is nothing left to do.  All items are aboard the transport vessel, all items are checked off, all exiting crew members have reported to this deck and are ready for final inspection.”

“Thank you,” Greydon responded, grateful to have meticulously finished this stage of the journey.  Truth be told, he was excited to be returning home.  He would have preferred to have stayed there after the great explosion and after he watched Dr. Boyd euthanize order members in that tent.  It seemed such a long time ago but the memories haunted him daily.  It seemed disrespectful to have left so many of his friends and colleagues behind, strewn upon the landscape next to heathens and genetic freaks of nature without a proper burial.  He hoped he could somehow make all of that right, that the journey home could resolve things that had been unresolved, that time would heal things that needed healed.

“Captain!”  The excited exclamation startled him.  Greydon clicked his heels, turned around, and stood erect, awaiting orders.

“Greydon…”  Blaze started to speak but forgot that Greydon wouldn’t be able to resist the need to report the instant he heard his name.

“Yes sir,” he began.  “Sir, all equipment is ready and the crew is prepared to board the transport vessel.”

“Thank you,” Blaze answered, only subtly annoyed at Greydon’s enthusiastic militarisms.  Back home, in his Order, these formalities were relatively insignificant in comparison to Greydon’s training.  Blaze was simply accustomed to effortlessly leading Order members in whatever activities they were involved in.  Sure, superiors could override the orders of someone lower down the line but there was virtually never any animosity about this and no one felt a need to be harsh, condescending, or ultra-disciplined about following orders.  There was a strong sense of duty to do whatever was best for the community and to do whatever was moral and ethical and right.  External constraints to force discipline had been unneeded.  Blaze wondered whether or not these formalities would become a necessary evil in this new environment where there were so many more people under his authority.  He doubted it would – but based on Greydon’s conduct, the possibility was ever present in his mind.

Eyeing each member of the new crew, one individual at a time, he wondered what would happen to them and silently entertained many questions before he began speaking.  What would they learn?  What would they have to report?  Would any of their discoveries really be helpful to mankind?  Would all of this effort produce real results?  How would he evaluate their report when they came back?  Blaze was a trained protectorate, a leader of men in battle and in physical training.  Despite his insatiable mental curiosities over many subjects, he was no scientist.  And looking upon this crew, he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not the aliens were correct: would they self destruct in a generation or two?  Even if they did, Blaze probably wouldn’t live long enough to learn about it – he would simply hear their reports and possibly move them to another location after they felt that they had learned enough.  In the end, what did any of this really matter to him – or his people?  

But he was just following instructions himself.  

Intuitively, Blaze trusted the aliens much more than himself in these matters.  They had something he didn’t have: peace and tranquility.  And he wanted these things in his own life; he wanted these things for his fellow crew members.  And so, he needed to trust them.  Somewhere in the back of his mind, he felt the same feeling he had felt just before he found Toka beating Aria only this time, there was something different.  The feeling wasn’t instructing him that something was wrong; subtly, it was telling him that something was right.  Something about this would be a great blessing to everyone involved.  He couldn’t recognize where this feeling was coming from but somehow, he felt to trust it.  Somewhere, in the recesses of his psyche, he began to understand that this was the right thing to do.

Pulling deep within the reservoirs of his soul, Blaze delivered a very short, but inspiring speech for the departing crew, giving them encouragement and praise for their hard work and the hard work that they had ahead of them.  He offered his best wishes, his support, and expressed his greatest hopes for their success.  He promised to return: two years if they reported too many challenges, longer if everything went well.  And then, unceremoniously, he ordered them aboard the transport vessel and watched them depart, suddenly invisible as two large atmospheric barrier doors cut them off from his view.

Blaze turned around.  Although he had every air of confidence, he lacked the snappish pace of Greydon who shadowed him closely.  He believed he had done the right thing.  He hoped he had done the right thing.  And it seemed the prospective colonists agreed with him.  Every one of them looked very enthusiastic and anxious to begin this new era of exploration – to study this strangely beautiful new sphere of life.

Remembering that he had no need to go to the main deck to observe the planet, Blaze turned around again and ordered the large linatech paneling off to his right to show the view on the other side of those large atmospheric barriers.  Briefly after the panel responded, the transport vessel’s boarding deck closed, encapsulating the crew members like some hungry predator.  Then, the transporting deck opened wide to allow the small ship’s exit.  Thrusters engaged, the vessel quickly launched.  Blaze watched as the ship grew smaller and kept his gaze upon it until he saw that familiar flare of light as it entered the atmosphere below.  The ship would stay on site until Blaze returned.  

Everything had worked exactly as the alien captain predicted.

Success, Blaze concluded with a notable degree of growing gratification over this small accomplishment.  His anxiety seemed to dissipate entirely as the ship passed outside of his vision.  His muscles relaxed – and his mind followed.  He mustered a smile for his fellow crew members as he turned once again to make his way back to the captain’s seat on deck.  

As he passed the doors and into the hallway, he failed to see hidden, angry eyes that did not share his satisfaction, eyes that he would have sent with the other colonists had he been aware they were aboard his ship, eyes that were unforgiving and that glared harshly as he passed by.
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SPRAWLING ON ALL FOURS, Blaze struggled to maintain consciousness.  The blow from the alien creature left him dizzy, off balance, and suffering from blurred vision.  He did his best to channel the energy around him and fleetingly wished he hadn’t been so aggressive in pursuing heavily modified simulated aliens this morning.  As he felt the energy swirling around him, he heard the beast approaching from behind and guesstimated that it was already within closing distance.  He jumped and focused on channeling the energy to enhance his physical strength enough to reach a large branch hovering a good nine feet above the ground – and a good four feet in front of him.  

Success – but barely.

Hands loosely gripping the branch, he swung himself heavily towards the tree trunk and then quickly sprang back towards the gargantuan beast, thrusting the speared tip of his staff towards its heart with all of his strength.  The alien easily swatted the staff to the side and pounced upon the young warrior with all of its weight.  Darkness wholly enveloped him until his involuntary sleep was interrupted.

“Simulation ended,” announced the emcee.  

Initially, only Blaze’s subconscious registered the announcement but soon, his consciousness returned - if only foggily.  He slowly pushed himself off of the ground and winced, his ears ringing and his head aching.  It would be a minute or two before his body offered any semblance of recovering from that last blow.  Five hundred pounds of alien muscle slamming you into the ground was not the most pleasant experience he had had in the simulator over the past several days but he was learning – and as he learned to manipulate the energy around him and enhance his own physical abilities, he was gaining in his ability to defeat larger, faster, and stronger opponents.  

This time however, he had to face some disgrace in the form of a glaring failure.  Still, the small audience of onlookers was impressed – both because of his daring bravery and for what he had been able to accomplish against such a large, hulky opponent – but that didn’t make him feel much better.  Neither did Evelia’s commentary.

“You expect too much of yourself Blaze,” she consoled.  Her ever soothing voice did manage to calm him down a stitch but his discouragement overwhelmed any effort she was making to help him feel any better about this loss.  “Today marks one week since you were first able to stand up at all.” Evelia realized that Blaze was not looking towards her and gently waved her hand towards his gaze to regain his attention.  “Hey!” she continued jestfully, “Remember?  Just because you have super genes to boost your recovery doesn’t mean that you don’t need any recovery at all.  Aria said a normal person would have been down for at least another month so don’t be so discouraged.”  

Blaze noticed her use of contractions and tried to ignore them but they still grated his nerves from time to time.  He governed his feelings and said nothing but they kept him from internalizing her words of encouragement.  

Like Blaze, Evelia had been feeling quite ill and considered herself lucky that she was able to attend Blaze’s training sessions at all.  After an exam, Aria informed her that she had apparently caught the virus from Blaze but she was only slowly feeling its effects.  She would probably spend the first few weeks back home subjected to bed rest unless her body defeated the virus entirely, a prospect that Aria had suggested was a real possibility.  Evelia wasn’t sure whether or not that was good news.  Part of her wanted to escape the possibility of being genetically manipulated.  Another part of her didn’t want to get left behind if Blaze passed her up in intelligence.  Yet another part of her thought that a partial modification – a real possibility with this particular virus – might be a welcome change.  Only time would tell.  For now, Evelia just felt tired a lot and needed much more rest than she felt was reasonable.  

Noticing that Blaze wasn’t in a fiercefully playful mood yet, Evelia offered a slightly pouty look to see if a little tease might cheer him up.  Blaze responded with an offhanded look that drove her to another degree of playfulness.  “Come on Blaze, it’s written all over your eyes.  17% speed increase … what? 500 pounds this time?  Really? … and if I didn’t know any better, I would bet that you modified your own weight as well to make the simulation even tougher.”  She waited patiently for him to respond but all she received was a small grin and a slight rolling of his eyes as Blaze looked away from her.  “It is no wonder you lost though …” she continued but left her voice trailing as if she wasn’t going to say anything further.

“No wonder?” Blaze repeated, his tone of voice pressing for a response.  After all of her jesting, Evelia wondered whether or not now was really the proper time to offer a legitimate critique.

“You have at least three factors against you in any simulation,” she began, giving Blaze a look that showed she was changing the mood of the conversation a little and offering some legitimate help.  “First, the amount of energy inside an artificial environment is going to be less saturated than it would be in a live situation …”

“English please,” Blaze interrupted.  The young warrior’s vocabulary was decent but Evelia’s comment passed by too quickly to grasp the meaning.

“There isn’t very much energy to manipulate in the simulator,” she explained.  “There are no plants, no earthy objects, no fresh air coming from anything … I suppose that this makes good training for fighting in the corridor of a space ship but in most situations, you will have access to more energy than you do in a simulator.  Second, you are still pretty new at this and third …” Blaze was beginning to think that Evelia had been reading up on how to outline an argument – she was never this methodical.  “… your protective clothing is too bulky.  It is very hard to manipulate energy when you are wearing so much clothing – and almost none of it is organic so that slows the energy flow even further.”

“Well, one cannot battle alien beasts with sharp spikes on their bodies dressed like you do,” Blaze countered, gesturing towards Evelia’s ruffled swimming clothes.  I would end up a lacerated mess,” he said.

“Maybe,” Evelia answered, “or maybe the enhanced strength and speed generated from your increased ability to manipulate the energy around you would protect you more than your clothing.  You trust too much in what it has done for you in the past.  Perhaps you haven’t seriously considered the possibility that you may not need it any longer.”  Her comment was so matter-of-fact that Blaze considered that she actually believed what she was saying.  It seemed laughable.  At the same time, he knew she had been learning about these things for weeks and she knew much more about the potential benefits of what he was just barely beginning to learn.  Perhaps he would give the comment more consideration later.  Perhaps not.  Or, perhaps out of curiosity, he would discretely give it a try in private simulations where a humiliating losses wouldn’t be advertised all over the ship.
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ONLY A FEW HOURS LEFT, Blaze thought to himself.  To be precise, it would be another five hours before they entered earth’s atmosphere but time seemed to be rolling along quite quickly.  Blaze walked down the corridor towards the main deck of the ship.  No one had anything to report the last time he spent any time there and he didn’t expect things would be any different now.  The ship was running like clockwork and Blaze was beginning to feel tolerably familiar with most of the workings of the crew.  He probably wasn’t even needed on deck but the symbolic value of having the captain in the captain’s seat was an important one – at any rate, it was a duty he wouldn’t slough.

As he passed a few crew members that he only barely recognized, Blaze noticed that it seemed the mood of the ship had turned brighter since their departure from Moon 514.  In fact, he found the development so remarkable that he pondered over it frequently.  Was the crew simply adjusting to their new life better or was there really something to separating them from crewmen with bad energy?  It was too early to tell but Blaze found himself hopeful that the aliens’ guidance in this matter would prove correct.  Perhaps life back on earth could return to the near utopia he had experienced as a child.  Perhaps this new group of people could advance culturally, intellectually, physically – and perhaps in other ways as well.  

Aria had suggested that genetic enhancements could be made available to every member of the crew who was interested and that would allow everyone to advance at an even faster rate than what one would normally expect … but Blaze remained respectfully cautious over her proposal.  He had heard stories of popular enhancements going afoul during his history classes and his recent experience with Toka left a bitter taste in his mouth.  

For now, he couldn’t discern much difference in his own mental abilities so one might have expected that he would be less risk averse over the possibility of crew-wide genetic enhancements.  His memory seemed about the same, his ability to problem solve seemed no different, his thought process seemed untouched.  Everything seemed pretty much the same as it had always been … other than perhaps little changes that he chalked up to his nerves or his recent illness from Aria’s virus.  It seemed Doctor Boyd’s experiment with Blaze was little better than a flopped attempt to see whether or not increased mental capacities could drastically affect human evolution.  It seemed a complete waste of time and energy.  

Nothing has changed, he inwardly considered.

But time would prove him wrong.

Other than the initial sickness resulting from his newest genetic enhancement, the rest of the trip back to earth had been relatively uneventful for Blaze.  Evelia hadn’t been much more sick than he had been but she was also more frail than Blaze so she had spent more time relaxing and recovering than he took the luxury to enjoy.  Instead, he practiced the few new skills he had been learning in earnest.  Hitting the simulator no less than twice a day, sometimes for several engagements before taking a break, Blaze had given all of his extraneous attention to improving his fighting talents.  It never occurred to him that what Evelia had been learning might prove more beneficial in a real battle than what he was doing.  But that was, after all, the natural result of being born, raised, and trained as a warrior.  

Every species on every planet needs a protectorate, he remembered Master Xun teaching him as a boy.  Regardless of the high degree of sophistication that any civilization might have achieved, there were always outsiders who presented a legitimate physical threat to the enlightened.  Even superior technology couldn’t be relied upon – alien species might have greater technology and therefore the ability to render even what seemed to be vastly advanced technologies functionless.  Whether or not that was a real threat had been only theoretical when Master Xun had taught Blaze.  Things were different now.  Theory was reality – Blaze knew this could happen – and next time, perhaps the technology would even dwarf those he had so recently observed.

Long periods without warfare leaves enlightened species unprepared for battle if they do not continually and diligently prepare for it.  Blaze had seen this on the battlefield just before leaving earth.  Some of the troops he fought with had been well trained.  Others seemed so ill prepared that Blaze wondered what they were doing on the battlefield at all.  And even then, some of the best fighters were not mentally prepared for what they had experienced.  They were perhaps good martial artists and good soldiers but that hadn’t made them good warriors.  Watching your comrades die for real on the battlefield is a skill difficult to simulate.  When deaths occurred in the simulator, combatants still knew everyone would be hanging out later that day.  This differentiating factor made reality much harder to face.  In short, while everyone wants peace, times of peace inherently breed weakness in a society.  This teaching from Master Xun had been difficult for Blaze to understand as a youth but he thought he understood it now.  It had been easy to see from history books but somehow, one always hopes that their own generation is beyond the foibles of the past.  This was a lesson that Blaze now understood very deeply and this stark truth would haunt him from time to time for the rest of his days.

Though Blaze rarely told anyone about it, he heard Master Xun’s teachings in his mind quite regularly.  He pondered them.  He absorbed them.  They were part of his primeval makeup now.  Perhaps they were no longer Master Xun’s teachings – perhaps they had become Blaze’s own thoughts.  One way or another, they molded the way Blaze approached life and they affected his leadership style as well.  Although he was generally good natured and occasionally jovial, he retained an alertness and a somewhat tense approach to life that rarely dissipated.

Lost in his own mental meanderings, Blaze was barely aware of his surroundings as he started to turn the corner.  That’s when it happened.  Impulsively, Blaze absorbed energy around him as he did a back handspring, landing in a defensive posture and quickly assessing the danger with his hands only slightly opened so that he could respond to whatever situation might be developing in front of him.  

A practice bo staff crashed against the wall where Blaze would have been standing if he hadn’t moved backwards so quickly.  In quick progression, Jazz came running around the corner, followed by a youth Blaze hadn’t seen before.  As the second boy picked up the staff, Jazz looked up at Blaze with blushed cheeks and eyes that betrayed an arresting embarrassment. 

“Uh … sorry, Blaze,” Jazz mumbled, eyeing his mentor as he relaxed out of his defensive posture and back into a regular standing position.  The second boy continued to plow through the corridor, slightly pushing Jazz out of his way and laughing as he rushed along his path.  Blaze nodded his head diagonally towards the escaping youth, gesturing for Jazz to follow as he briefly ruffled the young boy’s hair.  Relieved, Jazz smiled and raced after his friend – one of his few friends on ship that was of similar age – if a four year age gap could count as a similar age.  

The young warrior briefly mused over his gut response to what wouldn’t have been a particularly dangerous situation but what could have caused him some minimal pain.  The practice staff was made of a synthetic compound that minimized any real bruising but it usually left significant welts and a sting that wouldn’t soon be forgotten.  Perfect for youth practice, they wouldn’t cause any real damage but that only magnified the noteworthiness of this brief encounter.  Perhaps his instincts really were improving. 

“Open,” he commanded the door leading onto the main deck.  Fleetingly, he wondered whether or not it was really necessary to have a door separating the main deck from the rest of the ship.  He supposed that it was but he distinctly remembered the dearth of doors on the alien ship.  Perhaps that only works when you have great mental talents, he mused.  But he wasn’t really certain.

Evelia was already relaxing in her seat, Elayuh cradled in her arms, moving her tiny appendages in random patterns as she practiced the exciting art of controlling her new little body. Something about having a baby on board a spaceship continued to strike Blaze as odd.  But then again, it now seemed natural somehow and no one seemed to notice her presence at all.  I suppose if she cried a lot, she would be noticed more, he considered.  If that happened, Blaze would send her away from the deck but for now, he happily tolerated her presence.  Children had been rare in all of the Orders – but that fact endowed them with great symbolism: new life, fresh perspective, and most significantly, hope for the future.

Despite the usual languishing feelings that come from long waits, the time it took to prepare for landing seemed to pass quickly.  The whole crew shared his excitement to some degree but Blaze’s electrifying expectations dwarfed any of their hopes or aspirations.  Sure, it seemed like it would be duldrumous to begin constructing new homes and more clearly organizing a new government for his fellow crewmen.  Going through the necessary steps to ensure the safety of his people in a new environment could be challenging as well but something told him more great adventures awaited – perhaps, adventures that would not be so disheartening as the ones he had recently experienced.

“Let’s take a tour around the globe,” Blaze instructed Vardn as they approached the earth’s surface.  “I want to see whether or not life is thriving on other continents,” he continued.  “I did some calculations before we left.  I really believe that radiation levels should not be high and that there may yet be other colonies of people who survived.”  Blaze remembered the magic woman’s statement that there were about twenty thousand people on earth – well, before their last war, he corrected himself.  She had said that most of them were on “the other side of the planet” … “sort of.”  Her alien captain counterpart had said something similarly mysterious.  Blaze was hoping a tour of the planet might offer some understanding as to where he might find these people. 

“Greydon,” Blaze said in a commanding tone.  He knew Greydon preferred things that way.

“Yes sir,” he snapped back.

“Scan the surface for life forms and keep record of what you observe.  Let me know if we pass any place that is especially dense with animal life.”

“Yes sir.”

As time passed, it seemed that Greydon was about to speak up several times but instead, he remained relatively quiet.  As they neared the area once labeled southeast Asia, Greydon couldn’t keep to himself any longer.

“Sir,” he said.

“Yes, Greydon.”

“Sir, it seems that most everywhere we pass has a healthy amount of animal life.  There were some places that seemed a little dense but mostly, life seems surprisingly uniform all over the planet.  However, ahead, I’m getting very faint signals of a dramatic increase in the number of life forms.”  He seemed a little perplexed but Blaze welcomed the news regardless of whatever technical issue was bothering the enthusiastic soldier.

“Bank left.”  Blaze barely thought about what he said before it escaped his mouth.   He looked over at Evelia and recognized that she had felt it as well.  Something ahead was pulling him in a slightly different direction than he had intended.  Soon, he was looking at a massive billowing gathering of clouds that dodged and weaved in and out of one other.  By the look in her eyes, he could see that Evelia was observing the same thing.

Do you think they can see it?  she asked silently.

Blaze was puzzled.  It hadn’t occurred to him that the rest of the crew couldn’t see what he was seeing.

Those are not water clouds, Evelia taught him.  Those are energy clouds.  I would never have imagined anything like it!  Blaze!  These are white energy clouds – this all very positive energy.  It’s huge!

We should go check it out, Blaze interrupted.  Evelia said nothing but the look in her eyes confirmed her agreement.

“Vardn,” Blaze said out loud.

“Yes sir.”  His response was energetic but it always seemed a little flat compared to Greydon’s replies.

“Do you see that mountain range off to the left?”  Blaze was pointing at the only mountain range within view.  Only a moron could have missed it.

“Yes sir.”

“Look for a large field to the east of those mountains and prepare to land us there.”

“Yes … sir,” he said.  Surprise was more than a little evident in Vardn’s response.  They had planned on landing not far north of where the Orders had been.  Although some crewmen were concerned about going back to their previous location – because of the mutant creatures – most yearned for that familiar feeling they called home.  And even though the buildings were decimated, there had been thoughtful reasons why they had been built upon that specific spot of the globe.  

Blaze didn’t announce any intentions of building a new colony at this new location but something about the enthusiasm in his voice and the intensity of his orders left crew members suspicious that he was going to do something different than what they had tacitly planned.

Twenty minutes later, the ship was resting on a large field not far from a gargantuan and cavernous opening in the earth.  Dissimilar in many ways from the Grand Canyon, this area nonetheless promised very steep falls into whatever might lay below.  Blaze and Evelia watched as billows of swirling white energy oozed out from below like some magical mist threatening to overrun the land.  They exchanged knowing glances and Evelia’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Vardn.”

“Yes sir.”

“I want you, Greydon, and a crew of no more than five to meet me at the main hanger in T-minus ten minutes.  I’m leaving you in charge of making an announcement to the crew that we are sending out an initial search party to make sure the area is safe and secure before we set up camp.”

“We’re setting up camp sir?” The inevitable white elephant was finally exposed.  Other crew members exchanged glances.  

“I don’t know that we will be staying here Vardn,” Blaze assured him, “but I have a hunch that we are going to find something useful here.  It isn’t always necessary to explore other planets to find new and exciting places to visit you know?”  Although sincere and lighthearted, Blaze cringed a little at his own speech.  In his heart, he had abandoned the need to avoid contractions some time ago – somehow, it even seemed like years had passed since he had made that decision even though it had been much, much shorter in reality.  Nevertheless, old habits die hard and he continually questioned his own wisdom in departing from this vestige of youthful innocence.

“Yes sir,” Vardn dryly responded.  He was clearly less than enthusiastic about this new development.

How are we going to see through all of those white clouds, Blaze questioned silently.

If you had given me more than ten minutes, I could have given you a competent lesson, Evelia answered.  I learned about this in my last session.  Then, without any further word-based explanation, Evelia shared with Blaze images that explained how to focus the energy in such a way as to make it less visible while still maintaining a keen awareness of its presence.

Are you excited? she gushed as they walked down the corridor towards the hanger.

We better stop by Jazz’s room so he can watch the baby while we go outside, he instructed, hardly noticing that he had ignored her question.  And I need to pick up my staff.

“Blaze?” she said out loud this time.  “Are you excited?”

The young warrior looked over at his best friend, took her hand in his, kissed the back of her hand and laughed.  “Are you kidding?” he answered.  “Of course I’m excited.  Who wouldn’t be?  Whatever that is,” he said, gesturing randomly towards the outside of the ship, “whatever that is, it’s full of excitement wouldn’t you agree.”

Yes! she silently but enthusiastically agreed.  “Yes, something very exciting.”
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IN THE GENETICS LAB, ARIA casually laid down on the sofa, one foot resting on the armrest, the other resting on the floor, and her torso somewhat twisted as she smashed her head down on one of the several comfort pillows haphazardly laying across the sofa.  She was beginning to realize that she was a workaholic.  Without Toka staring over her shoulder, Aria had nevertheless been more productive since he had left than she would have ever thought possible.  Work was therapy to her soul sometimes.  It helped her forget her worries and pain.  It distracted her from heartaches and sorrows.  With a jealous heart, she swathed through her linatech cube to observe the live broadcast of her captain exiting the spaceship.  Sure, she could have watched the scene with other crew members on a larger screen but today, she preferred to be alone – she often felt that way – few people can hurt you when you stay to yourself.  Life is safer that way.

Watching the captain lead a small crew onto a new continent was largely ceremonial anyway.  People were watching mostly to celebrate their arrival back home and to get their first glimpse at this new – and hopefully exciting – place where they may or may not set up camp for a while – or perhaps where they might establish their new colony.  No one really knew – not even Blaze.  

As she watched Blaze descend the ramp onto the live soil below, Aria felt mixed emotions.  She yearned to be with him.  She wanted to be among the front ranks of explorers checking out this new environment.  She wanted to carefully observe every little plant or animal that might prove useful to her research – or even those creatures that might be interesting despite their lack of apparent scientific usefullness.  She wanted to explore.  She yearned for freedom.  While she was slowly beginning to feel like she was embarking on a new, fresh life without her task master, Aria was also slowly beginning to realize that she didn’t know what to do with this newfound freedom.  That was partially why she worked so hard.  And while she had resolved to become a better person and to become more useful to her captain and his crew, she also felt a little uncertain as to what that really meant on a day to day basis.  

That was another reason why she worked so hard.  

As the other members of Blaze’s small expedition crew exited the ship, Aria felt pangs of jealousy that she wouldn’t have been able to articulate.  She didn’t deserve to be with them.  She practically engaged in a treasonous act against her captain.  She proved that she couldn’t be trusted.  The strongest, most conscious part of Aria felt these things.  But somewhere deeper in the recesses of her soul, she felt entitled to be with them.  From a certain perspective, she had saved his life, she had protected the entire crew.  She deserved recognition for that – and a whole lot more.  This side she suppressed – and as she had made resolutions to become a better person, this side was hidden up with great fervor.  But then again, it resurfaced ever so easily.

In short, Aria was a conflicted person.

She tossed her long, full hair behind her so that its body curls draped over the armrest of the couch like a hundred coiled snakes ready to strike.  She adjusted her top so that it quit pulling on the back of her neck and partially slipped off her right shoe with her left foot, leaving it dangling and loose.  She was tired and worn.  Perhaps that explained her dark temperament today.  Perhaps not.  She sunk deeper into her chair and placed a small pillow on her stomach for the linatech cube to rest upon so that she could watch the scene outside the ship without having to hold onto the cube.

Startled, she watched as a large flying creature swept into view, approaching the small group of explorers from behind and diving in for an attack.  As her heart began to pound with surprise and alarm for Blaze and those who were with him, she responded to something even more startling: her name.

“Aria,” the familiar voice boomed.

Horrified by the sound, Aria instantly snapped her body into an upright position, her right shoe falling off and her left leg hitting the front side of the couch a little too hard for comfort.  Her heart rate nearly doubled.  She gasped for breath and suppressed an instinctive scream.  She felt sweat gathering on the back of her neck and on her forehead.  It couldn’t be.  This couldn’t be real.  Mentally confused – even dumbfounded, physically panicked, and heart ablaze, Aria fought off a primeval urge to fall into the deepest abyss of a mental breakdown.

“Toka!” she exclaimed matter-of-factly.  Or was the expression nothing more than a question?  An apparition?  She fought to grasp onto anything logical that might explain this terrible appearance.

He grinned.  His entrance was precisely as he had hoped it would be and Aria was as transparent as she ever was.  Puppet, he exulted to himself.  “No child, but you could call me Tokatu if you wish.”  His insider’s pun was lost to the young woman who held no vestige of a sense of humor for this new intruder.  His grin turned more malevolent and mischievous as he sauntered towards Aria, one side of his smile larger than the other as he squinted the eye on that same side.  He reveled in her fear as she coiled her knees towards her chest and pushed her body nearly upright on top of the couch.  She then quickly hopped to its other side, all the while facing him and trying to maintain composure.

“Tokatu?” she repeated, expelling twice the amount of pheromones that might have normally been necessary to achieve her purposes.  It was instinctive now, a primeval response, an unconscious method of self-defense.  But her strong emotion caused her to overreact, sending out a much stronger pulse of scents than she intended.  

Tokatu slowed his approach, breathed deeply through his nose and smiled.  “Ahhhh,” he exulted again, “there is something magical about actually experiencing something instead of simply remembering ...”

The comment left the siren speechless.  Aria had no idea what he was talking about.  This was nonsense.  Neither was it real.  Was it?  Markedly changing his demeanor, Tokatu proffered a theatrical bow, allowing his eyes to completely lose contact with Aria for a brief passage of time.  “Please allow me to introduce myself, my lady,” he swooned, enjoying the play.  “I am Toka’s clone.  Modified with enhancements he was too cautious to try on his own body, filled with every memory – likely until moments before he died – and ready to start life anew!”

Aria barely suppressed an impulse to wretch out of intense emotional duress.  This couldn’t be true.  She yearned to wake up.  Or, perhaps she simply wished she was dead.  Life was hard enough with Toka.  Living with him after knowing what it was like to be free – even for a brief moment – was too much to bear.

“Let’s start from scratch shall we?”  The comment got Aria’s attention.  “You tell me what happened to Toka and I will offer you a proposition you can’t refuse.  Deal?”

Aria had nothing to say.  Perhaps she couldn’t say anything at all.  Besides, she wouldn’t be able to resist.  She knew what was coming: the beating.  Toka had told her for years that her mind seemed blocked from achieving its full potential.  It needed something to make it snap and realize its majestic powers.  It needed to experience something so traumatic that her subconscious would take over and reveal itself.  That was why he had created her in the first place.  She was the perfect puppet, the perfect pawn for his experiment, the perfect specimen for his life’s achievement.  In many ways, he had been pleased with her progress and his efforts.  But in this particular way, she had failed him and he hated her for it.  She couldn’t bear to look into Tokatu’s eyes but she knew they would be glaring down at her with that condescending look.  They would be expecting her compliance.  Nay, they would be demanding her compliance.  She nodded in agreement.  “Where would you like me to begin?” she asked in her seductive alto voice, masking her fear, controlling the tremor that would have instinctively surfaced had she not preemptively suppressed it.

“Tell me about the virus you gave to Blaze,” he almost purred in response.  There was something different in his voice Aria had never heard before.  The sound of his voice was all too familiar but his tone reflected something she did not recognize at all.  Fear of the unknown enveloped her.  So she told him everything.







[image: Image]







EVELIA’S INSTRUCTIONS WERE HELPFUL but Blaze still saw too many billowing energy clouds to allow him to feel comfortable about his surroundings.  It was easier said than done: focus on absorbing energy around you and then release it through your eyes.  Releasing energy escaping from your muscles when you were using them was intuitive to Blaze – those lessons had come easily.   Something about the endeavor seemed innately familiar and harmonious with his martial arts training.  But pushing energy out of your eyes was somehow less accessible.  Although he could do it, he could tell that his success was less than optimal.  Perhaps he would be able to do better if he tried harder, he guessed.

But as he exerted the effort to see better, he felt a strong pulsing from his subconscious surfacing.  He was starting to recognize the feeling but he had zero ability to control it.  Besides, his body responded to his subconscious before he knew what was going on.  He dove into a strong shoulder role, banking left towards lower ground, moving his thumb over the staff’s panel as he did so.  While he spun around, his fingers further engaged the staff’s functions, letting out that familiar, loud buzzing sound.  Blaze stepped further to the side and swiped the spear edge of his staff into the sky with an energy enhanced blow towards an enemy he neither saw nor heard.  

The shriek from the creature left every member of the crew horrified and shocked.  Everything had happened so quickly that no other member of the scouting team had the slightest idea of what had happened until it was all over.  Blaze swung his staff in a large arching motion and severed its head as its writhing body smashed into the ground.  The few men who had fought with Blaze against the natives quickly recognized this flying creature and recoiled in fear as uncertainty entered their hearts.  

“Back into the ship!” Blaze ordered, releasing a stream of energy bolts into the air above them.  Two more creatures fell to the ground and one more let out a shriek as it crashed into trees not too far from the crew.

While Evelia and the others ran back into the ship, Blaze held his ground, finally feeling in control of his own body and emotions.  It was surreal to have your subconscious take over your every action and thought.  It both felt very natural and violative at the same time.  Blaze felt like someone was taking away his freedom of thought, his agency.  Ironic, he thought as the implications of these ideas took hold upon his brain.  It nearly made him laugh.  Meanwhile, his eyes darted around the skies, looking for any signs of danger.  

If someone had asked him how he knew the flying beasts were approaching, he could have offered a laundry list of things that he had noticed: the tone of sounds coming from local insects, the way the breeze moved through the trees, a flash of negative energy that approached him from above, the way birds had stopped their cheerful chirping moments earlier.  But these explanations didn’t really make much sense to Blaze because his conscious mind hadn’t noticed these things at all.  If anything, he had been lost in his own thoughts.

As these and a dozen other thoughts flashed through his mind, Blaze realized that he had started walking towards that huge chasm he had seen from the ship.  He hadn’t intended to go anywhere by himself but that was exactly what he was doing.  Something pulled him that way.  He couldn’t explain that either but it was as real to him as the coolness of the day.  The humid, cool air almost seemed biting.  That was a real feeling.  In the same way, the tugging sensation was real too.  Something willed him to see the chasm.  Something moved him to obey that will.  Perhaps that something was himself, his subconscious.  Blaze really didn’t know – and it didn’t matter – because it was growing stronger and he was following it anyway.

He ran.

It felt refreshing to run.  Blaze ran in the ship from time to time as part of his exercise and training but sooner or later – even in a big ship – you have to run in a circle or backtrack.  Here, he just ran wherever he wanted.  More or less in a straight line, Blaze took the time to enjoy the sensations of the air whipping past his face, the thumping of the ground against the weight of his feet, and the pumping of his own heart.  Exhilarating! 

His subconscious began to pulse again.  It felt different this time but it made Blaze feel stressed nonetheless.  He ran to the foot of a nearby boulder and jumped no less than ten feet to land on its flat top, sprawling his body to the ground, one arm bracing himself upright and the other holding his staff in ready position, his eyes riveted on whatever might be approaching.

Peace.  The voice was unknown to Blaze but he knew that it could be trusted.  Besides, it was not spoken out loud.  Somehow, that detail instantly inspired trust.

Blaze watched as a large, white griffon pounded its wings towards a full stop, causing no small breeze to push against his face.  Then, the beast all but fell straight down a few feet as if doing so was greatly invigorating.  Shaking its head like a Labrador ridding itself of too much water, the griffon almost seemed to smile before slowly spreading its wings again and kneeling towards the young warrior.

Blaze!  it said.  Can you hear me when I speak to you this way?

Yes! he excitedly responded.  Yes, I can.  Blaze wasn’t sure what to think but somehow, this development was refreshingly exciting.

Come, climb upon my back.  I have something to show you.  Obedience was no question.  As the captain of a ship, Blaze was becoming accustomed to giving orders but somehow this particular order sounded more like an invitation than a command so he obeyed without question.  Who wouldn’t?

Moments later, the duo was flying towards the chasm.  No more words were exchanged.  None were necessary.  While Blaze noticed that he had more control over his vision now, he could still discern that there was a very strong wind of white energy clouds originating directly in front of him.  The intensity of the clouds was so strong that for a moment, Blaze could see nothing once more and tried hard to focus on pushing energy out of his eyes so that he could see something.  The effort was futile.  As the griffon pulled in its wings and forcefully plummeted into the unseen depths below, the density of the energy subtly shifted and Blaze could see once again everything in front of him.  It seemed nearly an eternity of flying straight downward but Blaze gave little thought to that sensation – this was a joyful eternity, something you didn’t want to end.  

As time passed, the air got much cooler and then again, it grew warmer.  As it grew warmer, Blaze could have sworn that he saw an alien hanging upon a cliff to his right.  The white griffon recognized the tensing of Blaze’s grip on his mane and his shifting against his backside.  You saw it, he asked.

Yes.  Was it …

Yes, there are some aliens here, the griffon interrupted.  There are not many and they keep to themselves but they are definitely present.  I don’t think the others know.

The others?  Blaze asked, both unsure that he had heard correctly and aware that he knew precisely what the beast was intending to tell him.  The griffon said nothing in response but Blaze felt a feeling emanating from the beast that instructed him to wait and see.

Several more moments passed and the young warrior suddenly realized that he had absolutely no idea how long he had been flying and that he had not informed anyone onboard the ship what he was doing or where he was going – he hadn’t known himself.  Tempted to doubt the wisdom of his impulsive decisions, Blaze nevertheless ignored these considerations and fully embraced his destiny as it unfolded around him.

They were flying over seas now.  Seas filled with small islands, rocky outcroppings, lots of birds, and the refreshing sounds of waves crashing against the shorelines.  The air was more moist here as well and Blaze noticed that the griffon’s fur was beginning to soak up the moisture.  If that continues, Blaze thought, he won’t be able to continue much longer.

No matter, the griffon said.  We don’t have much further to go.  Embarrassed that his thoughts were heard by the beast, Blaze wondered whether or not he would ever get the hang of communicating telepathically.  

The beast descended.  

As they got closer to the shoreline and low lying clouds pushed themselves behind the duo, Blaze barely observed unbelievably lush foliage surrounding a reasonably modest waterfall tumbling over a cavern as they passed by.  Then, banking hard, the griffon slowed down but flew directly against a tree that it used to redirect itself onto a small, grassy patch of ground that Blaze hadn’t seen as they were descending.  He barely held on.

Those pulsing feelings were returning.  But this time, a strong feeling of peace enveloped him as well so he pushed aside feelings of concern as they surfaced.  Relaxed, he casually dismounted the griffon, aware that both of them mutually understood what he was about to do.  Blaze felt a small misting coming from above.  He looked up, expecting to see the beginnings of an unexpected rainfall.  Instead, he observed a small waterfall above and to his left.  A slight breeze had redirected some of that water – and while the misting was relatively mild, it lasted long enough to leave him entirely drenched.  Somehow, it felt exhilarating and refreshing and he wished it would happen again.  But it didn’t.

The pulsing sensation returned, even stronger this time.  Instinctively, Blaze knew that the griffon was withdrawing, finding a warm patch of sun to dry the moisture away from its heavy coating of fur and from its feathers.  The young warrior’s intuition began guiding his motions again, moving him contrary to every precautionary combat training habit he had ever engrained into his soul: he took off his shoes and walked towards the edge of the waterfall.  Before hitting the rocky ledge that outlined this beautiful outcropping, the young warrior stopped in the middle of a grassy, moss infested patch of ground and set his staff near the bank of the river that so carelessly threw itself over the cliff.  The earth pulled at him.  It pulled him first into a kneeling position and then onto all fours.

Soon, he found himself sinking somewhat into the ground, his weight pushing his feet deep into the marshy embankment and his fingers deep into the earth as if they were taking root.  But there was more than gravity at work here.  Blaze was unconsciously manipulating the energy to push him deep into the earth until his chest nearly pressed against the soil, his muscles tensing as if he was pushing himself to his limit in weight training.  Another spray of water poured over his body until he felt half submerged in water.  Droplets of moisture paraded down his forehead and off the tip of his nose.  Other droplets made their way into his mouth and tasted somewhat salty.  

Despite being unaccustomed to kinesthetic experiences, Blaze couldn’t focus on anything other than what he was feeling – sensations completely unknown to warriors.  The water crashing below was nearly deafening but like any other white noise, it didn’t invade his thinking.  If anything, it enhanced his mind and enlivened his senses.  Mud and moss oozed between his fingers and toes in a way that he hadn’t experienced since being a small child and the pulsing grew stronger.

There are moments in life that define all others, moments that are only fully appreciated and understood after grey hairs stamp them into your soul.  In these moments, one learns how to overcome foibles, how to push boundaries that never before moved, how to excel and become more than you ever dreamed.  Miserably, full comprehension of these moments too often comes after one feels too old and worn to change what needs to be changed.  This time was an exception.  This time, the young warrior deeply understood the momentous importance of what was happening and he would relish the experience until the end of his days.

The earth spoke to him. 

She spoke in pictures.  She spoke in symbols.  She showed the young warrior where to find another colony of people – there, in the hollow of the earth.  She showed him the future of his species and the advantages of the things the aliens had been teaching Evelia.  She showed him how every species excels best on their own planet.  She showed him how she had renewed herself after each holocaust and how Blaze, Evelia, and Elayuh could lead his species to renewal and new levels of achievement.  She gave him hope.  She gave him knowledge about the elements and their energies.  She showed him his destiny.

Enlivened beyond anything he would ever be able to express no matter how many years passed, Blaze leaped high into the air the moment he knew the earth was done speaking to him and running the short distance towards the edge of the cliff, he absorbed massive amounts of energy and dove off of the cliff with arms spread as if he believed he could fly on his own.  The air whisked past his face, almost biting as he plummeted towards the earth below.  Somehow, he knew he wouldn’t crash but he hadn’t determined how he might use the energy around him to prevent himself from smashing onto the rocks and the water below.  His instincts had taken over again and he knew he could trust them.  

So he continued his free-fall for several moments before he curled his body and willed himself to rotate midair, his legs spreading as if getting ready to jump back onto the cliff above.  And then he landed on the griffon’s back, cushioned by the beast’s heavy mane and the beast’s own downward descent.

Flying back the way they had come, Blaze looked behind him with great longing.  The moment had passed too quickly.  There, he thought, looking past the waterfall.  There, past that mountain.  That is where the others are.  That is where we will merge our colonies.  Then, turning to face the direction the griffon was flying, it seemed like he could see miles ahead and to the right.  There.  That is where the aliens live.  And here, he thought, his eyes closed and his body continually absorbing the infinitude of luscious energy around him.  Here is our destiny.
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Tzun quickly rounded the corner, discretely dropping the wallet he’d just lifted from an inattentive merchant and nimbly feathering his fingers through a thick set of freshly printed bills.  That should be enough for an entire week … or more, he congratulated himself.  That, of course, would depend on which numbers were written on the bills and how wisely he used them – but these details were of little consequence.  This was a game of survival.  But then, in tough times, it seemed like everything was about survival.  

Short and somewhat scrawny, Tzun had some difficulty in quickly making it to his destination without drawing attention to himself by running.  A brisk walk was all he could discretely afford.  Two more buildings and he could pass through the alleyway to Mariner’s Market Street where he would quickly disappear in a crowd.  Dressed in beggarly clothes, eyes would naturally divert themselves away from the gaunt young man rather than retrace his visage for a second glance.  From there, he would only be a few blocks from his modest apartment where he lived with his mother and extended family.  This morning’s prize would be well received.

But fate couldn’t bear to smother Tzun in blankets of kindness for too long.

Before he turned the next corner into the alleyway, muffled screams covered by scuffling and hushed chuckling teased the air.  Blasted fate!  He didn’t need any trouble – but it was coming.  Primordial instincts from deep within screamed to his consciousness that something wasn’t right – beyond the apparent crime, something felt out of place – but he couldn’t put his finger on it.  

Four young men who clearly devoted more time to building muscles rather than character gathered around some dainty brunette, a young girl who almost looked too innocent to have set foot in this neighborhood.  Bloody bricks!  Tzun silently cursed, considering this new dynamic and quickly absorbing every new detail of this ever-changing pathway.  The dumpster was farther away from the west wall than normal.  A hubcap lay at an angle, leaning next to that same wall.  A small box of screws lay spilled near the feet of two of the larger boys – one of whom was holding the girl; two stacked boxes of junk appeared undisturbed since he had seen them there earlier that morning; the antique chair that had been next to the dumpster now sported a broken leg and the upholstery was looser near the top of the leg stump.  Other than these few details, the alleyway looked precisely the same as it had a few hours earlier. 

Behind Tzun, footsteps approached but slowed; hesitant, they either stopped or became silent.  Above those feet, a hand brushed aside an over-length jacket and placed a recently discarded wallet into a back pocket. 

If he played his cards well, Tzun estimated that he could divert his eyes to the left, walk along the other side of the alleyway, and then freely pass by unharmed – the thugs would leave him alone.  He posed no threat to their fun and they would presume verbal threats would keep him from reporting anything to the police.  Then, the distraction would be over.  To them, Tzun would be nothing more than a lanky sixteen year old beggar, unworthy of their attention.  

But he was Uzzit so he couldn’t in good conscience do nothing.

Shoving the stash of money deeper into his pocket and underneath a fold designed to hide prize lifts from family members when necessary, Tzun stopped walking, stood as erect and intimidating as his thin five-foot-nine frame could muster, slowly raised his head, and ordered the thugs to release the girl in the most threatening voice he could muster.  Despite his best efforts, the inevitable unwelcomed response came as expected: they chortled and then laughed openly.  

It always went down like this.

Carefully observing the spilled screws and the lone hubcap, Tzun focused his thoughts on the weather, creating a quick gust of wind to cover his Uzzit magic.  As he knelt down to pick up a chunk of junk metal from the ground next to his feet, he sent the hubcap shooting into the lead thug’s ankle, a volley of dust into the eyes of another boy, and the box of screws into the neck and face of another.  For the boy holding the girl, Tzun sent a vivid hallucination that acid had splattered all over his body; fierce burning sensations turned to panic as the thug watched his own skin melting away.  When his grip loosened from shock, the girl shook herself loose and bolted. Tzun threw the chunk of metal at her captor just long enough to give her the head start she needed.  Although the metal hit its target, Tzun’s efforts might as well have come from an eight year old girl unaccustomed to throwing balls – it didn’t do much anything.  For that matter, none of the attacks caused any significant damage – even the screws did little more than scratch the thug’s face – but they did create the distraction needed to save the girl.  Now it was his turn.

Quicker than anyone expected, Tzun was darting behind the dumpster, hoping to make his own escape.  But from his limited perspective, he failed to notice one changed detail down the alleyway: entirely hidden in the shadows, two large antique batteries were resting against the wall on the other side of the dumpster.  Tripping over them, Tzun stumbled heavily and just long enough to keep him from moving around the couch he knew would be resting by the wall on that same side.  One stumble led to another until Tzun found himself face down and ungracefully sprawled over the ground.  A moment later, vicious kicks repeatedly pounded his side and at least two blows connected with his head, leaving his ears ringing and his vision cloudy.

That wasn’t quite how he planned things.

He thought he heard a whistle but wasn’t sure.  And then, that familiar feeling returned: something wasn’t quite right.

Four sets of footsteps hurriedly ran down the alley away from Mariner’s Market Street while another softer set methodically plodded towards Tzun.  Propping himself up on one elbow, Tzun strained to open his eye to see what new trouble might be coming his direction only to discover that his eye was throbbing and that he couldn’t see much of anything just yet.  He reached up to touch it and winced at the pain.  Somewhere, in the midst of that scuffle, he’d received a blow to his eye that he hadn’t immediately noticed – but he certainly felt it now.  Turning his head further, he opened his other eye to find a rough looking but clean cut fellow reaching his hand out to lift him up.  

From boots to a hat that covered any hair that wasn’t freshly buzzed, leather trappings of every sort decorated the newcomer.  If he wasn’t nearly bald, you couldn’t tell so long as that hat was on.  And as he softly smiled, he held one eye slightly squinted – as if it had to squint because of an unpleasantly large scar that reached from the middle of his bottom eyelid and through his hairline where it passed over a piece of missing ear – neatly sliced off in a fairly straight line.  Further markings on this man’s face betrayed some serious time on the streets.  He looked downright rugged.

“That’s quite a talent you have,” he offered as he helped Tzun back to his feet.  

Still dizzy and trying to keep his body from visibly trembling, Tzun struggled to retain his footing for a moment before responding.  “Talent?” he feigned in ignorance.

“You’re Uzzit aren’t you kid?”  The rough tone of voice left Tzun uncertain whether or not a question had been asked.

“The wind …” he began.

“Don’t feed me that bull,” the street warrior interrupted with an overly confident air.  “I know Uzzit when I see it.”  His rigid gaze carefully scanned over Tzun who still looked more than a little dazed and worse for the wear.  This boy barely belongs on the streets, the man silently considered.  He’s lucky to have made it this far along.  And he was right: if Tzun hadn’t been Uzzit, he would have been dead months ago – and the young boy was acutely aware of this fact.

“How would you like to really grow in your powers?”

So that was it. 

It had all been a set up.  It made sense now.  Girls that looked that innocent knew better than to walk this area alone.  Women who frequented these parts of town looked much rougher for the wear than that girl.  And the muscle-bound boys were chosen to exaggerate the mismatch.  This had all been an effort to poach new Uzzit flesh – which meant the rumors were true.  There really were drug dealing opportunists out there peddling their wares to this new generation of special kids.

“You have Slice?” Tzun tentatively queried.

“You’ve heard of it?”

“Who hasn’t?”

“Answer my question first,” the drug dealer ordered.  “How would you like to double your powers?”

“Who wouldn’t?”  His half Asian eyes blankly stared back at the older man.

“It comes with a price you know?”  His worn face looked more hardened now as he looked down at this new, potential client.

“Yeah, I know,” Tzun responded emotionless.  Bricks! he swore to himself, rubbing his eye.  It really hurt.  “So what are the terms – and who’s gonna teach me?”

 “Today’s price is whatever is in your pockets.  Tomorrow’s price is negotiable – and I’m your teacher.”  Then, with overt pretentiousness, the man pushed one finger forward and drew it downwards as if writing on the wall.  As he did so, a bend and then a tear appeared at the top edge of the dumpster and continued until his finger stopped moving.  The sound was deafening and gave Tzun another reason to hold onto his head.  It seemed his eye injury was quickly becoming a headache.  

“That must make you Max,” Tzun responded, still holding his hands over his ears even though it was too late for them to do any good.  He said nothing to indicate he was impressed but his good eye emphatically told that story.  Max was legendary on the streets but no one ever got to meet him …  When Tzun’s instincts told him something wasn’t as it seemed, they weren’t kidding …

“Alright kid, what’s in your pockets?”

The question left Tzun a little frustrated.  On the one hand, this would be worth every bill he had lifted earlier that morning.  On the other hand, he believed it unwise to play his cards openly.  Convincingly feigning stiffness in his right arm, he dug his hand deep into his right pocket and deftly pulled three bills out of the hidden pocket, reclosed it, and produced them for inspection – all without causing the slightest suspicion that he was holding something back.  To their common surprise, all three bills were large ones.

Crap!  Tzun silently groaned with disappointment.  I should have pulled bills from the other end of the fold …  “I just got a lucky lift,” he explained.  “I don’t usually have that much,” he added as he opened his pockets to show that they were empty.  The secret fold remained hidden.

“No problem kid,” Max assured him, eyeing the cash with feigned indifference.  “I won’t expect that much every day.  So you know the rules right?  After three weeks, whatever Slice does to you becomes permanent.  You miss a day, you have to start over and you might lose some of what you had before.  And no cops right?  Buying Slice is illegal; using it is illegal; making it is illegal.  You get caught, you’re going to the slammer for longer than I’ll be around and the instant you get caught, old Max here will have zero memory of who you are or what you may have done.  This is dangerous business kid.  Got it?  You still in?”  Like most guys in the business, it never really seemed like Max was asking a question.  It seemed more like he was saying: this is a done deal but if I have to do more fast talking to make this happen, I’ll keep my mouth moving until you give in from exhaustion.  Inevitably, the result would be the same.

Tzun feigned indecision for a moment, giving himself time to think over the consequences of what he was doing here.  There really was no question though – he just needed to double check his resolve.  What boy – especially a scrawny teenager worn from regular beatings – wouldn’t take a three week ride to becoming a near superhero?  Who doesn’t want to be thrown away from their current life and into something bigger, better, happier?  Who doesn’t want more control over what is going on around them?  For a thin teenage boy struggling to find his next meal, there really was no viable alternative – at least, Tzun didn’t see any.

“Yeah, I’m in,” he answered with cold determination.  

“Aaaallright!” Max chuckled in response, stashing Tzun’s prize cash into one pocket while reaching into another inside jacket pocket – all the while, a big smile spreading over his teeth.  “Here’s your package.  This is enough for two days but I expect you to be here again tomorrow.  You keep the extra dose just in case something bad happens some day and one of us is late to our meeting.  Every day, we meet right here at this same time.  Got it?”

“Got it.”  Tzun reached for the metallic brown liquid as he carefully noted the time on Max’s watch – Tzun, of course, wasn’t wearing one.  

The young boy shuffled nervously as he slowly placed the vial in his right pocket and considered what he was doing.  He felt better when Max tipped his hat, nodded, and walked away in the same direction as the other thugs had gone.  It passingly occurred to Tzun that Max may have ordered the beating he had just received – but he was too naïve to seriously consider such a thing so the thought promptly dissipated into oblivion.  Besides, there were more important things to consider: if Tzun could hone his pickpocketing skills, he would quickly rise to the top of the food chain in three short weeks.  If not … well, he wasn’t going to think about that.  He was already scrounging about the lowest levels of society – how much worse could it get?  

He swirled the bottle and watched the liquid shimmer and change shapes as two separate hues emerged among the cloudy swirls.  When he held the bottle still, the liquid quickly settled into a more uniform consistency.  As he pondered over the opportunities Slice might present to him, Tzun began walking down the alley with an uncharacteristic spring to his step and then checked it; beggars couldn’t appear too happy – that would blow his cover.  Modifying his gait, he considered various rumors he had heard about Slice: it only worked on Uzzit.  If it didn’t kill normal people, they wished it had.  But for people like Tzun, it unleashed access to those inner workings of the brain that scientists had been attempting to tap for decades.  

If research in this field hadn’t been heavily regulated and ultimately banned by nearly every industrialized country, Uzzit advancements would have been the global norm.  American Uzzits were subjected of federal government regulations and inefficient bureaucracy, which led many of them to congregate in the Puget Sound area where government oversight and corruption allowed a quiet underground to steadily grow.  Numbers of Uzzit were unknown.  Uzzit births were unknown; undetectable without expensive testing, parents of Uzzit children were often unaware of their children’s abilities for several years – but very few kept it secret as long as Tzun.  His weak powers offered an element of surprise that he frequently needed to escape trouble.  

In the states, Uzzit enhancement drugs were controversial and experimental.  On the black market, experimental versions of Slice could be purchased but resources were low and word had it that Max personally delivered every shipment of Slice, beating down every sign of potential competition.  He never accepted solicitations and he always handpicked his clients.  That made for stiff competition, high prices, and enduring loyalty that couldn’t be bought in any other way.  By some stroke of luck, Tzun was rising through that system.  Life would never be the same.

His fingers instinctively wrapped around the cool vial, smothering it with tenacious attention.  Passingly, Tzun considered that he didn’t know how to divide the vial into two  equal proportions – or perhaps that didn’t matter.  He could start out with a smaller portion this evening – surely that wouldn’t matter for the first day?  Not thinking about it, Tzun wiped some sweat off his brow and bumped his swollen eye.  As he winced, he considered that he could use his misfortune to his advantage.  

Feigning a slight limp that increased as he moved along, he found a small opening on the boardwalk where many people were passing by, gingerly sat down, and began to beg for money.  Deliberately rubbing his temples to temper the pain, he tilted his head to accentuate the injury to passersby.  Fickle fortune returned as his companion for a few hours when his success became difficult to hide – his pockets were subtly bulging with money.  Each time he received cash, he slipped larger bills into his hidden pocket and left smaller bills in the regular pocket.  He happily considered that he probably had enough money for a few day’s worth of Slice by the time he went home for supper.

“Hey,” a soft voice called Tzun to look up.  His bad eye nearly swollen shut, Tzun awkwardly turned his head to look upon the most beautiful face he had ever seen.  In her twenties, dressed like she didn’t belong in the area, and conspicuously attached to some burly fellow Tzun ignored, the young woman looked perfect in every way – except for the severely deformed and mangled hand that she used to pass on a substantial wad of bills to the young beggar.  “Better times are coming,” she encouraged with a sultry voice that left Tzun melting … and then flushing in shame as she strolled away to purchase local wares.  

Daily – if not more frequently – Tzun recycled rationales to justify his lifestyle.  Uneducated, somewhat fatherless, and stuck in a crime infested town, he only did what familial obligations required: he begged and stole so his family could eat.  But he refused to think of himself as a thief; at least, he periodically pontificated, it isn’t wrong to be a thief as long as you have good reasons to steal.  The fact that countless others used this same reasoning fortified his feelings of justification in what he did but something deeply embedded in his subconscious nagged at him to reconsider his life’s path so he regularly chanted this mantra to keep himself steady on the course he was following.  And while he often lifted enough money to take care of his family, it never seemed quite enough and occasionally, extra money was needed to bail someone out of jail.  Retracing his thoughts, Tzun watched his most recent benefactor as she meandered further away from him.  People with enough money can buy stuff to regrow hands like that, he considered.  But she gave money to Tzun instead.  Of course he felt ashamed – who wouldn’t?  Another stranger discretely gave Tzun a small offering as he passed by while Tzun drooped his head further, nearly pinning it between his knees.

As the hours passed and street life slowed down for the dinner hour, Tzun slowly stood up and slithered down the boardwalk, unnoticed by anyone at all.  If he had any real talent, this was it: he could disappear – masterfully well.  His right hand, now familiar with the vial it had been stroking throughout the day, held firm to its package.  He needed to go somewhere private to divide his daily dose and see how it affected him.  As he had thought about this while begging, he determined that he would first go home, make his daily presentation of financial offerings to his family, visit the bathroom where he could hide his stash of money, divide the vial of Slice with a toothpaste cap, drink his daily dose, and go for a walk to the park where he could sit underneath some bushes and … experiment.  He waited to take his first dose so that he would have a strong buffer time between his meetings with Max.  One missed day could lead to disastrous consequences – and that was a risk he wouldn’t take.

Soon, Tzun was climbing the stairs to the second floor where his family lived.  Part of him didn’t want to go home today – his swollen (probably black) eye would be embarrassing and he would have to tell the same story half a dozen times to half a dozen family members before the night was over.  The other part of him was thrilled and excited – how would Slice enhance his powers?  Rumor had it that Slice was somewhat unpredictable: its effect on some people was minimal while its effect on others was nigh unto disastrous.  But for most people, Slice just magnified the abilities of whoever was using it.  Of course, Tzun knew he was taking a gamble by hoping that Slice would treat him well but he suppressed those considerations. 

Hand held up to the doorknob, he briefly considered not opening the door to his apartment.  What if he just downed half the vial right now, walked to the park, and learned what was going to happen without any further waiting?  Maybe it would heal his eye – rumor said that Slice made some people heal ridiculously fast – but then, Tzun heard that from Patty and everyone knew she couldn’t reliably regurgitate the truth.  Or maybe Slice would enhance his psionic talents and allow him to control his Uncle Kan – the scariest relative in his family.  To date, Tzun hadn’t shared his Uzzit talents with anyone – not even with Koemi – so no one would suspect his taking control over Kan’s mind for a while …

Without thinking, Tzun turned the knob, hung his head low, and brooded his way into the living room.  With his bruised eye swollen shut, feigning depression would be easy and Kan probably wouldn’t badger him for his share of the money as intensely as usual.  Marie, his mother was the first to notice, then Aki, his aunt, then Ba Tu, his mentally handicapped father, and then a slew of cousins all together.  Within ten minutes, the entire household was in its traditional uproar and given the situation, it was easy for Tzun to excuse himself into the bathroom for a few minutes while the women of the family returned to their traditional meal preparations.

Hand shaking, breath constricted, and pulse quickening, Tzun shut the door, locked it, unscrewed the toothpaste cap, pulled out the vial, popped off the cork top, and carefully measured slightly less than one half of the metallic liquid one portion at a time.  Although gritty, Slice tasted somewhat like old car keys.  And beyond that distinct metal taste, it sent subtle shocks of electricity down his tongue and throat, sort of like chewing tinfoil except that the tingling sensation traveled with the liquid all of the way down into the stomach.  Almost immediately, Tzun felt energized and found himself hungrily sipping every last spec of Spice out of the toothpaste cap, carefully rinsing the cap with a couple drops of water, and sucking hard to make sure there was no Spice left in the cap.  Leaving residue in the cap could be quite dangerous to other family members but Tzun nearly forgot to think about that.  If anything, he felt strongly tempted just to drink the second portion of Slice and then come up with some lame excuse as to how he had spilt it on the ground so that he could get an extra serving – it was exhilarating, fulfilling, and demanding all at once – and Tzun soon felt growing impulses to do things he had never done before.

The next hour with his family was painfully unfulfilling – like how a child feels when promised ice cream on a road trip: the excitement only lasts so long before the wait becomes agonizing.  In between explaining what had happened in the alleyway (conveniently omitting anything involving Max) and presenting a disappointingly paltry financial offering for the day, Tzun found himself largely distracted by things that were happening outside.  

Juan, known for blaring his mariachi music louder than anyone else in the neighborhood cared to hear began a long volley of expletives when his radio sparked and popped until it failed to work entirely.  Experimenting further, Tzun brushed Juan’s mind with strong suggestions to include a string of defamatory rantings about his wife while banging on the radio – bringing no small fury from her tongue as she overheard what he had to say.  A homeless dog known for random acts of aggression whimpered loudly and ran away down the alley.  A short while later, a neighborhood bully sincerely and profusely professed his love to a stairwell while onlookers softly chuckled with eyebrows cocked and heads shaking.  Other random incidents followed every few minutes.  

Psionics were Tzun’s passion but before today, he had only been able to master some few useful tricks.  Even then, after a few bursts of effort, he usually felt drained and unable to do much anything else.  Today was different.  Tzun was embarking upon a new world.  New ideas came readily and Slice opened his mind to make new efforts intuitive – instinctual.  After an hour of experimenting and messing around with people’s heads as they walked along the road below, Tzun felt like he was just warming up.  The moment dinner was over, he nearly bolted out the door and went for that long awaited walk to the park. 
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“Kan, you really should teach him how to fight.  Didn’t you see his eye?” Marie coaxed, offering a prodigious puppy dog face to emphasize her point.

“Not a chance.  You heard how he lost his temper and beat those boys last year.”

“Oh come on, you know Koemi is prone to exaggeration.  Look at Tzun’s eye when he comes back.  I really doubt her story carries much weight …”

“The boy talks to himself late at night, comes and goes at random times, and has no job.  He must first learn discipline, to control his passions …”

“Kan,” Marie interrupted in turn.  You’re such a hypocrite.  “You began teaching your children before they were old enough to know these things.  I know Tzun’s Australian mother unforgivably gave him a Chinese name but he is still your family.  You cannot expect him to survive these streets much longer at his size without some training.  How much longer until …”

“No.”

“Ba Tu would teach him but since his injury …”

“No.”  

“Kan …”

“No,” Tzun’s uncle repeated with exasperation.  “He is already too dangerous.  Koemi said that two of those boys last year went to the hospital in critical condition.”

“Not true…” she sing-songed in response, trying to retain her composure – and her patience.

“Why he let someone get the better of him again today, I don’t know but I am certain of this …” he paused for dramatic effect, shaking his finger with frustration.  “Tzun is a danger to those around him.  He is constantly in fights, he is unstable ...”

“He’s a cheerful puppy dog who couldn’t harm a spring chick,” Marie interjected with unbelieving desperation, “he …”

“I will not take part in teaching him anything that will harm others.  It is already shameful enough that he makes money stealing and begging.  He …”

“Kan!” Marie interrupted.  “Be reasonable.  The boy has no means of getting a job – you yourself turned him down for a job – and surely you know your own children beg and steal to survive …”  

Kan yelled something unintelligible and stormed off into the other room, knocking chairs aside and swearing words in Japanese that even Marie wasn’t familiar with.  

Being the Australian wife of a severely handicapped husband was rarely easy.  Being dependent upon the mercies of a quasi-traditional, quasi-dysfunctional Japanese family was even worse.  She enjoyed Asian cultures but this family seemed to have forgotten its heritage altogether.  Hypocrite, she all but screamed in her own mind as she watched him leave.  Uuuooohh, she silently grunted.  You couldn’t at least teach him some self defense? she sarcastically complained.  Reasoning with Kan was as profitable as betting on race turtles but motherly instinct had required the attempt.  Then again, Marie tacitly understood that Kan only allowed her and her crippled husband to stay so that he could publicly protect his honor.  The time would come when Kan would look for a good excuse to kick Marie, Ba Tu, and Tzun out of the house so she had to be careful not to push issues too hard.  At the same time, it was becoming unbearably difficult to watch Tzun continually take beatings while roaming the streets  just so he could put food on the table for her.  The whole situation was one continual vicious cycle and she didn’t know how to get out of it.
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Bursting with energy, Tzun nearly felt out of control.  …
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