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Chapter 1

Summer of 2272 CE in an urbane area of North America, just inland from the northwest corner of what had been the United States of America

“That should be all for today. You’ve done very well.”

Sensei Jayanta DeKendran placed her hands together, palm to palm, and bowed to her students as they bowed to her in old-world reverence.

“Arigato,” she thanked them in the language of the discipline. The students thanked her in turn. They turned to each other, bowed, and then happy banter started softly as the twenty students started toward the locker rooms.

“Anna,” Jayanta called to stop one of the students in the class. The student, a woman of just over thirty years, with medium length, medium brown hair, stopped and turned back to her.

“Yes, Sensei?”

“May I speak with you for a moment?”

“Of course,” Anna replied, walking back to her teacher. “Is something wrong?”

“Just one small thing. When you move to your left, you leave your right side unprotected.” Jayanta repeated the move as Anna had done it so that Anna could see her mistake. “You need to turn back and guard that side. Bring your shoulder forward just a bit more.” She demonstrated the correct move.

Anna repeated the correction. Jayanta stepped forward and repeated the move to reinforce it. They both repeated it several more times.

“I see what you mean, Sensei,” Anna said with a smile. “It’s just the same as that old kata. I’ll work on it for next week. Thank you,” Then she corrected herself and used the old Japanese word of appreciation. “Arigato.”

“Arigato gozaimasu. Now please, do practice. You’ll be testing for your next belt in two weeks.” Jayanta watched as her student’s eyes opened wide.

“Really? I’m not sure I’m ready,” Anna said nervously.

“Then you’ll have to work extra hard, won’t you?” Jayanta raised one eyebrow in a sly questioning expression.

“Uh…yes…Sensei,” Anna stammered. “I will.” She sighed in resignation.

“I think you’re more ready than you realize. You’ll do fine, but you’d better head for the showers. Don’t you go on duty in an hour?” Jayanta smiled for the first time in the session and patted Anna warmly on the shoulder.

“Yes, I do. Thank you again, Sensei.” Anna bowed once more, turned, and headed for the locker room.

She works much too hard, Jayanta thought as she watched Anna walk away. She’s much too serious. Just like my sister used to be when she was in her twenties. Jayanta chuckled to herself as she reached for her gym bag which contained her street clothing. She laughed aloud. Good goddess! I must be getting old. That was twenty years ago.

Her sister, Kailyn, was five years older than she was but had always viewed life much too critically. She worked very hard and very long and was always the one anyone turned to if they needed help. She was always ready to help, many times at her own expense. Jayanta was glad Kai had changed, at least a little.

Jayanta sat down on the mat and bowed her head. Yes, just a few moments to relax, and then she’d be ready for the rest of the day. She counted slowly to forty-nine in groups of seven, took seven deep breaths and was on her feet again.

As she picked up her duffle bag, she looked back into the dojo, really an older warehouse in use by the security forces for physical training. She’d been teaching here for the past year, ever since she’d attained the highest level black belt. It was the first indoor job she’d had that made her happy. The outdoor air with sunshine was the place she’d rather be working. Maybe in the spring, if she could finally gather the credits for her own training facility, she’d be able to do some training outdoors. The open air would benefit the students and provide free advertising as passersby stopped to watch.

She took out a towel and a clean set of clothes and tossed her bag onto the upper shelf in one of the small casings in the locker room. Quickly she stripped off her gi, hung it on the hook on the inside of the casing door, and put her clothes on the lower shelf.

She walked into the shower room. She usually waited until her students had gone to take her shower but she had a lot of errands to run today.

As she entered the shower room, she found Anna and another student, Chell, discussing something that seemed to disturb both of them.

“And no one knows what caused it?” Anna asked.

Her companion shook her head.

“No, it was totally unexpected. By the time we got more security forces there, it was totally out of control. They ended up arresting fifteen people.”

“Is something wrong?” Jayanta asked as she took her soap out of its container. “Fifteen people are quite a lot.”

“Most of them were released this morning,” Chell answered when she realized who had asked the question. “I think only three or four were detained for litigation.”

Anna started to explain when Jayanta’s expression told them she had no idea what they were discussing.

“There were riots in the northeast part of the city after a rally last night. Several people were hurt, several more arrested. No one seems to know what caused it.”

“Didn’t anyone see what happened?” Jayanta asked as she stepped under the streaming water.

Chell shook her head and waited to reply until Jayanta had completely wet her short dark hair.

“The kids just remember that everyone was angry but no one knows why. A special task force was appointed this morning to investigate it.”

“I hope they find out what happened,” Jayanta noted as she lathered her shampoo. “There hasn’t been a riot in the city in years. It would be a shame to have them start again.”

“It certainly would.” Chell reached for her towel and wrapped it around herself. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Anna. Good day, Sensei. Your class was wonderful today, as usual.” With that, she turned and left.

“Doesn’t your sister teach at the health center?” Anna asked.

“Yes. She teaches Sound Therapy.” Jayanta spread soapsuds all over her body. “Are you thinking that there was something in the music that caused this?”

“No one knows what to think,” Anna answered with a deep sigh. “Nobody seems to know what happened. There wasn’t any one incident that sparked it, but all the kids had music discs with them. Everyone just suddenly felt angry and afraid.”

“Wasn’t there something like this that happened last century?” Jayanta asked, trying to remember the history her sister had taught her.

“That’s right!” Anna exclaimed as the memory came back to her. “I remember reading something about it in school. Wasn’t that when all those laws about synthesized sound were passed?”

“I think it was,” Jayanta agreed. “I’ll have to ask my sister about it. She’d know. Has anyone else thought of that?”

“I haven’t heard anything about it. I’m sure someone at the station would know. There must be lawyers there who know those laws.”

“Yes, I imagine there would be.” Jayanta stepped back under the shower to rinse off.

“I have to rush, Sensei,” Anna excused herself. “I’ll let you know if anyone learns anything.”

“Yes, thank you, Anna. And practice your katas!” Jayanta watched as the younger woman left the shower room.

Jayanta sighed and turned up the pressure on the shower. Turning her back to the shower head, she let the hot water pound down on her shoulders and back. She hadn’t realized how tense her shoulders were. Crossing her arms, she put her hands on the opposite shoulders and hugged herself tightly until she could feel the stretched muscles over her shoulder blades. Then she brought her arms back until her elbows almost touched each other.

Upper body stiff. I must have slept wrong last night. Maybe I should stop going to bed. She laughed at the thought.

The stiffness was unusual. Ever since she’d started her martial arts training, she had slept peacefully all night. When she went to bed, she was too tired to roll around into odd positions. When she was younger she had been plagued with nightmares that she couldn’t remember, but she’d wake up crying almost every night. Her sister-in-law, Rhyannon, had helped her through regression therapy to get rid of what bothered her, but her problems were buried so deeply that one session had not brought up much of anything. She had never wanted to try again.

I probably should try again one of these days, she thought.

Turning the shower off, Jayanta reached for her towel and dried off. Then she brushed her short dark hair back to let it dry naturally. There was a lot to do today.


Chapter 2

Later that morning at the Medical Center

“Remember,” Dr. Kailyn DeKendran, Chair of the Acoustic Therapy and Research Department, lectured to her class, “we don’t know how far down below the anti-conscious the mind goes. When it was identified below the unconscious, we had to learn to recognize its characteristics and how to deal with them. But one thing is certain: as we learn to control the actual cells of the brain and each synapse, we have to be careful. We’re wielding a lot of power over another’s mind. We can change how she thinks, feels, and senses. We can change an entire personality. That’s a big responsibility. We have to be able to do it without harm.

“There was a time in our history when men, and some women, used their powers to harm others. There were times when doctors - healers - didn’t have computer simulations to cut down on risks so they didn’t know they were putting their patients in jeopardy. They actually experimented on other living beings. It was bad enough when they experimented on non-human creatures to test drugs and cosmetics, but some even tried those experiments on humans. There are reports of drugs being given to large segments of the population just to see what would happen.” She paced across the front of the classroom.

“They would use psi-manipulation—it was called ‘brain-washing’—to make people hate others and want to kill. Some even used drugs to keep whole segments of the population from experiencing any form of their own power. Not only did they try to control others’ thoughts but they tried to control their bodies. And there’s a very dark period in our history when doctors tried to combine and manipulate genetics to create hybrid species, even clone other human beings. And just to play god.”

She paused to let her words sink in.

“It’s a sad thing. I hope we’ve grown past it. We know so much now about how the mind works and what the body can do, that there’s even more room for abuse if we don’t watch out. We cannot use this knowledge as power to manipulate others. We must only serve their needs. We must think of ourselves as healers, not masters of other minds. Think about it. We are, in many ways, playing goddesses,” she glanced over at Danil and the two other young men who were sitting around him, “and gods. We have to be responsible to others, not just to ourselves.”

She hitched herself onto her desk.

“When we learned how much power that sound and color had, we also had to learn how to work with them. It seems that people knew more about these things several thousand years back in history than we did just a few centuries ago. Early humans knew about sound and color by instinct, and about the chakras of the body. The people indigenous to this continent and to Asia knew a great deal about these things. That is why most of our healing is taught in Native American communities or Asian schools. Humankind forgot a lot as it grew. Even medicine that could have saved lives was withheld because doctors didn’t know if it was safe. Civilization put knowledge that it couldn’t see or touch onto a back shelf. Some parts of the population started recognizing these traits in the late nineteen-hundreds, but we’re just relearning most of it and it’s taken us several centuries.”

The youngest of the girls raised her hand tentatively.

“Yes, Caryl?” Kailyn smiled.

“Did we have to rediscover everything?” Caryl asked innocently.

“No. There were cults of people who kept the knowledge alive, much like the Shaymana from your hometown. It was passed from generation to generation but sometimes very surreptitiously. It was seldom written, usually passed on orally so that the governments wouldn’t know.”

Caryl nodded as Kailyn continued.

“Governments were leery of knowledge that didn’t come from their programs. They had to control all experiments, so if anyone was working on a new cure and did not have government approval, they were banned from continuing. The main reason was that they were afraid that some non-government researcher would find something that would surpass their overpriced, highly funded government product, or even make it no longer necessary. Healing without pharmaceuticals was looked down on because the government could not control it, and because pharmaceutical companies controlled some of the lawmakers. Lobbying the legislatures was big business in the early two-thousands. There were many big companies who spent exorbitant amounts of money to control legislators. Even when discovered, new medications were not made available to the population. For months, sometimes years, new medicines were tested and retested in different ways and then, maybe, the government would approve and license the medication to a pharmaceutical company to advertise and sell, usually at a price far higher than what was needed to produce it.”

Kailyn paused to give her lecture greater effect.

“Knowledge such as we have now was frowned upon. There was even a time on this continent when women and a few men were tied to a log and burned to death, hanged, crushed under rocks, or drowned in a lake to rid them of the ‘evil spirits.’ People thought terrible things possessed their minds, because they knew of herbal remedies and had a form of psi-power. People are afraid of what they do not understand. The way they reacted was to get rid of what frightened them. It was easier to destroy what they didn’t know than to learn whatever new was there. It was not a very educated time.”

Kai looked at her students. Most were busy taking notes but Danil looked bored.

“For Monday, I want you to listen to chapter five of the Gardner work that deals with the use of sound and color in melody. I know it’s an old piece of writing and the discs need to be re-recorded but the knowledge is still very relevant, even after several hundred years. Ms. Gardner was ahead of her time and was not recognized as the genius she was until long after her death. She was a conductor and musician. She wrote music and music books that started the movement that brought sound and color back into the mainstream. Review it in light of the historic relevance. Consider what we’ve learned since then. Also, think about the heavy metal and electronic sounds that were banned in the last century. Make sure you know what they do and why they were banned. Decide if you think the ban was reasonable. I know that seems like a lot, but I want you to think about the ramifications of the use of sounds, and about how they impact your everyday life.”

Kai smiled and nodded to the group.

“Now, go and get some lunch. I expect you all to be working in the lab this afternoon. I haven’t gotten your reports on ‘white noise’ and the due date is approaching quickly.”

Kai closed her books and sat back watching her class. Danil immediately closed his computer pad and left the room but the others got up more slowly. As they reached the door, Caryl turned and walked back.

“Shaymana…” she began.

“Such formality, Caryl. You’ve been here over six moon tides now. You should call me Kai or Kailyn as the others do.”

Caryl was having trouble adjusting to life here. She was from outside the city and had grown up in the northern farm country where the Shaymana were still called Medicine Women and were feared as well as revered. Caryl was a very special student. At sixteen, she had already mastered the skills that the others, who were older and had been here for over a year longer, were still struggling with. Caryl had latent psi-powers and would become a gifted Shaymana herself someday soon.

“Kailyn,” Caryl stumbled over the name, “do most healers really misuse what they’ve learned? Often, I mean.”

“No Caryl. Most do not. But every once in a while, someone will try.”

Caryl gave it a long thought.

“I never knew,” she said quietly. “Where I come from, there are only Shaymana, like you. I can’t imagine any one of you doing anything to hurt anyone. Isn’t there much more power in healing than in destroying?”

“Yes, there is. But there were also times when the Shaymana were thought to be crazy women.” Kai smiled. “And extra-sensory perception, as they called psi-power back then, was thought to be a fantasy or myth. Now we know better. Those who called themselves healers and did not have psi-powers had no idea they were causing harm and damage. They just didn’t know what they were doing.”

“Wow,” Caryl exclaimed. “I had no idea. I guess I’ve had my psi-power all my life so I didn’t know anyone else was any different. I thought everyone was like me.”

“Caryl, when you were tested to get into this school, what did you feel most confident doing?”

“I’m not sure. I love the work we’re doing here but I feel best when I can read someone’s mind and see what makes them do the things they do. I’m not very good at it but I do enjoy getting to know people.”

“Well, keep working on these things, as long as you’re sure the people you read allow it.”

“I know. But sometimes, I can read them without even thinking about it. It just happens. I don’t have time to ask their permission.” Caryl sighed.

“In those instances, you must be careful not to misuse that knowledge.” Kai nodded knowingly, and then smiled at Caryl.

“Oh, no, I would never do that.”

“Are you going to work in the lab this afternoon?”

“Nissa and I are working on the white noise project together. It’s almost completed, I think.” Caryl bobbed her head.

“I won’t be here today, but I’ll either be in my office or in the new studio tomorrow afternoon if you have any questions. Don’t be afraid to ask.”

Caryl nodded and turned to leave.

“Thank you, Shay…” she stopped herself from finishing the word, smiled apologetically, then simply walked away.

Kai pondered her students. Some were good technicians, like Danil, but without the heart and soul to really reach the potential of the field. Others, like Nissa, had the heart but had to work extra diligently to get the technical aspects correct. And then there was Caryl, who had all the power in her hands and heart but not the confidence to take hold of it. Would she someday gain the strength and self-assurance to take this gift forward? Would she lose her self-doubt soon enough to capture what was right inside of her?

Caryl was indeed special. She had gone to live with her aunt at the Hogan when her mother had died. She was nine years old, then. The Hogan leader, Shaymana Lynne had seen the possibility that resided in her. She thought Caryl was extremely gifted with many of the same talents that others had but with more intensity and power than Lynne had ever encountered. Shaymana Lynne had nurtured and encouraged her until she was old enough to apply to the school at the Medi-Center.

“Was I like that at sixteen?” Kai mused. She sat back, and then she shook her head. “No, at sixteen, I was taking care of my little sister Jayanta and Mommi with no thought at all to what the world around me could be. I never even became serious about being a Shaymana until after Mommi passed.”

She was seventeen then. Now, at almost forty-two, she realized all the world’s possibilities. She gathered her discs and computer into a neat pile in the desk drawer, and rose to go back home. This early in the afternoon, she could get some meditation time before Rhya got home. After this long day, this long week, that was exactly what she needed.


Chapter 3

Words like police and cops had gained derogatory connotations as some segments of the law enforcement community became too powerful with their positions. They would use excessive force when arresting someone and unethical means when investigating crimes. The communities they were supposed to serve became aware of those travesties and there were powerful political battles between the police and their constituencies. In the end, law enforcement became Security and newer, more humane means were found to control criminal activity. To show the transition, even the older police stations gained newer appearances.

Jayanta entered through the tall glass doors of the city security building. She walked to the staff desk. Since she had finished her errands earlier than expected, she thought she’d stop by and talk to whoever was in charge of the riot investigations.

The security woman at the desk checked her list.

“That would be Captain D’Verna. She’s in suite number twenty on the fifth floor,” she told Jayanta.

Jayanta thanked her and walked swiftly to the lift. This might be easier than she expected. Ramona D’Verna had been a good friend since they’d worked together a few years ago.

Captain D’Verna was busy scrolling through pages of reports on her computer.

“Hi, Jayanta,” she greeted her friend. “What brings you here this afternoon?”

“I understand you had some problems in the northeastern districts last night.” Jayanta slipped into the chair beside Ramona’s desk.

“We sure did!” Ramona moaned as she sat back in her big brown leather chair. “We got them settled down but it was tense for a while. Where’d you hear about it?”

“I heard a couple of my students discussing it this morning and, of course, I couldn’t keep my nose out of it.” Jayanta laughed. “You know how I am. I always have to know everything.”

“I always said you should be in the forensics division. You always have to get to the root of everything. Someone like you is wasted in a teaching job.” Ramona chuckled.

Jayanta shook her head and gave a light laugh. “I was wondering if there was anything I could do to help.”

“I’m not sure where to begin,” Ramona sighed. “That wasn’t the first such riot, you know.”

“There’s been more?”

“There were a couple last week, though not as violent. There was even a report of a rape. We have the young man still in detention. The girl did an overnight at the Medi-Center. We got a lot of evidence.” Ramona sighed again. “I just wish we could find out what’s happening. No one seems to know why there was so much violence.”

“Was there a lot of damage?” Jayanta asked.

“Quite a bit. Last night, there was a house set on fire and a few vehicles smashed.”

“How many kids were involved?”

“See this one interview?” Ramona spun her monitor around. She pressed the down button and page after page appeared. There was text of the interview, a list of charges, personal info for each, comments from the arresting officer and a full photo video that showed the perp with a three hundred and sixty degree view. She pressed another button and the tally popped up with the names in alphabetical order. There were one hundred and fifty-seven. “These are all the kids we’ve interviewed, both nights. We asked and asked, but no one seems to know what sparked the violence or why he or she was angry. Or even where they got the discs a lot of them had.”

“How do they not know where they got the discs?” Jayanta asked.

“I wish I could read minds,” Ramona said. “They all had them and no one, not even one, was willing to give up the source.”

“Can I read the reports?” Jayanta asked.

“I don’t see why not. Maybe we need new eyes. I’m sure we’re missing something.” Ramona slid her keyboard across her desk to Jayanta.

Jayanta scrolled through the reports, scanning them quickly. All of the reports said just about the same thing: The students didn’t know where they’d gotten the discs and they couldn’t remember why they were angry, why they were at the gathering, or even where they were before that. Jayanta thought for a moment.

“There are no identification marks on the discs?” she asked.

“Not that we could find. One of the officers tried to listen to one of them and got so angry, he broke the machine. He had to be put in restraints. That’s when we figured it was the discs that caused all this rioting.”

“What did you do with them?” Jayanta asked.

Ramona pointed to a steel case in the corner of her office. “They’re all right there. There are one hundred and fifty seven of them. They’re locked in that box but they probably should be locked up in the safe. I just haven’t gotten around to it. I have to log them into the system before I do.”

“Has the commissioner said what’s going to happen to them?” Jayanta asked.

“Not yet,” Ramona said as she sat forward to work at her desk again.

“How can I get one?” Jayanta asked.

“What do you want one of those for? I think they should all be destroyed.”

“My sister is the head of the Acoustic Therapy department at the Medi-Center. I’d love to show her one. I bet she could identify a lot from it.”

“I don’t dare let anyone listen to one of them. I wish I could give them all to you but I don’t want anyone to go through that.”

“I bet there are ways that Kai could analyze them without listening or letting them affect her. She’s been talking about a new machine she’s working on that will analyze sound visually, silently.”

Ramona looked at her, her eyes wide.

“Really? No one has to listen to it?”

“No. The machine analyzes it all and it shows on a monitor. You just have to know how to read the sound waves.”

Ramona sat back in thought.

“And Kai can identify a lot of things by how the sound is used and what vibrations are there,” Jayanta added, hoping to persuade the Captain.

Ramona sat forward again and circled her mouth with her forefinger. After a few second’s thought, she took a deep breath. “I shouldn’t do this, but we have no way of finding where they came from. If you went through standard department procedures, you could get a disc, but it would probably take moontides before anyone was willing to sign off on it.”

Jayanta waited while Ramona composed her thoughts.

“If I give you one,” Ramona finally said, “it will have to be back here as soon as possible; at least by the end of this week. Let your sister analyze it and have her send me the results. Don’t tell anyone I let one out of this office.”

“I promise, Ramona. I just feel that there’s more to this than kids being destructive.”

Ramona nodded.

“Can I ask another favor?” Jayanta asked.

“As long as it isn’t illegal,” Ramona replied.

“If there is a call about riots again, let me go with you?”

“Why in heaven’s name would you want to do that?”

“I have the feeling that there’s something I may be able to see that you don’t.”

Ramona thought about it. “It’d be on the spur of the moment. I can call you but there wouldn’t be time to wait for you. These things happen pretty quickly.”

“I understand. I can get there by myself if I know where it is. I’d just like to be there. There must be something I can do to help.”

“Well, I won’t turn you down. We can always use more help. Do you have a vest?”

“A steel-mesh bullet-proof vest? I’m sure I have one someplace. I’ll just have to look for it. They were standard issue when I was working for the security patrols.”

“Check one out anyway before you leave. Then you’ll be sure you have it. Check yourself out a riot helmet, too. Let me give you a ticket for the equipment room. They’ll want to know why you need it.”

“Thanks, Ramona,” Jayanta smiled. “I appreciate it.”

“Just as long as you don’t get in the way,” Ramona said as she signed a slip for Jayanta to get the riot gear. “I’m only doing this because we need all the help we can get. Hopefully, these riots won’t escalate.”


Chapter 4

Much had happened in the past one hundred and fifty years. Society and governments, as they had been, had fallen apart, and new leaders and regulations had risen. Borders in most of North America were almost totally revised.

After the Disaster of 2124, much of the Pacific Northwest changed. In the spring of that year a nine-point-seven earthquake ripped apart the area and toppled Mt. Rainier, causing the old volcano to spew its magma all over the landscape, devastating many towns and reforming much of the land around it, mainly to the south and west. The northwest part of Washington was severely changed. Only the middle to western portion of the Olympic peninsula remained intact.

Millions of people perished as the cities of Seattle, Tacoma, and Olympia were totally leveled. Many other urban areas up and down the coasts of Oregon, Washington, and British Columbia were also damaged or destroyed. The Columbia River which had divided Washington from Oregon was rerouted in several places.

The earthquake opened a massive fault which swallowed the area west of Lake Washington, all the way to the Hood Canal. Most of Seattle was completely flooded as it sank below sea level. The highways and skyscrapers that had been downtown Seattle did not survive but many of the houses and homes to the east of the lake were spared major damage, although many business buildings over three stories tall were damaged.

Much of the devastation had been cleared in the past hundred years but there were still structures that showed the damage. Maybe someday they would be razed or rebuilt but the government didn’t see it as a priority.

The house Kai and Rhya owned was a small two-story saltbox four blocks northeast of the lake. There was enough land in back for a vegetable garden, and enough in front to plant a small array of flowers. Rhya tended the vegetables, and Kai looked after the flowers, or was supposed to. Rhya ended up pulling weeds and clipping blooms to bring into the house.

Tired of the life and food supply in the big industrial cities, many people left urban areas to move out into the countryside and return to simpler, more peaceful lives. Many new towns were formed where people could manage their own property and grow their own food.

Also, living arrangements changed. Those who chose to remain in the older industrial cities worked hard and ate badly. Many health concerns were exploding around those areas. As a result, special enclaves were created around the continent. The men and women who chose not to stay in the industrialized cities lived in communes called Campatures and created villages which were much more serene. Rape and murder became rarities. Life was peaceful and capitalism also disintegrated as everyone shared what they had.

For a majority of the population, women and men lived apart from each other so everyone could experience their own power and not be caught in the patriarchal/matriarchal identity conflicts. They came back together to work, exchange ideas and knowledge, and to create children. All young children were raised by their mothers until they turned five, and then the male-identified went to their fathers to be nurtured and educated. The female-identified stayed with their mothers until they were grown. Females took their mother’s name as identity, and males took their father’s. Very few mother-father families still existed outside the major big cities.

Women who developed one or more of the five special gifts that had been discovered went to live in small enclaves called Hoganns. Most were modeled on the Native American communities of old. They all developed vegan lifestyles. Every Hogann was self-contained and needed little from outside.

The main focus of the Hoganns was the healing arts. Medicine, as it was known in past centuries, had relied on chemical medications and invasive procedures and had led to over-treatment with people getting sicker and sicker. Many medications, like antibiotics and antidepressants, were so over-prescribed that their effectiveness seemed to disappear. Major ailments spread around the world. The women healers in the Hoganns, or Shaymana, as they were called, found other ways to heal using spirituality, color, sound, minerals, herbs, and natural foods.

Several other abilities, or gifts, were discovered among the women. Patternistas were found to have special physical gifts and could see or sense the energy streams that ran through everything. They could identify those energy patterns and see where they might go, which way they would bend, or if they were strong enough to remain in place. Because of that, Patternistas could leap higher, run faster, and work more forcefully. They created and built more stable buildings that could withstand most natural catastrophes.

Whisperers found they could communicate with non-human beings, and many used that gift to become veterinarians. Sky Benders could control the weather and were called on to help derail large storms, or help alleviate droughts or floods. Abbesses directed the spirituality of the women and consulted daily with the Goddess Mother who guided their lives.

These five gifts or abilities were nurtured and encouraged in the Hoganns.

* * * *

Kai felt a soft kneading around the edges of her mind, like a soothing massage and, at the same time, a gentle knocking. She slowly raised her brain wave activity to a level just below consciousness and relaxed the corners of her mind-shields to welcome the loving vibrations that sent warm waves throughout her being. Instantly, she was flooded with a gentle greeting and the sound-smell of freshly brewed coffee.

“Good evening, my love,” the soft voice whispered in the back of her mind. “I’m sorry to disturb your meditation but I’ve been longing to see you all day. I’m fixing dinner if you’re hungry. Come down to the dining area when you’re ready.”

Kai sent out an affirmative response but did not frame it into words: Rhyannon would understand. Besides, she wanted to save words for later, when she could see Rhya’s face and read her eyes.

Kai relaxed her mind-shields even more and began to slowly extend her awareness through her body. Her headache was gone: good. It had been such an intense morning. She felt her jaw and realized that not all the tension had dissolved. Well, maybe that would be a good excuse to ask Rhya for one of her wonderful psi-massages. What that woman could do with thought waves!

She forced her mind down the length of her arms. Her hands were still tired from the long day she’d spent installing the acoustic-manipulator but at least they were no longer hot and cramped. Her mind slowly continued its perusal of her entire body, then extended outward as she realized that the room had gotten colder as she meditated. She had been so impatient to rest when she had at last stumbled into her small meditation room that she had not left the convectioner on long enough to heat all of the objects. Now they had absorbed what little heat the air had held. Only the thin mat beneath her still held warmth.

Kai languorously opened her eyes and started a methodical stretching of each muscle from her neck down the entire length of her five-foot-five frame. Her stomach and back muscles balked at the extension. That made Kai realize that she was just a bit out of shape. Oh, well, that the price one paid for spending hour upon hour at a console creating the magic healing machine instead of savoring the diversions that the summer weather presented.

Too much sitting in front of that monitor. Kai forced her thoughts into words. I really should get up in the morning and exercise before I go to the studio. But the thought of leaving the warm space in the bed next to Rhya’s smooth body before she absolutely had to seemed too much a sacrifice, even with the reward of finely tuned muscles. I guess I’m not that much out of shape. Maybe I’ll just watch what I ingest. But even that reminded her of Rhyannon who was downstairs waiting for her. She quickly forced herself to her feet and, grabbing a soft robe, hurried out of the room and down the stairs.

Rhyannon was standing next to the heat stove, stirring a pan of dark beans, brewing in a flavorful-smelling liquor of southern spices. The tangy smell reached Kailyn as she hit the bottom stair and hurried her into the cooking alcove.

Kai’s breathe caught every time she looked at the beautiful woman that she’d known and loved for over twenty years. Even though Rhya always worried about her weight, Kai could see nothing wrong with the body in front of her. It looked perfect to her. Rhya wasn’t slim but she kept very good care of herself. Her light brown hair was always just right and her hands…Kai couldn’t think of those hands without wanting to caress them. For a forty-year-old woman, Rhya was exquisite.

Kai slid her arms around Rhyannon before the smaller woman had a chance to turn around, and burrowed her mouth into Rhya’s warm neck.

“Welcome back.” Rhya’s hand reached back over her shoulder and hugged Kai’s head closer into her neck.

“Welcome back? I was home long before you were.”

“I know, but you were so deep in your meditation that I thought I wasn’t ever going to rouse you. Bad day?”

“No, good day. Too good. I think I wore myself out.”

“And probably forgot to eat lunch.”

“No, I had some cabbage soup, and Avianne brought me some coffee with protein powder,” Kai retorted apologetically. She waited for the scolding.

“Goddess,” began the rebuke as Kai knew it would be, “how can you drink that stuff? It really isn’t any good for you, you know. No matter what those chemo-medics claim, your body just can’t assimilate raw protein that easily. Besides, you know you need more than protein and caffeine to function!”

“It had almond milk and sweetener, too,” Kai countered.

“Ah, yes, the full daily requirement of magnesium and potassium. And just the right amount of protein and vitamin A,” she replied sarcastically.

Rhyannon had turned to face her and was absent-mindedly shaking the wooden serving spoon at Kai as she spoke. Kai grabbed the spoon and stuck it in her own mouth. Handing it back to Rhyannon, she smiled.

“Needs more onion.”

Kai had long ago stopped arguing with Rhya about food. With her opinions about nutrition, Rhya despised the new chemical foods that were processed beyond recognition. She had stated time after time that she would rather starve then eat any of the packaged convenience foods that flooded the market. In her opinion, they were neither convenient nor food. All right, they were necessary for long travel, especially travel off-planet, but not for people who had the time and space for natural food.

Kai, however, never thought about what she ate while she was involved in one of her projects, as long as it kept her stomach rumblings from drowning out the vibrations on the manipulator.

Rhyannon chuckled softly to herself as she opened the cupboard to find an onion and turned back to the pot of beans.

“We’re having company tonight,” she threw back over her shoulder as Kai took bowls from the cabinet.

“Who?” Kai asked, reaching for a third bowl.

“Your sister called while you were upstairs.” She started chopping the vegetable into small pieces.

“Jayanta?”

“Do you have another sister?”

“What does she want? She hasn’t been around in weeks.” Her mind lovingly framed a picture of her younger sister, taller and lither, full of energy, and always with some new adventure to relate.

“Jayanta just wanted to know if we were busy. She said she wanted to stop by and visit.” Rhya began adding pieces of onion into the bean soup. “I asked her how Laurita was. She says they’re not together anymore.”

“Hmm,” was all Kai replied. “I didn’t think it would last. But they were only together since Winter Solstice. What? Three and a half moontides?” A moontide was the time between new moons.

Kai remembered their younger days when Jayanta was a very restless person. She never stuck to one project or person very long and had never felt right in one place.

“Just about, I think. They were very new together at solstice, weren’t they?” The equinox was just two weeks past.

“You’re right. Well, it’ll be good to see her. I missed her at the equinox. I’ve been meaning to contact her.”

“She has a new job,” Rhya continued. “Something about security. She said she’d tell us all about it tonight.”

“And so you invited her for dinner?” Kai chuckled.

“Of course. She sounded good, and happy.”

“Good. Let me go shower and get some clothes on. I feel like I’ve been wading through fields of dust. There’s so much construction still going on in the studios I’m sure I inhaled at least six kilos of plastidust today.”

Rhya smiled as she looked up at the woman who was three inches taller. “I wondered what that smell was. I thought something had gotten into the foundation.”

With a soft laugh, Kai planted a light kiss on Rhya’s cheek and headed back up the stairs.


Chapter 5

Jayanta hopped off the commtrain before it had a chance to come to a full stop. She liked the open cars best because she could do just that. It gave her a feeling of exhilaration to feel physically able to move. Kai had always told her that she had the personal power of the physical. She was a Patternista, and could see and understand the lines of strength, energy, and power that helped things move. Even though she had inherited the spirituality from their parents, her real strength lay in her ability to move, to run faster and longer, leap higher and more quickly, and dance more gracefully.

Jayanta had always thought Kai was just being condescending, patronizing her because she was unable to grasp the psi-powers that all the rest of her family had. It hadn’t been until just ten years ago, when she’d taken a dance class out of boredom, that she started to realize the power of her physical body. It had made everything suddenly very clear and, in doing so, it had broken down a lot of the walls that stood between the two sisters.

Now, at age thirty-seven, she had a grasp on her life that had heretofore just been an aimless wandering from trouble to trouble. She hadn’t seen how much Kai had done for her until she started doing for herself. Now, the more physically structured she became, the better she felt about herself, about the world, and about her place in it. So she ran, sprinted, or jogged from dance class to martial arts dojo to gymnasium and back each day. At night, her strong, toned body rested serenely without giving her mind the terrible nightmares that had plagued her childhood.

Jayanta loped the last ninety meters, past the small one-family houses that sat close together but gave the occupants enough room to feel space around them. She hurried up the short set of stairs to her sister’s home. She stared into the camera eye that sent pictures of what was happening on the front steps inside so they could see who was at their front door. It was only a matter of seconds from her short tap on the comm buzzer until the door slid open.

“Hi, Jayanta,” Rhya greeted her as she walked into the house. She gave Jayanta a warm hug as Jayanta gave her sister-in-law a quick kiss on the cheek. “You’re just in time for dinner. Have a seat.” She gestured to the dining area as she walked to the stairway that led to the rooms above.

“Kai!” she called, “Jayanta’s here! Dinner’s ready!”

Jayanta sank into the dining chair with a smile on her face. It felt good to be here, it was one place that actually felt like home to her. Even though she hadn’t lived with her sister in many years, the warmth that Rhyannon created in making a home for Kai radiated out and reminded Jayanta of the years when her parents were both alive and the four of them had been happily going about life with few worries.

“How is your job going?” Rhya asked, placing steaming bowls of food and a large platter of salad on the table.

“I love it!” Jayanta beamed. “I actually enjoy going to work! Who would have believed that I’d like having a job? I’m getting more and more students every moontide. And now I’m also working for the Security Department!”

“Am I hearing that my delinquent sibling is actually happy working for Security?”

Jayanta turned to greet Kai as she entered the room. A brief hug and they both sat down to enjoy Rhya’s food.

“Yes,” Jayanta said as she nodded. “I have to admit it, but if you had told me fifteen years ago that I’d actually be working for the security patrols and not hiding from them, I would have asked you which planet you were getting your drugs from!” She joined the couple in their laugh as they all started on the beans and salad Rhya had made from the products of their backyard garden.

“You look very good,” Kai smiled, appraising her.

“And your aura is so bright,” Rhya added. “I can’t remember ever seeing you look this good.”

“I think I’ve finally figured out what I want to be when I grow up.” Jayanta nodded in acknowledgment.

“It’s about time!” Kai kidded her. “I always believed you could do it.”

It had been a very rough few years after their mother died. As a minor, Jayanta had gone to live with Aunt Navani while Kai went off to complete her medical training. Finally, after Jayanta had been in and out of detention several times for law infractions ranging from petty thefts to felony illicit drug dealing, Navani had called a family meeting to discuss her brother’s younger daughter’s future. It was decided that Jayanta would have to get out of the city and either live with their grandmother at the Hogann, or with her sister at university. Afraid that she’d fail at whatever Grandmother tried to teach her, Jayanta had opted to live with Kai, expecting it to be an easy life, with her sister so ensconced in her studies that she wouldn’t have time to be her warden. But Kai had surprised her by taking a serious interest in all her activities and that had led to many violent confrontations between them. Finally, they had gained each other’s trust and, with Kai’s encouragement, Jayanta had finished her secondary school studies. Then after several aborted tries at collegiate curricula, Jayanta had fallen on the one field where she felt in control. She became a dancer and martial artist. She still felt a little hindered, being six or seven years older than most of her peers, but she grew in confidence and self-esteem.

“So tell us about this dream job,” Kai urged.

Jayanta didn’t need to explain her job as trainer and sparring partner for the security patrols. She’d earned her belts so quickly at the dojo that she’d gained the attention of one of the higher-ranking security officers and he’d eventually offered her the job of keeping his junior officers in shape and training the new recruits.

“Lately, I’ve been working on the security details that guard famous people when they are in the city. Now that the government campaigns have heated up, there are more and more politicians speaking everywhere. There’s always a need for crowd control and security for the candidates,” Jayanta told them. She explained what had been happening at some of the meetings.

“Are there any good candidates this year?” Rhya asked.

“A few,” Jayanta said. Then she went on to discuss some of the speeches she’d heard. “They’re all so different in their opinions that the arguments always spread out onto the street after the speeches.”

“Have there been any incidents around the candidates?” Rhya asked as she slipped the last of her dinner into her mouth.

“Not a lot that I’ve seen,” Jayanta answered. “But there’s always someone heckling the speakers and there have been incidents at some of them. We just have to watch to make sure it doesn’t get out of hand.”

“I hope you’re being careful with yourself,” Kai warned her sister.

“Of course, Mommi!” she threw at her big sister. “I even watch out for some of the other security guards.” Would Kai ever stop being her parental figure?

Kai laughed as she put her utensils onto her plate and stacked the dishes to carry them back into the kitchen.

“Tea?” Rhya stood and took Jayanta’s dishes.

“Of course.” Both sisters smiled at her.

As they took their hot after-dinner beverages into the living area, Jayanta turned to her sister. “Have you heard anything about what’s going on in the northern and eastern neighborhoods?”

“I’ve been so tied up in getting the new studio built that I haven’t been keeping up with local news. Has there been trouble?”

“There’s some very strange happenings.” Jayanta frowned as they sank down onto the soft couches. “I’m not sure it’s trouble exactly. I don’t know that much about it, but there have been several disturbances among the younger people, Secondary and Academy students mostly. No one seems to know why but there have been riots in some places. Now, I should be the last person to cast aspersions at young people getting into trouble, but there just seems to be a lot of them lately.” She took a sip of her chai and frowned at her sister.

“Could it have anything to do with the weather?” Rhya asked. “It has been unusually hot and humid this season.”

“Maybe.” Jayanta shrugged. She didn’t look convinced.

“What are the incidents?” Kai asked.

“Well, I don’t know them all but there has been a lot of property damaged. There was even a rape last week!”

Kai and Rhya exchanged concerned looks.

“Yes,” Rhya said, a look of concern spreading across her face. “I heard something about that when they brought the young woman into the Medi-Center, but I didn’t hear what had happened.”

“It sounds like it might be serious,” Kai scowled. “Have there been many arrests?”

“Quite a lot, but few that have required litigation.” Jayanta nodded. “The strange thing about it, at least according to department rumor, is that none of the kids arrested seem to know why they were destroying things, or why they were angry. It’s like there’s a strange virus going around that turns people into criminals.”

“That’s very strange,” Kai admitted. “No one knows why? It almost sounds like the Sound Wars of the twenty-first century.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” Jayanta said, sitting forward. “Didn’t you say that certain sounds were outlawed because of that?”

Kai was always pleased and amazed that her sister had listened to her, but then, Jayanta surprised and amazed her quite a lot these days.

“Yes. Does Security think sound is the problem?”

“The rioters either had discs on them or had just been to a concert or lecture. Everyone is completely baffled. I just brought it up because I thought you’d know what to listen for,” Jayanta admitted with a slight head-bob.

“Well, this might be the chance to try out my new sound analysis machine. I’ve tried it on discs that I have but if there are outlawed sounds on the discs the kids had, it would be interesting to see what the machine does with them. Can you get one for me?”

“Right here!” Jayanta flashed one of her cryptic smiles at her sister as she reached for her haversack.

“Are you supposed to have that?” Kai speculated.

“Probably not, but I wanted you to examine it. I mentioned it to my captain and she was quite interested, but if I went through all the red tape at the department it would be next spring before you got permission to hear it. It was just one of almost a hundred and sixty that were confiscated. I don’t think it will be missed.”

“And your captain knows you have it?” Kai asked. Concern lined her face, too.

“She said just to make sure it got back into the pile before the week was up.”

“Well, I’ll work on it, and then it goes back to the department. If there is something illegal about it, I don’t want it around the Medi-Center.” Kai was caught between respecting what was legal and letting her curiosity run its course. If this disc did everything that Jayanta had said it did, Kai wanted to know about it.

“I’ll give it a quick scan tomorrow,” Kai decided. “I can do it the first thing in the morning before classes start. Do you want to assist me?”

“I’d love it, Kai,” Jayanta said, taking a deep breath. “I’d love to be there.”

“Then stay the night and we can go over to the studios right after breakfast.”

“Yes, stay,” Rhya urged. “I’ll feel better if someone is there, too. I always get anxious when your sister does her experiments.”

Jayanta nodded. She remembered when one of the experiments backfired during Kai’s doctoral research tests and sent her into deep shock for several days.

“I don’t take a lot of chances, anymore. With my new machines, I usually don’t have to. Things have come a long way in the past few years.” Kai tried to assuage their fears.

“But still,” Rhya added, “it’s best to be sure.”

“Now, I’m certain you didn’t come over here just to talk business,” Kai smiled at her sister. “How’s your love life?”

Jayanta gave an ironic chuckle as she shook her head. “I’ve been working too hard to have a love life. Now that the political campaigns are gearing up, I can get security jobs two or three evenings a week, if I want. It isn’t hard and it’s extra credit to put away.”

“I’m impressed,” Kai smiled.

Jayanta smiled. “The way things are going, I may have enough money to rent a space to establish my own dojo next spring.”

“That’s wonderful,” Kai said.

“Then I’ll be able to take other students, like young children or women who want to learn, not just the security recruits or seasoned officers.”

“That sounds incredible,” Rhya added.

“Yes,” her sister put in. “That will serve quite a few needs.”

“And with the governments changing next year, we never know what’s going to change.”

“I haven’t been following the campaigns,” Rhya admitted. “Are there any good candidates this term?”

“I didn’t think so,” Jayanta answered, her face showing doubt, “I heard that woman who’s running for governor the other night, Bindle DeWalth, and I came out of the rally with such exhilaration for her candidacy that I was up most of the night thinking about her. She really must be a forceful, charismatic speaker.”

“Must be?” Rhya asked, not knowing just what Jayanta wanted to say.

“Yes, she must have been. But I woke up the next morning and couldn’t remember a word she’d said. I had no idea what her position was on any of the issues!”

“Then she must have been very articulate!” Kai laughed at her sister.

“Well, I sure thought so the night before. I’m usually not taken in that much,” Jayanta admitted. “I’m usually more of your average skeptic.”

“Maybe you were just too tired to retain it all,” Rhya offered. “Fatigue has a lot to do with your retention rate.”

“But she must have said something good. Everyone was cheering her.”

“That sounds very strange. Keep us informed,” Rhya added.

“Has Grandmother contacted you recently?” Kai asked her sister.

“No,” Jayanta answered, her eyebrows leaning toward the center of her face. “I contacted the Hogann by wire, last week, but only Shaymana Tuey answered. She said that Grandmother had been in meditation with the Goddess Mother for three days. I left a message but Grandmother hasn’t contacted me yet.”

“No, Grandmother hates using the computers. She said that even though you can see who you’re talking to, there are too many factors you can’t feel or sense. It’s like talking to a portrait. She prefers shift-traveling, so she’ll probably show up eventually.” Kai chuckled.

“I imagine she will,” Jayanta laughed loudly. Shift-travel was a form of astral projection that some of the elders had developed in the past. Some younger Shaymana were also trying to learn how to do it but it was harder than they had imagined.

Their grandmother, Kailynorak DeShallon, was the head of the Mountain Hogann, and also one of the four elders governing the combined Hogann Nation. She or her daughter Kendran, Kai’s and Jayanta’s mother, had been in charge there for over seventy years. Kailynorak and Kendran had also been the heads of the Hogann Nation for several years until Kendran’s death, and Kailynorak’s failing health.

“Grandmother visited me two weeks ago. She seemed in good humor.”

“How was she?” Jayanta asked with a grin.

“She always looks the same in her visitations. I think they show how she thinks she looks. She never gets older,” Kai told her sister. “She said your aura looks a lot healthier than it did in the past.”

“Grandmother’s been watching me?” Jayanta was aghast.

Kai shook her head. “You know she always worries about us. She especially worries about her Little Blue Jay.”

“Doesn’t she realize that I’m in my thirties?” Jayanta laughed and shook her head.

“Of course not,” Kai said as she laughed loudly. “You’ll always be that cute little ten-year-old that caused so much trouble at the Hogann. I think she cares about you more than anyone else. She always will.”

“But she depends on you more. You’re her heir.”

“Only because I took over when Mommi transitioned. I think her reliance on Mommi automatically transferred to me. It was hard for Grandmother to lose her only daughter but I was there.”

Jayanta bent her head in agreement.

* * * *

The next morning Kai and Jayanta arrived at the studio long before anyone else was there. Kai palmed all of the lighting on and opened the door into her new workspace.

“This is your new studio?” Jayanta asked, looking around.

“It’s getting there. There are still a few machines to be installed and a control panel for the holographic chamber. It’s going to be able to do so many things.” Kai pointed out several items as she went into the studio and turned on the analyzer. “Give me the disc and let’s see what’s on it.”

She held out her hand while Jayanta reached into the haversack. Jayanta withdrew the disk and handed it to Kai. Kai slid the disc into the slot in the analyzer, and then sat down onto the stool in front of the table. She watched the monitor for a few minutes then beckoned to her sister.

“Look at the depth of these tones,” she exclaimed, pointing to the lower row of sound waves. “These are so low that they’d drive anyone crazy without being heard. Someone has done a good job on this disc.” She pushed the fast-forward button, and then stopped it after it had gotten further into the sounds. “Let’s see what’s on this part of it.”

She pushed another button and then watched the screen carefully. Finally, she stopped the disc and sat back.

“This disc is full of illegal sounds. They are just below and echo the music that everyone is listening to. It would drive anyone crazy. This is definitely the cause of the riots. They all need to be destroyed immediately.” She turned to look at Jayanta, who was watching her. “Do you remember those videos I showed you where the sound track is just a fraction of a second behind the visual?”

Jayanta nodded. She remembered her sister showing her some. They were driving everyone crazy.

“This is like that. You hear a note in its natural timbre and then just a millisecond later you hear it very softly on some illegal sounds. The human brain can’t assemble the music that quickly.”

“I was hoping that something like that wasn’t the case.” Jayanta sighed.

“Well, the security patrols need to get these all off the streets. And they have to find out where they came from.”

“I’ll tell the captain. Can she call you in case she needs more information?”

“Of course! I’ll do whatever I can to help. It’s disgusting to have these contemptuous things out there. I think we’re very lucky to have them just create riots. Long-term effects could be very violent.”

“Whoever is making these things needs to be arrested, too. This is disgusting.” Jayanta took a deep sigh.

“Which captain is in charge?” Kai inquired.

“Ramona D’Verna. You know her. She was the one I worked with on the investigation in Old Town a few years ago,” Jayanta told her.

“Yes, I remember her. She’s a good woman. She cares a lot.”

“Is there anything else I can tell her?” Jayanta asked. “Do you know where these came from?”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think that one of my students was making these. They have some of the tones he usually uses but these are way beyond his ability.”

“One of your students? I thought you always impressed upon them the danger in these sounds. I remember you impressing me with it.” Jayanta leaned back against the other machine.

“I do, but Danil doesn’t always listen. He’s one of those students who knows more than the teacher, or so he thinks.”

“Why is it always the men who feel that way? I have quite a few students like that. Just because they have more upper body strength, they think they can bull their way through everything.”

“Yes. I know the type, but it isn’t always the men.” Kai chuckled. “I had a woman student a couple terms ago, Janny I think her name was, who was sure she knew more than I was teaching. She even tried to program like me and went into a rage when I gave her a low grade.”

“What happened to her?” Jayanta shook her head.

“I don’t know,” Kai responded. “She never returned. And it’s too bad because she could have been good if she’d listened.”

“Well, I have to get back and show this to the captain.”

Kai pressed a button on the console and several pages of a printout of the sounds started to roll out of the printer.

“Take these to your captain,” Kai said, marking the printouts with arrows and circles to show the sounds in question. Then she handed the papers to her sister. “She can call me if she wants more information.”

“What time will you be home tonight?”

“Not until late. Rhya has a class tonight so I will stay here and work on this studio. There are quite a few more components that have to be installed. I want to get this finished this moontide.”

“It looks pretty good to me but I know you have higher expectations than I do.”

Kai laughed. “I seem to hear that from everyone. Avianne tells me that all the time.”


Chapter 6

That afternoon

Kai studied the student who sat across from her with piles of papers and discs spread out between them.

“Is this what you wanted? Nissa and I have worked hard but I wasn’t sure we were doing it right,” Caryl queried fretfully.

“And what did you discover from this project?”

“That everything is a vibration?” Caryl bit down on her lower lip.

“Yes. Whether it is a vibration of sound, of light, or of smell, it is picked up by whichever of your senses or receptors interprets the vibration. Even the sense of touch is a vibration, called friction.”

“I never thought of it that way,” Caryl blushed.

Kai sat back and studied the young woman. Perhaps it was time to assure Caryl that her talents were on the right track.

“From what you’ve shown me, I’d say that this is the best paper I’ve seen on the subject of white noise, bar none. You did most of this yourself, didn’t you?”

“Thank you, Shaymana.” Caryl bowed her head modestly and nodded.

Kai watched her for another moment.

“Do you have free time in the afternoons?” Kai asked. “I need some help in the new studio.”

“Oh, yes, Shaymana. I’d love to help!” Caryl’s eyes lit up.

“Well, first you have to stop calling me Shaymana. I told you that before but if we’re going to be working together, you’ll have to call me Kai. You’re well on the way to becoming a Shaymana yourself.”

“Do you really think so?” Caryl looked at her with wonder.

“Yes, I do. You’re so far ahead of all the other students. You might even start tutoring the beginners if you want.”

“Oh, no, Shay…Kai, I’d be too nervous to do that.”

“You’ll have to get over your nervousness, Caryl. There’s a lot that you can do. It’s time you started. You have great potential and I’m not going to let you put it aside. Can you start working with me tomorrow afternoon?”

“I’d be honored to work with you,” she said softly.

“Thank you. I look forward to it, too. Oh, and I have another project for you.” Kai took a disc from the drawer of her desk and slid it across to her. “I’ve been working on this thesis about some of my findings. Look it through and see if it’s understandable. One thing you’ll find about me is that I get lost in my thoughts and go off on tangents that most people can’t understand. I drive the editors crazy before it can be published. I once wrote a sentence that was so long it could have been its own chapter. I need someone to read this through and critique it.”

“Oh, Shay…Kai. I can’t imagine you writing anything that’s not understandable. Your lectures are always so succinct.”

“I think you’ll be very surprised when we start to work together. I skip a lot of steps sometimes. I just don’t think of them. If you’re going to be my assistant, you’ll need to watch and record everything for me.” Kai laughed.

Caryl looked up with awe. Kai’s assistant? Was she getting in over her head?

“Don’t be afraid, Caryl,” Kai smiled at her. “You can do all this. I know you can. I have faith in you. Even Bryant has suggested you.”

Bryant Ware was a teacher who sometimes subbed for Kai. He had studied with her and had done exceedingly well but was finishing studies in another discipline.

“Thank you, Kai. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t. Now go get some dinner and a good night’s sleep. I’ll be working you hard tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Kai,” Caryl whispered as she gathered her papers and discs and left the office.

I hope this job will help her self-esteem, Kai thought as she watched Caryl leave. She has so many talents. Now it will be my job to help her believe she has them.

“She’s a bright young thing, isn’t she?” the voice from the doorway asked.

Kai looked up into Avianne’s face.

“Very,” she answered her administrative assistant.

“And you’re going to take her on as an apprentice.”

“Were you listening again?” she asked with a laugh.

“Of course,” Avianne grinned as she set a cup of coffee on the desk. “I have to. You never tell me anything.”

“Do you think I’m making a mistake?” Kai asked as she took a sip of the hot beverage.

“Not at all. I’m surprised you didn’t do it sooner. But then, you didn’t ask me. I’ve been observing her for weeks. She’s here when no one else is and she does more than just the homework you give her. I don’t have the knowledge that you or Bryant do, but I can tell. She’s done more than any of your other students.”

“Yes, she has.” Kai cradled her coffee and sat back. “I have the feeling that she’s going to do something very special in this world. I think this is just the start of big things for her.”

“Then you’d better teach her well, Kai. You wouldn’t want anyone to say you held her back.”

Kai laughed as Avianne went back to her desk.

Caryl was special. Her Grandmother had told her that several moontides ago when she shift-traveled to warn Kai about her future. The elder woman had said that she had seen in her meditations that Kai’s developments in sound therapy would be a success in the future.

“Kailyn, I have seen all you have accomplished in the past few moontides and pride fills my heart”

“I have just begun. There is so much to do, so much to build and sometimes I feel like I’m totally alone in all this; that the things I’ve discovered cannot be understood by anyone else.”

“Do not feel that, granddaughter. Others will learn from you.”

“It makes me happy to hear you say that. There are times that I wonder.”

“Do not lose faith in yourself, Kailyn. I had a vision last night that you had succeeded but then you had lost yourself. You were wandering below the clouds in the darkness. The light was all around you but you couldn’t see it. You will come home to find yourself again. I know this. The Goddess Mother has a message for you but you must be in a place where you can hear it. She will heal you.”

As the Mother Abbess of the territory, the spiritual leader, Grandmother spent many hours a day in meditation with the Goddess Mother.

“Me? Are you sure?”

“Yes. Your sister will be at your side. Her light shines very brightly. I can see it in the mountains.”

“I think she has finally found her place in the world. She’s doing much better than she was before. And she looks much better than she has in a long time.”

“So do you, Kailyn. But you must be careful.”

“Why?”

“You will meet someone who only wants to control you and use your talents. She does not respect what you teach. You must be on guard.”

“How will I know?”

But her grandmother chose not to answer the question and changed the subject. “And there is one, much younger, who hasn’t found her place yet but she will be the one to lead us through the forests of our minds and we will see the sky again. Train her well, she is The Hope.”

“One much younger?” Kai looked up, her eyebrows raised high. “I’m teaching her now, aren’t I?”

“Why do you ask?”

Kai looked back down at her hands. “Because I have a young student who seems to understand. She’s bright and talented but she lacks that place within herself that will allow her to get beyond this knowledge.” Kai looked back up at her grandmother’s image. “She has great potential.”

“She will get past her awkwardness when everyone least expects it. And I’m sure that you will send her forth with all the heart she needs. Do not worry about that.”

“I do want to see her succeed.”

“She will succeed, Kailyn, and will bring your discoveries into a New World.”

“A New World? There’s going to be a New World? What do you mean by New World?”

“Be gentle with her, and give her time to learn for herself.”

Kai looked up when her grandmother didn’t explain further, but the older woman was no longer there.


Chapter 7

The next afternoon

The sound waves, flowing through the acoustic chamber, clashed violently, two sets of lines clearly at odds with each other.

Kailyn studied the lines intensely. Near the top of the chamber, a two-square-foot space where sound waves could be seen and manipulated, three lines barely moved. The amplification was so minimal that they were almost flat.

Kai looked at the waves on the bottom, four lines that moved erratically, clashing and bumping into each other.

Turning the knobs on the control panel, she adjusted the top two waves to match one of the frenetic ones below. Then very slowly, she began to increase the gain on the monitor to force the lower waves into a more powerful attitude in relation to the top ones.

“There it is,” she whispered, more to herself than to the students who watched intently over her shoulder. “See how the generated pulse matches the lowest of the conscious waves? Once a match such as this is made, we can start the manipulation. If we start with the color, we can match it to the correct chakra and get right to the mid-point of the psyche without invading parts of the brain we need to avoid. Then the generated waves can be manipulated to pull the brain waves along with them.”

As she spoke, her fingers moved over the three octave piano keyboard. As she fingered an F-major chord in the lowest octave, she flipped a switch to lower it another two octaves. The chamber began to glow in a soft bluish green. The colors swirled smoothly. While her right hand continued the structures of the chords, her left hand worked the knobs and slides on the control panel, manipulating the nuances of the tones. Adding a touch of white noise, she moved the music into another octave lower until the sounds were no longer heard, but felt at a very instinctual level.

Kai’s eyes wandered over the monitors in front of her. All looked right, the needles on each gauge steady and constant.

“There, this is the threshold,” she whispered, pointing to the monitor. “Color, a white, sub-delta level, Sahasrara. The waves have been matched and are beginning to coalesce. Once the merging has solidified, we can begin the migration.”

She pushed a red button on the panel, adding prerecorded sound samples to the input.

The students watched, mesmerized, as the waves in the chamber began to interweave. Each student was agog with wonder at what their mentor was creating.

Finally, as the chamber fluctuation ended, Kailyn began to change the tones. Slowly, she modulated through the tonalities until she had modulated into B-flat major. The chamber slowly changed from a deep rich blue into a vibrant indigo and, finally, into a warm, sumptuous violet.

While the colors were swirling slowly, Kai manipulated the controls to create a narrower range, yet a higher level of beats, the peaks and valleys much more pronounced. The migration through the cycles was so slow, that it was almost imperceptible.

“Slowly. It has to be gradual. That’s the only way to avoid damaging the patient. Never force it. Let it flow.”

She sat back and watched intently as the changes were made, as the upper sound wave, generated by her control panel, carefully coaxed the lower wave to move with it. Time seemed to have no meaning as they all watched the monitors intently.

“The breathing has changed,” Caryl murmured softly, as she looked over at the young patient, in awe of what she was seeing. “The brain waves are reaching a higher level of consciousness.”

The life support monitors clearly showed a change in the breathing and heart rate. The gauges were slowly moving from below the delta level, up through theta, to alpha, and finally stopped on the border of beta waves, all four brain waves synchronized to the computer generated ones.

“This is the crucial part. One must never rip the patient into consciousness. The awakening must be gradual or the psyche will be damaged.”

As the gauges again settled into a steady, pattern, Kailyn very gently lowered the gain until only the top waves remained on the screen, white, gently beating, placid but steady. All turned toward the small figure that lay still on the treatment table behind the glass in the next room. Slowly, the child began to move as she woke from her comatose state.

Kailyn walked into the next room and gently took the little girl’s hand in hers. Very gently, she removed the pads that attached the wires to the child’s head and body. In the next room, the lone wave faded from the screen as the connections were broken.

Kai smiled as the small eyes opened slowly and focused on her.

“Welcome back, sweetheart,” Kai whispered softly, as the child slowly regained consciousness. “How are you feeling today?”

The smile on the small face spread as the child awoke.

“Shaymana!” the child said softly, sitting up and throwing her arms around Kai’s neck. Kai drew her into her arms and lifted her up. Standing, she turned to the faces that stared in awe from the doorway and winked.

“Is my mommy here?” the child asked, looking trustingly at Kai.

“Of course, sweetheart. Let’s go find her.” Kai carried the four-year-old through the studios into the outer office where a very worried mother paced and fretted. As the door opened, the mother turned, a look of relief draining her face of tension as Kai set the child on the floor.

“Mommy!” the child cried, running to her mother and throwing her arms around her. The mother hugged her tightly, tears oozing from her eyes.

“I was so worried, Shaymana,” the mother said, using the native word of reverence for a woman of healing. “It seemed longer this time.”

“Each time, we’re able to go deeper. In a few weeks, we may be able to clean the entire psyche. But it is a slow process. There’s still so much we don’t know, even after all this time, about this type of condition. We’re still only able to keep it at bay for short amounts of time. It will creep back. Hopefully the time until it comes back will get longer and longer. But we have to continue the treatments.”

“How long will she be cognizant this time?” the mother asked. She still feared that her daughter would return to the semi-comatose child who had lived in her own world for all of her life. She cherished the few hours of conscious life the child lived after her treatments here at the Medi-Center with Dr. DeKendran. Even a few minutes each week were more than she had ever hoped for.

“Probably no more than twenty-four hours, but remember,” Kai said, placing her hand, in a caress, on the child’s head, “four weeks ago, it was only lasting for two or three hours. We are making progress. Now, keep her outside in the sunshine as long as you can. The sunshine will help as much as the treatment. Did you make the appointment down at the physical therapy department like I suggested?”

“Yes, we’ll go down there now.”

“That’s good. I’m sure they’ll have some procedures that will help her.”

“Yes, thank you,” the mother nodded.

“And I’ll see you again in three days.” Kai placed her hand gently on the youngster’s shoulders.

“Yes, thank you, thank you,” the mother repeated gratefully. She took her small daughter’s hand and walked out of the office, the child trotting happily beside her.

Kai let her head fall forward into her hands. The strain of the past hour and a half was creating a heavy lump behind her eyes.

“Are you all right, Shaymana?” asked a voice behind her.

Kai turned around. Her students stood in the doorway.

“It’s very draining. We know so little about this form of Autism, about Reese Syndrome, about the brain itself. Here we are in the twenty-third century. We’ve learned to travel outside our solar system, we can circle the globe in just a few hours, and we can grow enough food on just a few acres to feed thousands of people. Yet we still allow children like little Amylee to live walled up in realities of their own.” She rubbed her forehead.

“Is there something we can do for you?” the tallest of the women students asked.

“No, thank you. I just need a good dose of acoustic therapy,” Kai smiled. “I think we’ve done enough for today. I’ll see you all tomorrow morning as usual.”

With respectful nods, the students started to leave. At the door, Caryl turned back.

“It is most amazing. It is truly a gift.” she smiled, humbly, as she turned and left.

Kai let a heavy sigh escape. The acoustic-therapy disc that she’d programmed yesterday beckoned from the next room. She locked the door to the studio, then turned and walked into the next room and sank down into the big, comfortable, shell-shaped pod. Setting the timer for one-hour, she placed the visor over her head. Adjusting the pressure tabs over her temples, she sat back to let the sounds rebuild her strength and wash away her tension.


Chapter 8

The food shop across the street from the Medi-Center was almost empty when Kai entered it. Usually most of the students and faculty gathered there at lunchtime. It was one of the few places that the student-teacher relationships relaxed enough so that everyone felt comfortable. Kai glanced at her chronometer. It was well before the dinner hour, the slowest time for the eatery. Most of the students were either back at their studies or on their way home for the day. There would be more customers a little later as meetings and evening classes broke or people finished whatever they’d been working on. There were very few who ate here for their dinner.

Caryl and Nissa were giggling at a shared joke at a table near the door as Kai walked past them and slid into a seat at the long table near the kitchen. She moved next to a tall woman whose straight blond hair was pulled back very tightly into a knot at her nape.

“Hello,” Alissantra greeted Kai with a big smile. “I see you’ve finally escaped that fifth floor. I haven’t seen you in here in ages!”

“Hi, I’ve been so involved in the work there. Rhyannon is always scolding me for forgetting to eat.” Kai smiled at the teacher from the Medi-Tech Department.

“How’s it going up there?” Alissantra asked. “I hear you’ve got your Chamber of Pleasures finally in working order. When are you going to share it with the rest of us poor working people? Or is it so good you’re keeping it for yourself?”

Kai laughed. She knew there were a lot of rumors and speculation about the new Multi-psi Holographic Chamber she’d just created but she hadn’t heard it referred to as a chamber of pleasures.

“Where did that name come from?” she asked.

“Just the old rumor mill. Unless you give a demonstration soon, people will start believing all the speculation about what it can and cannot do. Is it as dazzling as everyone thinks?”

“Well, I’m not sure it’s quite the chamber of pleasures everyone seems to think.” Kai looked down at the menu the food server had placed in front of her with her usual cup of mint tea. Then she glanced sideways at Alli. “But I’m sure I could program something for you if you’re really interested.”

She knew she was flirting. It had been a standard joke since Alli had come to work at the Center. Alissantra was a lover of men, one of the few at the Center, and was the target of many such flirtations.

“Well, my love,” Alli parried, “you know I’d take you up on that but Rhyannon would probably have my mind laid out on a disc if I touched you, so I may have to forego the honor.” Alli sat back and casually sipped from Kai’s tea. “Seriously, though, how is it?”

“Well, I haven’t got it all completely programmed yet, but it’s going to be incredible. The potential is amazing. I can’t even begin to comprehend all of the possibilities.” Kai shook her head. “But any time you want to come up and relax, I’m sure I can program you a nice, quiet, warm desert island with succulent food to your taste. The Interactive Virtual programs are coming along nicely.”

“Can you program the right person to share it with me?” It was known that Alli was always on the lookout for a new love companion.

“I think it could be arranged,” Kai said, looking into her soup bowl with a knowing smile on her face.

“Honey, you’re on. Just let me know when he arrives.” She drained the cup. “Thanks for the tea. I’ve got to run back to the lab before those students laser each other wide open.” Alli set down the empty cup in front of Kai. She rose and sauntered out of the shop.

Kai picked up the empty teacup and waved it at the food server who immediately took it for a refill. Alli could always find some way to get a free cup of tea. Everyone knew it and they all just looked the other way. They knew it was her game and everyone loved her more for it.

Kai turned back to the cabbage soup in front of her. It felt good and warm going down. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was.

As she finished it, Danil sat down beside her.

“Kai,” he began, “remember when I told you, a few weeks ago, that I was helping a woman do some environmental discs?”

Kai nodded. She remembered that she had been a little concerned at the time. Danil was an able technician but he didn’t have the imagination to really program psi-tapes and she knew he had absolutely no comprehension of the implications of either enviro discs or the new holo-acoustic chambers. She waited for him to continue.

“Well, I was just having lunch with her here when you walked in. I’ve been telling her a lot about you and the holo-acoustic chamber you built. She’d like to meet you if you can come over to our table.” He turned and pointed toward the back of the shop. “We’re over there in the corner.”

“Sure, Danil, I’ll be over just as soon as I finish and pay for this.” Kai smiled. She could see that it meant a lot to him for her to meet his new employer. If she showed an interest, this might help Danil’s morale in the classes. This was the first positive sign she’d seen in him for quite a while.

* * * *

Danil nodded and hurried back in the direction of the corner table. He slipped back onto his chair opposite a small, trim woman with golden hair. She was impeccably dressed in casual trousers and a royal blue shirt. One glance could tell that they were of the finest material and quite expensive. The royal blue of the shirt, whose high collar was open at the neck, highlighted her steel gray eyes.

“She’ll be right over,” he whispered. “I still don’t see why you want to meet her. She’s not the type of person who will convert to your way of thinking. She won’t help you. She’s a Shaymana.” He emphasized the term to make his point.

“Dear, dear Danil,” Engalla’s voice was low and mellow. “There are many things I’m sure you don’t understand yet. That is why you came to me. I know she’s a Shaymana and I know what Shaymanaism means. But she is also a human being. Aren’t we trying to reach all human beings?”

Danil’s face showed that he hadn’t considered that before. The very thought that Engalla would want to convert Kai, never mind the thought that maybe Kai would want to convert, was so foreign to anything he had considered before that it would take a while for it to sink in.

Engalla watched the thought fight itself into his brain. Yes, she knew how he thought. She’d met his father. The older man was a throwback from the misogynist patriarchy of centuries ago. His hatred of the Shaymana and what they stood for had been very deeply instilled in his son, but the boy knew he had to get the knowledge that these women had if he wanted to compete in the medical world. The two ideas fought within him daily. When his father had learned that Dr. Ruth had shared his views of the Hogann women, he had gladly let his son work with her.

“Now, when she gets here, just introduce us and excuse yourself. I wish to speak with her in private.” Engalla’s eyes were penetrating. She knew she had his total devotion and he would never refuse what she asked. She watched as he looked down at his hands. When he looked back up, Kai was approaching. She nodded to him and he quickly rose and presented his seat to Kai.

“Please sit,” he offered, “I have to get back to the lab. Caryl was going to work on a new disc and I want to watch her. Engalla, this is Shaymana Kailyn DeKendran. Kai, Dr. Engalla Ruth.”

Engalla held out her hand, which Kai took as she slid into the chair. The hand was slender, like its owner, and smooth with long, well-manicured nails.

“It is a pleasure to finally meet you,” Engalla began, “Danil talks about you and your work constantly. He’s very excited about your new lab.”

Kai’s eyes met the cool, controlled stare across the table. It was disconcerting but not unpleasant, as if Engalla could read her. But Kai didn’t feel a mind probe as she did many times with strangers or inquisitive coworkers.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” Kai smiled. “Danil seems very excited about working for you.”

“Then we both have an avid fan.” Engalla replied. “He’s a nice boy. Not too imaginative, but a willing worker. He’s been trying to figure out a way for me to meet you. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Yes, I would. Thank you,” Kai answered. Kai felt comfortable with this stranger who, with a quick turn of her head, had summoned a waiter and ordered tea.

There was something about Engalla that put her at ease. She was thankful to have the tea to keep her hands busy.

“Doctor? What’s your field?” Kai asked.

“Political Psychology.” Engalla chuckled.

“Then this must be a busy season for you,” Kai laughed.

“More than you can imagine. I understand you’re quite busy, too.”

“Yes, I’ve had to take on a new apprentice just to get everything done.”

“Then we’re both busy. I can’t begin to tell you how much work I have to do.” Engalla chuckled.

Kai studied her quickly with a Shaymana’s eye. Her aura was clear and a healthy blue. Physically the woman was beautiful. Her grooming was impeccable. Every hair was in place and her clothes fit her perfectly. She looked like she had just come out of a salon.

Engalla smiled.

Could she be reading my mind? Kai wondered.

“Actually, I’ve known you by reputation for quite a few years,” Engalla confided in her. “When I found that Danil was studying with you, I have to admit I did manipulate him into this introduction.”

Her smile flattered Kai and embarrassed her a bit.

Goddess, Kai thought, I think I’m blushing.

Quickly she tried to recover the composure she felt slipping away from her. This woman with those beautiful gray eyes that seemed to penetrate her was having an effect on her.

“That’s quite a compliment,” Kai admitted.

Kai hadn’t expected to like Engalla, but she sat back, actually enjoying the conversation.


Chapter 9

That night, Jayanta walked into the crowd of security patrols. She’d received a call from Ramona about a riot in the northern part of the city and she got there as quickly as she could. Firefighters were soaking the last of the fires that had spread across the street. Looking around the crowd she saw an officer beckoning to her.

“What’s up?” she asked as she jogged over to him.

“Captain D’Verna said she’d called you. We’ve got a couple kids that need to be talked to.” He pointed behind him. “They all had discs just like the ones the other night did. They’ve broken windows and set a car on fire. I think we’ve got it mostly confined, but it’s still a lot of damage.”

Jayanta looked over at the sidewalk where two young people in manacles were seated on the sidewalk’s edge with an officer standing over them.

“Anything special I need to find out?” she asked.

“They swear they don’t know where they got the discs or why they were here,” the officer told her as he glanced over his shoulder. “I can’t believe no one knows anything.”

“I’ll see what I can find out.” Jayanta walked slowly over and nodded to the second officer. “Hi, Mike. How many do we have?”

“These two, and a half dozen more over by the van,” he told her. “Eight in all. The others are still at large. We’ll get them in a few minutes. They all tried to scatter when we got here.”

“Let me interview these two. Then you can transport them.”

Jayanta looked down at the two kids, a young woman and man. Both looked to be in their early twenties. The young man sat with a look of fear on his face. The female had her head buried in her arms, crossed over her knees, and it looked like she was crying.

“Okay. What’s happening here?” Jayanta hunkered down in front of them.

“I don’t know.” The boy looked at her and shook his head, on the verge of tears. “I already told them. I don’t know!”

“Do you remember where you were just before all this started?”

“Everyone’s been asking us about that and I have no recollection of it at all.” The young man shook his head.

“Jayanta?” The girl looked up, tears running down her face.

Jayanta looked at her. It was the daughter of one of her friends.

“Sara?”

More tears started running down her face. Jayanta took her into her arms and let Sara bury her head in her shoulder.

“It’s okay, Sara. We’ll get to the bottom of this.” She looked at the boy. “What happened?”

“I don’t know!” he insisted again.

Jayanta turned to the security officer.

“They had the discs with them. All of them did. No one wants to say why he or she was doing this,” the officer told her.

“What are you doing here?” Jayanta pushed the girl back and held her firmly.

“I…I don’t know. I don’t even remember where we were. Are you going to tell my mother?”

“I’m going to have to, Sara. You’re in big trouble. I’ll see if I can contact her before the courts do.”

“Courts? Will we go to jail?”

Jayanta nodded.

This brought more copious tears. “What did I do? What happened?”

“Where did you get the discs?”

Both young people looked at each other and then back at her.

“Discs?” the boy, asked.

“You had discs with you. They had illegal sounds on them. And you smashed several windows.”

Both people looked at her wide-eyed.

“We wouldn’t do something like that!” he exclaimed.

“What’s your name, son?” she asked.

“Robert. Robert Shermanson.”

“Well, Robert, it would help you a lot if you’d tell us where you got the discs.”

“But I don’t remember! I don’t even remember why we were here!” Robert insisted.

“Try to remember where you were tonight,” Jayanta said softly.

“I don’t know.” Robert’s face held even more fear.

“Sara?” Jayanta turned back to the young woman.

“I don’t know either!” Sara exclaimed.

“I’ll take a scan if that would help,” Robert offered. “It’ll show I don’t know. Maybe it’s blocked. Maybe a scan will help.”

“Yes! A scan. I’ll take a scan, too. Please.” Sara cried. “Jayanta, you’ve got to help us. Please!”

Jayanta sat back on her haunches. Scans were seldom done. They were invasive into the mind and were usually only used when there was no other way to get to the truth in hard cases. They would bring up thoughts forgotten or blocked in serious circumstances. She looked back over her shoulder then took a deep breath.

“Let me talk to the captain and see what we can do,” she told them. She stood up and looked down at the two hopeful faces that stared up at her. She turned and scanned the crowd, looking for Ramona.

“Captain D’Verna!” she called when she saw Ramona talking to two other officers.

“Yes?” Ramona excused herself to the officers and Jayanta jogged over to her.

“Those kids over there have each requested a scan,” Jayanta told her.

“A scan?” Ramona’s eyebrows rose toward her hair. “We haven’t had to use them in years.”

“I know, but they requested it. They say they can’t even remember where they were or why they were here.” Jayanta looked back at the two kids who were both just sitting on the curb. “Ramona, the girl? I know her mother. The kid’s never been in trouble before. I didn’t expect her to be at something like this.”

“A lot of the kids came up with clean records. There were very few who had prior arrests,” Ramona concurred.

“Are you going arrest them? Or just scare them?” Jayanta asked.

“I’m going to have to arrest them. This is a felony. Too much property was damaged. Those two were both throwing rocks at everything—windows, cars, people.”

Jayanta nodded. “I’ll contact the parents so they’re warned.”

“Yes, that would help. I’ll have to call the commissioner about getting scans. It might take some time. I’m going to have to put them in detention until we figure out what to do.”

“Thanks, Ramona. I’ll go talk to her mothers now. I’ll meet you at the precinct in an hour or so.”

Ramona nodded as Jayanta turned and walked away. This was one part of the procedure Jayanta hated but she had volunteered. Sara’s two mothers were very gentle women. They’d be devastated by the news of Sara’s arrest, but at least Jayanta could do it kindly.


Chapter 10

Kai bounced down the stairs into the dining area. The morning seemed so bright and cheerful and she felt more rested than she’d felt in a while. How long? It didn’t matter. She felt wonderful. She had even whistled to herself as she had dressed.

Rhya was already in the dining area and was pouring herself a cup of strong black tea. She looked a little pale as Kai swept her into her arms and kissed her passionately on the lips.

“Watch out. You’re going to make me spill this,” Rhya said, setting the kettle quickly on the counter. “You sure are in a good mood.”

“Yes, I am. Isn’t it a beautiful morning?”

“Are you all right?” Rhya stared at her in amazement.

Usually, Kai had to pull herself out of bed, and on mornings like this, when she didn’t have a class to teach until afternoon, Rhya didn’t see her until long after the sun had been up. Now it was barely past dawn, and Kai was wide-awake and cheerful.

“I’m fine. Whatever I dreamed last night really put me in a good mood. I wish I could remember it. I woke wanting to make love but when I reached for you, you were already gone.” Kai opened the cabinet and pulled out a jar of dried fruits and nuts and sat down to eat from it.

“Then you don’t remember?”

“Remember?”

“I didn’t think you were fully awake, but I thought I’d made a little bit of an impression on you.” Rhya chuckled at Kai’s expression of surprise. She placed a kiss on Kai’s forehead. “You reached for me twice during the night. You were rolling around like a python in heat.”

“Did I keep you awake?”

“Yes, but don’t feel sorry for it. I enjoyed your affections, even if you don’t remember what you were doing.” Rhya sat down at the table next to Kai and Kai looked closely into her dark blue eyes.

“You look a little pale, Chula. I’m sorry if you didn’t sleep well.”

“Oh, it’s not you,” Rhya smiled weakly. “I dreamed, too, but I can’t remember what it was, either.”

“Does it feel like a bad dream?” Kai knew that her questions sometimes jogged Rhya’s memory. Kai frowned. There were volumes and volumes of journals stashed away in the attic where Rhya meticulously wrote down her dreams each and every morning. It was her ritual.

“I can’t really recall. But I woke up feeling sick to my stomach and scared. I was really nauseous.”

Kai looked at her, a smirk creeping across her face.

“Maybe you’re pregnant!”

Rhya turned and stared at her.

“Sweetheart,” her smile forming around the term of endearment, “I know you’ve made a lot of discoveries in your lifetime, but I don’t think even you are that good!”

They laughed together.

“Maybe it had something to do with what Jayanta was telling us the other night. I was rather disturbed by her reports of those students. I know I was mulling them over in my mind as I was falling asleep.” Rhya looked into Kai’s bright eyes. “And what are you doing up this early? You don’t have a class, do you? Or has your new Chamber of Pleasures become addictive?”

“Where did you hear that name?” Kai laughed deeply.

Rhya joined her in the laughter. “That’s what everyone is calling it. They say you can combine so many sensations that you’ve created a viable alternative to sex. See, everyone knows your weakness for the pleasures of the flesh.”

“Wouldn’t that be something if I could invent a chamber like that?”

“Oh, sure,” Rhya snorted as she turned back to her breakfast. “Then you could just move in there and you wouldn’t need me at all.” She pretended to sulk.

Kai leaned over and began nuzzling Rhya’s neck behind her ear.

“Never!” Then she smiled a wicked smile. “I’d miss your cooking too much. I’d take you with me.”

Rhya looked up and kissed Kai on the cheek. “So, why are you up so early?”

“I promised I’d check out a sound studio that Danil’s helping to build for this woman across the city.”

“Danil’s building a sound studio?” Rhya was unbelieving.

“Yes. It’s probably not much, but I told the woman I’d come by this morning and look at it. I’m sure he’s doing all right but I thought I’d better inspect it before he blows half the city to smithereens.”

“Well, have fun.”

“Are you feeling better, now? I don’t have to go today if you’re still feeling sick. I can stay home with you. Maybe we can even sneak back upstairs for a couple of hours.” Kai drew Rhya into her arms and tried to be her most seductive self.

“No, go. I have work to do.” Rhya playfully pushed Kai away. “I have some herbs to prepare for my lecture tonight.”

“All right. But are you sure?”

“Yes. Go. I’ll never get any work done with the mood you’re in. Besides, mucking around with a lot of loose wires and digital recorders is probably what you need to quiet you down.”

“You want me to quiet down?” It was Kai’s turn to pretend to sulk. Her tone was that of a scolded three-year-old.

“At the moment, yes. But we can discuss it tonight.”

Kai stuffed another handful of dried fruit into her mouth.

“Okay, but you asked for it,” she sputtered between bites. Then she planted a wet, syrupy kiss on Rhya’s forehead. She grabbed her backpack and started for the door. “See you tonight. Will you be home for supper?”

“Not tonight, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Rhya wiped the sticky kiss from her face with her napkin.

“Don’t be too late,” Kai winked seductively and was out the door. She stopped on the front stoop as the door slid closed behind her and looked around. What a beautiful day this was. She seldom stopped to admire the neighborhood or the weather. The sun shone brightly with small cotton-ball clouds sprinkled across the sky. She reached down to one of the rosebushes from the front of the house next to the stairs and broke off one yellow bud. She threaded it through the top buttonhole of her shirt. Satisfied that this would be a good day, she strolled toward the commtrain stop.


Chapter 11

Riding on the commtrain toward the other side of the city, Kai was unaware of the other passengers, who sped along with her. Her main concern was that she had kept her feelings well hidden from Rhya. She was concerned. Usually, Rhya was aware of exactly what she was thinking. That was one of the drawbacks of living with, and loving, a psi-reader. Rhya was sensitive to every nuance of her feelings and thoughts. Kai usually found that comforting, knowing that someone she loved shared her most intimate feelings, but this morning, she’d found herself confused as strange emotions woke her. She was glad that she hadn’t realized the root of her feelings until long after she’d left the house.

She took a deep breath. Maybe she was making more of this than was necessary. Yes, she was excited about seeing this new sound studio, and yes, she’d really enjoyed her conversation with Engalla yesterday. Engalla was a very charismatic person with strong opinions and an exciting intelligence. She must have read every thesis Kai had written on sound manipulation, which of course added a nice bit of ego-stroke that was especially gratifying to feel from someone outside academia. Kai realized she had probably reacted to that as much as to any of Engalla’s voiced compliments.

But there was something else she’d wanted to hide from Rhya. That was her strange sexual reaction to Engalla. Kai didn’t quite understand it. She hadn’t reacted that way to anyone since she’d met Rhya twenty-three years ago. And Engalla wasn’t exactly the type of woman she’d once been attracted to. Engalla was a little too slim, her features too angular, her coloring pale with an almost washed-out look.

Kai looked down at her hands and evaluated their dark tint against her tan slacks. She definitely had her father’s dark coloring. Jayant Guptran had been an exchange student from cross-planet when he had met Kendran at a meditation session. His intense involvement with the trans-physical and his deep-seated belief in darsham, the idea that one could see with more than the eyes, arose from his family’s deep belief in the religions of his native India. His debates with Kendran had started as arguments over the trans-physical versus the scientifically proven theories of the schools they attended, and had evolved into a shared discovery of spiritual concepts. The Native American teachings that Kendran had grown up with were contrasted and compared to those with which Jayant had been raised. Their love had grown as their transcendental powers had united. Their two daughters, Kailyn, named for Kendran’s mother, Kailynorak, and Jayanta, named for her father, had been raised to believe that there was more available to them than what could be proven on paper. When Jayant had died in a horrific boating accident while visiting his family cross-planet, Kendran had taken the two girls to her family’s retreat in the mountains. There they could be raised in the old traditions and educated to use all their senses and explore all the parts of their powers. That was the teaching that tied Kai to the Psi-Center. Maybe that had been her attraction to Engalla.

Although Engalla didn’t look like she had a genetic link to the cultures of the psychically adept, she had a strong understanding and a warming acceptance of all the precepts. She was well trained in many of the disciplines. Kai wondered just how strong Engalla’s personal power was. The power that emanated from Engalla was probably what had attracted Kai the most.

Kai exited the train as it stopped at the Everett station. She’d never been in this part of town before although she knew it was one of the oldest and most historic areas in the city. It had also escaped the destruction that neighborhoods just to the south had endured. This area had once been a thriving neighborhood when Puget Sound had been home to the water vessels that were once used for transportation and commerce. It had gone through several surges of prosperity and decay and was now just starting to turn back toward new resurgence as people began to realize that space there was inexpensive and had many amenities that were no longer available in newly built structures. Kai had been impressed when she had asked Engalla if there was a floor or suite number for her apartments.

“Oh, no. I own the entire building,” the other woman had answered.

Letting her imagination run, Kai pictured Engalla’s tiny house on the hill overlooking the water and mountains beyond it. Restoration of the old historic townhouses that were nestled shoulder to shoulder was taking place, and their facades were glass and earth materials as in the era when they were originally built. She had even heard that some of the houses were being restored with natural wood. In this city so far from the receding forests, the use of real wood on the outside of buildings, where it would weather and rot, was extremely expensive. She imagined, judging from Engalla’s clothing and demeanor, that her house would be done in the newest thermo-plast, and probably had been designed by one of the architects whose work was showcased in the videomags that were advertised on the net each moontide.

But instead, Kai stood in front of a dirty brown building of old-earth concrete. It had obviously been built several centuries ago and had undergone little reparation in many decades. This was one of the parts of the city whose restoration had been put off or left to the owners. A lot of the street was in shambles with most of the buildings old and dilapidated. Some were completely empty, their hollow window holes wide open to the elements. Others lay in piles of brick and mortar waiting for retrieval crews to haul the debris away to be conditioned for reuse. Very few structures had escaped the destruction of the earthquake, and those that had still looked like they needed some repair.

She checked the address written on the paper from the food shop. Yes, this was the address Engalla had written. Was there a mistake?

Kai stepped back a few steps and scanned the building from the edge of the curb. The facade was chipped and peeling in many places, and the windows on the bottom two floors had been sealed with blocks of stone and plastic. This was certainly not what she had expected. Checking the address again, Kai walked up to the front door. There was no name near the comm buzzer, but she could see the wide eye of the video-scanner peering at her from the doorjamb. She pushed the button once but could hear no sound within. The building looked completely deserted. She waited and then, impatiently, pushed the button again but still the house kept its silence.

Just as she was about to back away, sure she had the wrong address, the door swung open and Engalla stood there smiling at her.

“Kailyn, come in. I’m sorry it took me so long to answer. I was upstairs in my study. I tried to buzz you in but the comm buzzer isn’t working from there. Danil must have some wires crossed again.” she laughed. “No one else is here, yet. Have you been waiting long?”

She stepped aside to let Kai enter and closed the door behind her. Kai admired the heavy panel that was hinged to swing open and closed rather than slide to one side like all the doors in the new part of town.

“No,” Kai finally answered, aware that she was gawking. “Not really. I wasn’t sure I had the right address.”

“Yes, I know it looks rundown from the outside. I really should have the facade repaired but I’m so busy with the inner renovations and, well, it does give me my privacy and a certain amount of anonymity.”

Engalla was moving down the slim corridor. She was dressed in a tunic and pants of royal blue material. The collar was open several inches to reveal the sensuous curves of her breasts. The opening was just enough to seem provocative, and then it draped together and gathered into a waistline held together with a matching sash. The material flowed as if it were fluid rather than a solid material.

“That is a beautiful outfit,” Kai complimented her.

“Why thank you. Some friends who live cross-planet gave it to me. They tell me it was made by an ancient method of spinning the threads made by tiny little worms.”

Kai knew that the outfit must be worth a small fortune. Papa had brought her books about the worm-cloth weaving when she was small, and had told her about the delicate process. The worms had become very scarce, the weavers even scarcer. Synthetic fibers in use today were so much more durable and more easily produced. Delicate fabrics like worm-cloth were impractical to wear, except on very rare occasions, and few people had the credits to purchase them.

“Yes,” Kai remembered, “my mother had a robe made of that kind of material. My father had brought it to her from his native India.”

“Does she still have it? They say it is much better for your body’s breathing than the materials they make today.”

Kai lowered her eyes to the floor for a moment. Then she said softly, “Mommi asked to be wrapped in it when she died. We saw to it that her wish was granted when she was cremated.”

Engalla put her hand on Kai’s arm tenderly.

“I’m so sorry, I wasn’t aware,” she whispered.

“It’s fine.” Kai looked her in the eyes. “She died when I was eighteen. Papa died seven years before that. I still feel them with me.”

Engalla nodded in understanding.

“That really is a gorgeous outfit,” Kai directed the conversation back. “It looks so comfortable.”

“Yes, I love it,” Engalla admitted rather offhandedly.

Kai felt a strong impulse to reach out and run the material through her fingers, but she restrained herself. What would this woman think? Kai had come to inspect some sound-synth equipment and was standing here resisting the urge to run her hands over this woman’s clothing. How unprofessional!

Engalla held the sliding door of a small compartment aside and let Kai precede her into the lift.

“I’ve just made some tea. Come on up.”

In seconds the lift opened again and they stepped out into a spacious living area.

Kai looked around in awe. This room was more than she had imagined. She had never seen such luxury in her life, at least not in a private residence. A large upholstered bench with a low back formed a semicircle around a low glass table that was the centerpiece of the room. To one side was a long desk console with an enormous chair. To the other side was a low food panel with compartments. The bench, the chair, and the low stools near the food center were covered with a plush material of midnight blue with specks of white that glittered in the indirect lighting. The long wall opposite the lift door was completely bare. On the wall behind the desk hung a huge painting of natural pigment on canvas. Its dark washes of color were muted and produced a serene aura. It was extremely old.

“Have a seat. I’ll get the tea.” Engalla gestured toward the bench and went to take cups and a server from one of the thermal compartments on the food console.

Kai walked around to the opening in the semicircle and sank down into the comfort of the bench seat. She ran her hand across the fabric. It was smooth and silky, almost like the coat of one of the shorthaired conies she had played with near the Hogann. It didn’t quite feel like any animal fur she had touched before, but something in the feel told her that it was not a human-made material. Could this be one of the new off-planet furs that were finding their way into the more exclusive trade stores? The dyes that had been used to turn this into the deep rich tint seemed not to have harmed the fabric at all.

The table in front of her suddenly caught Kai’s attention. At closer examination, she realized that the table, which stretched at least five feet across, was not glass or Plexiglas, but solid crystal with a beautiful amethyst embedded deep in the center. The richness of the amethyst’s color drew her attention deep within its facets. She had to tear her eyes from it as Engalla handed her a steaming cup of tea.

She quickly took a sip and felt the warmth spread down through her body. The aroma and taste blended into a rich herbal brew.

“I hope you like raspberry blossoms. I love to start the day with this.” Engalla sat on the bench a few feet away.

“It’s very good,” Kai smiled. “I’m not familiar with all the tastes. What’s in it?”

“Raspberry buds and rosehips, mainly, with a few traces of other herbs thrown in.” Engalla shrugged it off as if it were nothing although raspberry blossoms were scarce and had to be shipped cross-continent. “I see you’re admiring my table. Isn’t it lovely? It’s my favorite possession.” She ran her hand across the top of the crystal.

Had Kai imagined that the geode seemed to glow at the touch?

She blinked and saw that the geode still sat undisturbed. She felt like a child in a toy store, gawking at all the wonders around her. She hesitated at asking more about the table and sat back to sip the tea. Suddenly, she realized that the atmosphere in the room was strange.

“This room is so quiet. Is it damped? For a moment I felt like I was in my sound chamber at the Center.” Not a noise could be heard from outside, or for that matter, from anywhere else in the building. Kai knew that the vibrations were somehow deadened. She had the feeling that her words reached Engalla but no further, and that if she were to turn her head away, the sounds would be inaudible even though Engalla was but a few feet away.

“I thought you might enjoy this room. I’ve had it specially engineered, by a man named Klaus Helmer. Do you know him?”

“Very well,” Kai answered. Helmer was the leading expert on acoustic behavior. She had met him at many conferences and, at several symposia, had debated the question of comprehensive sound transference versus subliminal acoustic response. They had also shared their findings over food or drinks into many long nights. “I didn’t know he had done any work on this continent.”

“I think this is his first. I went to great lengths to get him here but it was well worth it. The walls are completely acoustic-damped with an electronic shield, so I don’t have to hear the street noise. The rest of the room is computed so that the sound only reaches the object to which it is directed. Except from my desk.” She pointed to the corner with monitors lining the walls above. “From there, the monitors will pick up and send sound to any place in the room. That way, even if there are several people in here, it never gets noisy. I find it hard to work with a lot of noise distraction.”

“But there’s something else.” Kai was suddenly aware that she was feeling a sound within the room that was barely audible. “You’re using sublim-enviro discs, too. Is this one of the ones Danil created for you?”

“Kailyn, I’m surprised at you,” Engalla laughed. “This is one of your own discs. I bought it years ago.”

Kai felt herself blush. Embarrassed, she took another sip of tea. How glad she was that she hadn’t commented on how simple, almost primitive, it seemed.

“Well,” she covered, “maybe that’s why I feel so at home here.”

“It is a little worn. I’m sure the frequencies must be slightly altered by now. I use it a great deal.”

“I’m flattered, and a little embarrassed that I didn’t recognize it,” Kai had to admit.

“Don’t be. I imagine your work has progressed so far from this that it must seem quite old-fashioned to you. And I know this room can be a little, well, disorienting. Come. I’ll show you around.”

Engalla rose and walked toward the long, empty wall. Kai set her cup on the crystal table and joined her as Engalla touched a thin metallic thread that ran the length of the wall at waist level. Suddenly, the upper half of the wall faded from its opaque dark gray to a transparent, clear expanse revealing a panorama of the ocean sound. Kai looked down and realized for the first time that they were on the third or fourth floor of the building. Below them, and to the left, she could see down the hill into New City, with its auto-sleds and commtrains darting back and forth with the usual bustle, yet all within was complete silence.

As she stepped closer to the window, she caught a faint whiff of Engalla’s perfume. Looking down toward the street below, she had a fleeting brush of dizziness.

It can’t be the height, she thought, I work on a much higher floor than this. Is it the perfume? What is wrong with me today? I’m behaving like an adolescent.

Kai tried to regain her composure as she assessed the view, standing with her feet slightly apart for added balance, her hands clasped behind her. She started a centering ritual in her mind.

“You own this whole building?” Kai asked, trying to sound casual.

“Yes. This floor is my study and entertaining area, the top floor is my personal space. Below, I’m turning one floor into sound studios, and the second floor is meeting and class rooms.”

“What do you teach?” Kai asked, turning to face Engalla.

“Just some personal awareness classes, a little psi-aerobics. I also hold some political meetings there from time to time. I’m afraid it’s all rather boring.”

Kai sensed that Engalla didn’t want to talk about her business activities. Engalla seated herself on a stool by the food console, one leg casually draped over the other. She talked on about the house and the renovations that were being made.

“Can I see the sound studio?” Kai asked, relieved to have a chance to break the tension she was feeling within herself. She hoped that Engalla was not picking up her thoughts. She was imagining what the “personal space” above might look like and becoming aroused at the thoughts that swept her mind.

“Yes, of course,” Engalla replied, “that is why you’re here, isn’t it? Why don’t I make us some more tea to take with us? Sometimes I find it very dusty down there while they’re doing the renovations.”

“I won’t turn down another cup of tea. It’s delicious.”

“It won’t take me a second.” Engalla turned her attention to the food console.

Kai looked around the room again. Very faintly, she was aware that there were small crystal beads imbedded in the other three walls at intervals just above eye level. If she tried to look at them directly, they were invisible, but if she looked slightly to the side, she was aware of them on the edge of her eye. Somehow, they were dimly illuminated and it took her a moment to discover that there were tiny penlight bulbs within the ceiling, each focused on a bead. It gave the effect that the room was larger and their shining seemed to give the room movement. In the back of her mind, Kai perceived that the energy from each bead was focused toward the geode in the crystal table.

That beautiful geode. Time awareness slipped away as the beauty of the light reflected in the amethyst transfixed her.

She hadn’t realized that Engalla was again standing next to her until she felt a touch on her elbow. It sent electric impulses through her entire body and Kai realized with an inward gasp that she had reacted very sexually to that one touch. She felt a warm wetness and brief throb between her legs, and sensed the fabric of her shirt gently pressing against the sudden hardness of her nipples.

She fought to regain her composure. Damn, she thought, what’s happening to me today? Whatever I dreamed last night sure had an effect on me. Why did I wear this damn lightweight shirt? She was aware that her nipples were blatantly visible beneath the thin fabric.

Engalla placed the teacup in her hand. Suddenly thirsty, Kai took a long sip. Out of the corner of her eye, she glanced at Engalla. Either she hadn’t noticed the state that Kai was in or she was being exceedingly polite.

“Come,” Engalla said as she walked toward a door next to the lift. “Let’s walk down. I hope you don’t mind. It’s the only real exercise I get. I try to use the stairs as much as I can.”

As Kai followed Engalla down to the next level, Engalla turned back to her.

“I did invite you here with an ulterior motive. I’m hoping to enlist your help with my little campaign.”

“Campaign? I thought Danil was making environmental tapes. He’s perfectly capable of doing that,” Kai responded in surprise.

“Well, yes, he is. He’s a sweet boy but his imagination seems a bit limited. I was hoping for something more.” Engalla briefly brushed her fingertips across Kai’s hand which rested on the banister. Kai felt another surge of sexual electricity course through her. She glanced down at her hand just to reassure herself that it still just clasped the railing.

“I’m afraid Danil doesn’t have the skills to create what I want,” Engalla continued as if nothing out of the ordinary had just happened. “When I heard what you’re doing with sound, my imagination soared. I was hoping we might form a sort of, well, partnership.”

She walked along the corridor that led to the next flight of stairs.

Damn! Kai thought. Why am I reacting so sexually to everything? Is it my imagination, or is this woman really making a pass at me? My emotions are certainly on the surface today.

“I’d love to hear your thoughts, but I’m not sure that I have time right now for a new project.” Kai smiled at Engalla despite her discomfort with the way her emotions were surfacing.

“We can talk about it, can’t we?”

Without waiting for Kai’s answer, Engalla continued down the stairs and unlocked a dark gray door at the bottom.

Taking the last few stairs, Kai pictured the sensory deprivation tank at the Center and imagined herself taking a short retreat into it before her class. I’d better get myself centered. If I continue on like this, Rhya and I will get absolutely no sleep whatsoever tonight. She smiled in spite of herself.

Engalla had opened the door and was waiting for Kai to follow her into a brightly lit room. The entire space was a muted grayish-green color that reflected the light but absorbed any glare. The walls were of a ribbed, acoustic absorbing material, and the floor and ceiling were layered with thick carpeting. It was like walking into a warm cave. Along three walls were new sound equipment consoles with monitors, decks, equalizers, and other equipment, all the same color as the walls.

Kai walked to the far end of the room. Parts of a holographic acoustic synthesizer lay waiting to be installed. It was all the newest equipment. Some of the components were far better quality than the ones she had just installed in her own research lab. She carefully inspected each component, and then sank down into a deeply cushioned lounge module, one of three that sat in front of the main console.

“This is amazing. Where did you get this equipment?” she exclaimed.

“When one has access to the right amount of credits, nothing is impossible.”

Kai searched Engalla’s face. She knew the cost of equipment like this. Where did this woman get the amount of credits necessary for this entire building? Remembering the moontides and moontides of budget meetings and arguments and pleadings to get the funding for her own lab, she sat back in awe.

“I take it, then, that this is adequately equipped?” Engalla asked. “I must admit, I know almost nothing about these machines. I’ve had to rely on several people, Danil included, to purchase it all. In fact, the only things I picked out are the chairs you’re sitting on.”

The chairs, as Engalla called them, were another source of amazement to Kai. They reclined from regular high-back seating position to a full reclining module with foot and arm rests rising into position. Knee, back, and neck supports adjusted automatically to the occupant’s body size to provide full support. They reminded Kai of the multipurpose modules that were installed in some of the long-distance time-travel galaxy cruisers that docked at the spaceport across the bay. One could sit to work, everything on the console within easy reach, and then lean back to sleep.

“The part I like best is here,” Engalla said, sitting in the module next to Kai’s. She pushed a button on the left side of the seat and a large bolster rose on the side, curved round in front to knee level while the seat tilted forward so that the user was in a kneeling position.

“They used these kneelers for a while a couple centuries ago, but they never really caught on. I find it much more relaxing on the back for hours of work. I’ve ordered one for my own study.”

Kai pushed the button on her module and slid into the kneeling position.

“Yes, it is much more comfortable. I used to work for hours in a kneeling pose, leaning back like this onto a short stool when I was at the Hogann. I should have thought about that before.”

“Some things, like chairs, that we take for granted as civilized, really are not as good for us as the more primitive ways of places like your Hogann. But tell me, is this studio adequate?”

“I can’t think of anything that couldn’t be done here. You have the components for everything.” Kai could not imagine that Engalla did not know that this was one of the most superbly equipped studios in existence. Looking around, her eyes stopped at the console to her right. “Is this a life-function monitor?”

“Yes,” Engalla said, following her gaze. “One of my assistants is a Medi-tech. She insisted that we have some way of monitoring the health of anyone who works here. She’s very leery of the effect that some sounds have on the body.”

“I agree with her. I put myself into a coma doing research several years ago and I’ve seen some of my apprentices have some really bad reactions when they first work with ultra-violet sound waves and negative acoustics. I guess I never considered having a monitor in the studio because we’re so close to the Medi-techs at the Center. We have Medi-techs and healers just two floors below us and complete facilities for all emergencies.” Kai continued her scan of the equipment. “I can’t think of one thing you don’t have.”

“I can think of one.” Engalla smiled. “Someone with the knowledge and imagination to use it all.”

Kai rose self-consciously and walked to the un-assembled part of the console. As she knelt to pick up a piece of a sound laser, Engalla walked up behind her.

“Kailyn,” Engalla began, “listen to my offer. Come work with me. You can have this studio for your own. As you can see, there’s nothing you can do in your own lab that you can’t do here. And you can probably do a lot more. Besides, you won’t have to worry about budget directors and government censors looking over your shoulder. You won’t need to spend your valuable time teaching if you don’t want to, or you can take private students, even start your own school. You can use all your time for your own research. If you need anything, or want to invent something new, we have access to some of the best technicians on the planet. The discoveries you’d have time to make would make you the leading authority in the whole galaxy. You’d have free rein on anything. And the credits you’d make with your discoveries could bring you anything you wanted. This building is just the tip of the iceberg of the things I have access to. You can be part of that. I’m offering you a full partnership.”

Kai’s mind reeled at the offer. She sank back onto her heels. It was what she had been dreaming of for years not to have to worry about training lectures, although she loved working with some of her apprentices—not to be constantly bothered with accounting for her expenditures, of justifying each new purchase. To have the time and equipment to delve into her research, to find the missing parts of her theories.

“Why are you offering me this?”

“Because you have the expertise I need for my project. The work I want to do is very intricate. Danil and another of my assistants have made some headway but it’s nowhere near what can be done. You’ve taught him well but your teaching is as far as he’ll ever go. I want someone who has the imagination to take it further. I have the imagination for the uses of the technology. I need someone with the imagination for the development of the technology so that it can all happen. I need you, Kai, and this studio, my offer, is the amount I’m willing to pay for it.” Engalla touched her shoulder, lifting her chin to look up at her. “Unless there’s something more you want.”

Their eyes locked. Once again, Kai felt the sexual energy surge through her, the throbbing, the wetness, and the desire. Without a thought, she let Engalla draw her into her arms and kiss her. Kai returned the kiss passionately.


Chapter 12

Kai pulled herself from Engalla’s embrace. She took a step backward.

“Isn’t that what you wanted? I thought you did. Have I misread your reactions?” Engalla questioned the look on Kai’s face.

“Yes…no…” Kai struggled to bring her thoughts into focus. “It can’t be that way. If I did anything to make you think…I mean, if I gave you the impression…”

“It’s not a problem, Kai,” Engalla said, reaching out and running her hand down Kai’s cheek. “It’s not a problem. I understand. I must have shadowed your reactions with my own desires. I respect your position. The rest of my offer is still good. Let’s talk about it. Can we at least do that?”

She took a step back and searched Kai’s flustered expression.

Kai nodded in concession. She was feeling dizzy and overwhelmed. She had wanted to hold Engalla, to kiss her, to make love to her. But the thought of Rhyannon had flashed in her mind. She knew she could go no further with this and regretted having let the kiss happen.

“Yes, at least I can listen to your plan. I’ll help if I can, I just don’t know.” Her voice trailed off.

“Then, we will keep business as business. Sit down and let me explain my plans. I won’t pressure you.” Engalla knew that Kai was having trouble focusing and could be manipulated easily at that moment. “I have a plan, a good plan, Kailyn. You and I could control vast amounts of credits and power. We could do it together. Think about it. This house is just the beginning. You could have a house anywhere on the planet. You could have anything you want, go wherever you wish. And never have to worry about anything again.”

Engalla paused before continuing.

“I didn’t start out like this, with all the equipment I wanted, with priceless furniture like the coffee table, or wardrobe like this outfit. But I know how to make credits, lots of them. I need a partner who can do the technical aspect of it.

“You’ve got to see the enormity of this before I tell you the details. Is there anything you’ve wanted? Anything that you thought you’d never be able to afford? You’ve seen what I have. You can have it, too. You can be a part of all this.”

Engalla made it sound so easy.

Yes, thought Kai, there are lots of things I want. I want time. Not having to worry about budgets. To do my research without interruption for classes and meetings. To stand on the mountain and feel the wind and the rain. To sit and think. Recharge. To think. Think. Why was that so difficult now?

“It’s easy, Kai,” Engalla continued. “Easier than you know.”

Was she reading my mind? Kai wondered.

“I have agreements with several people to provide the backgrounds for their programs. I know what these people and their audiences want. First, we must make them comfortable and trusting so they can relax and hear what they’re being told. I imagine you’ve done that in your own classes.”

“Well, to a small extent,” Kai admitted. “When I’m beginning a new program phase, I’ve sometimes started with background music to explain the procedure.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m doing.” Engalla’s eyes lit up. “I’ve been partnering with several people during this election season, and helping with their campaigns. The colors behind all of their materials have to be the right color and font to entice the voters to trust them. I also need someone who can translate that into background sounds for rallies and speeches. I’ve seen this done in other parts of the world and the election process is much more controlled and focused in the right direction. Giving out a few discs of the right sounds and colors can accomplish more than any other technique for gathering votes.”

“I’m not sure I understand why you need me,” Kai admitted.

“Just a few discs? All we have to do is get inside a few people’s minds and find out what they want. We give it to them and they’ll give us anything we want in return. It’s not hard. All you have to do is make the discs. All you have to do is show people what they want. Is that hard? Is it wrong? No. It’s easy. Just show people what they want.”

Like you’re doing to me? Kai thought in a moment of clarity. How do you know what I want? How did you know?

“I know people, Kai.”

Had she read that thought, too?

“You want this studio, this freedom. Let it happen.”

Engalla’s words made sense. Why shouldn’t she have the opportunity to do the work she wanted to do? Why must she always have to fight to get the few pieces of equipment she needed, and needed desperately to complete her work. Why couldn’t she explore every facet of the senses without having to put up with the kidding about her chamber of pleasures? Why did some people want to deny her the opportunity of exploring what she wanted to know?

“You can have it all, Kai. You can know it all, every facet of it, every pleasure.”

“How?” Kai finally looked at Engalla. She seemed so far away, yet so close.

“Just say you’ll work with me. We can get it all. Together.”

“Show me,” Kai said, her voice raspy.

Engalla smiled and Kai again felt a sexual longing that she quickly tried to erase from her mind.

“Come, listen to the discs that Danil has made. You’ll see what I mean. You can improve them so much. You can make them so much better. It’ll be a lot easier for you.”

She picked up a sound disc from the shelf and handed it to Kai who slid it into the machine. Kai picked up the electrode brace from the counter and fitted it to her head. As she pressed the play button on the console, she sank into the chair and pushed herself back into a reclining position.

Danil’s disc was sophisticated, more so than she would have imagined, yet she heard, sensed, the imperfections. Kai closed her eyes to listen. The beginning sent sound waves through her body, low vibrations that relaxed and soothed. These should be lower, she thought, just a bit. I can almost hear them, they should be imperceptible. I can feel them too easily. But the colors are good, the greens and blues are deep and rich. It’s a nice effect.

Kai relaxed into the sounds to see where they would take her. White noise crept in, subtly. Instinctively, she monitored her reactions, knowing that she could be swept away by the lull of the sound. Parts of her brain began to tingle. The base of her cranium loosened and seemed to open, allowing the sound to penetrate deeper. Negative sound? What was it doing? If I’m aware of the manipulation, it won’t affect me, but I want to know what it’s trying to do. Go with the sound. You have a grasp on reality, you can pull yourself back. She knew this was her biggest strength. She had been here before. She knew that you had to be aware of the actions to avoid the reactions. If you remembered that this was a manipulation, you had control over what affected you. It only caused the response when you allowed it to. She held onto the chair arm tightly, using her sense of touch to keep her rooted in the present. If she trusted in Engalla, she could get anything she wanted. Just let her show how. Was this in the disc? Or was she really considering working with this woman? Rain and wind wafted against her face. She could smell it, feel it. There was the smell of the pine trees on the mountain, the warm, wet earth against her fingertips. Everything she had ever wanted passed in front of her eyes. All she had to do was reach out and take it. IT was hers.

Rhya stood in front of her, beckoning, as she had that first day on the mountain. Let’s find a warm place under the trees, a mat of pine needles with our clothes thrown over them. Kai reached out to stroke the warm, firm breast. So smooth. All hers. Being given. Take it now. She ran her hand down the silky skin of the inner thigh…but her fingernails caught in a seam…and Kai realized she was stroking the chair arm. She pulled herself back, closer to consciousness, trying to release the pull of the sound. Was all this on the disk? Or had it somehow tapped into a place in her brain that harbored all her memories and made her long to relive them?

Another sense. What was it? A high pitched sound. Could she hear it or just sense it? Where was it coming from? It was disturbing all her memories, ripping them away. Anger surged up. How dare they rip away her desires? Trust Engalla, she would never deny you anything, she would only show how much more there was.

With a violent thrust, Kai ripped the brace from her head and propelled herself into a standing position. Her breath was ragged, coming in gasps.

“Are you all right?” Engalla reached out to hold her shoulder, but Kai wrenched free and leaned on clenched fists against the console. She fought to control her breathing.

So, she thought, this is what it’s all about. Show people what they want, and then make them think it’s all being ripped away and only Engalla can return it to them. Brainwashing! She knew now what Engalla was talking about. She knew it clearly. The full impact of what that disk could do attacked every sense she possessed. She resisted the impulse to vomit.

“Danil had done a good job for you.” She said slowly, in a low voice. “The disk can work. It’s ragged, the shifts aren’t subtle enough. The frequency ranges aren’t wide enough. But it can work. On someone who’s not aware, someone who isn’t listening closely, it will have its effect. It wouldn’t work on someone who’s at all skeptical or who’s listening for the effect. It won’t work on anyone who’s at all suspicious of what you’re trying to do. Is that why you need me? So you can manipulate someone who’s fighting against your intrusion?”

“Exactly, Kai. I knew you’d see it. Think what a disc like this could do on a whole audience of people. Not just one at a time, but ten, a hundred, thousands of people.”

Kai nodded. Engalla was right. It had a very vast potential. The implications were staggering.

“Danil’s learned more than I thought. But I don’t think I really taught him what he needs to know.”

She pressed her fists harder into the console until her knuckles hurt under the pressure. Anger raged in her. All the sensuality she had felt moments ago was wiped away. It was replaced by only hatred, hatred for Engalla and what she was trying to do. Hatred at what she viewed as Danil’s betrayal of all she tried to teach.

Kai ran her tongue over her lips. They were dry, parched. A light taste of woody resin lingered in her mouth. It was suddenly clear that this was a trap. Engalla had planned it all, every minute of it. How could she have let herself be swallowed by it? I haven’t been thinking clearly!

All her mind shields snapped tightly into place. She was fully aware now, on guard, ready.

“What else was in the tea?” Kai snapped.

“Yohimbe bark and valerian.”

Kai nodded. Valerian to relax her mind, to make her forget to be on guard, make her susceptible, and Yohimbe to increase her sexual reactions. How brilliant this woman was.

“How would you get a hundred people to drink enough?”

“Do you think it’s necessary?” Engalla laughed.

Kai turned to face the woman, who a moment ago was almost an intimate but now was a formidable adversary.

“No, I don’t.” Suddenly it all made sense to her. This must be the source of what Jayanta had talked about the other night. It explained the riots and disturbances. It certainly clarified why none of the felons knew what they had done.

Engalla stood facing her, her hands deep in her trouser pockets. She looked very sure of herself, very confident.

“I’m sorry, Engalla,” Kai could not keep the hatred from her voice. “This won’t work at all. I won’t help you. In fact, I’ll do everything I can to stop you.”

She started to push her way past Engalla, but the other woman reached out and clasped her on the shoulder. At the touch, Kai felt the prick of a sharp needle at the base of her neck. She quickly grabbed Engalla’s wrist and ripped it away. In her fingers was a small, soft plastic vial, now empty, attached to two short, hollow needles. The contraption was rigged so that the pressure of the initial contact pushed the fluid through the needles as they penetrated the skin, like snakebite.

“You do underestimate me, don’t you,” Engalla snarled.

“What is this?” Kai swore sharply.

“Just something to calm you down so we can talk this through.” Now Engalla’s voice was low and calm.

Kai wanted to strike out, to smash Engalla’s smiling face, but her arm already felt heavy and would not respond to her commands. It moved slowly, as if through heavy syrup. Even with her mind shields firmly in place, Kai felt panic surge through her. Every molecule in her body screamed to get out of the building, to run, to get away, but as she tried to turn toward the door, she felt the drug seeping into other parts of her body, keeping her from making the distance to the exit. Her legs became rubber and gave out beneath her as she crumpled to the floor, unable to move. Her breathing was ragged, her eyelids heavy. She was struggling to keep them open, and she tried to speak but her tongue and her vocal cords would not respond. She felt her heart racing and, try as she could, she could not slow it down, or slow the movement of the poison through her body.

“Don’t panic, darling, you’re not dying. I want you here alive. I still need you. I need your work. You’re right about the disks. They need your touch.”

Kai sensed that Engalla was kneeling beside her but could not turn her head nor open her eyes to see. She heard other footsteps enter the room. Two people? Where had they come from? Her mind took in the vastness of Engalla’s preparations for her visit. The trap was like one for wild horses walking trustingly into the blind canyon and finding no escape. How had she allowed herself to be caught so easily?

“Put her in the middle chair,” she heard Engalla command and felt herself being lifted from the floor and carried to the chair module that had been pushed back into the horizontal position. She felt hands, strong and smooth, a woman’s hands, checking her pulse, her heart rate. They pulled her eyelid open and she was momentarily blinded as the harsh light rushed into her dilated iris.

“She’s all right. Just the voluntary muscles affected. Still response in the involuntary.” The woman’s voice was higher, younger than Engalla’s and had a soothing quality, like the Medi-techs at the Center were trained to use. “I’ll hook her up to the life-function monitor, just to be sure. And we’ll give her some oxygen, too. That will keep the mind as open as possible.”

“Which disk do you want?” This was a new voice, another woman’s. It seemed familiar but Kai couldn’t place where she’d heard it before.

“Use them both, but loop them so they form a continuous stream.” Engalla’s voice had a harsher tone now. “I don’t think she’ll be a very willing subject. This may take some time.”

“How long will the drug last?” the second woman asked.

“About twelve hours,” the younger woman replied. “Will that be long enough?”

Kai felt electrodes being attached to her scalp.

“Probably not,” Engalla’s voice seemed lower. “You should tape her into the chair. Although, by that time, I don’t think that there’ll be much fight left.”

Now you underestimate me, Kai thought vehemently.

“I’m sorry I have to do this to you, darling.” Kai felt Engalla caress her face as her wrists were being taped to the chair arms. “I really have no other choice. I do need you, and now you know too much.”

Kai felt the electrode brace fitted onto her head, carefully placed over the pressure points near her temples, just in front of her ears and at the back of her neck, just below her skull. Kai realized then that whoever was connecting the electrodes was going for a full attack on every available entrance to the brain. Slowly she felt sound waves assault the base of her skull.

And then there were the saw-tooth sounds, one of the sounds that were banned.

If this whole disc consisted of these sounds, she’d have to keep her mind shields in place at every moment. There would be no place to relax. She felt the deep, low vibrations drilling into her and then almost heard the incredibly high screeches, so high she almost couldn’t hear them. Whoever created this tape was using everything available to get into her mind. The sound wobbled on the outer reaches of the hearing parameters. This would be hard but she could do it. She turned her concentration to keeping her mind shields securely in place.


Chapter 13

Jayanta couldn’t get the nauseous feeling to go away as she walked the two blocks from the commtrain station to Kai’s house. Today had been one of those days when she wished she was back at the Hogann, ready to crawl down into the sleeping nest and cuddle up against her grandmother and listen to the old woman’s raspy humming until she fell asleep. It’s funny, she thought, how such little things stay with you throughout your life, the smell of a favorite food, the comfort of a voice. She knew there were other memories out there that she hadn’t accessed yet, memories about her father and mother, her early childhood, but all she could remember were the feelings from being at the Hogann with Grandmother and Kai. Rhyannon had explained that the brain only acknowledges what it’s ready to accept, not unpleasant memories, such as the hurt that she had felt when Papa, then Mommi, had died. They were locked away until she could deal with them. Maybe someday she’d again let Rhya do some regression therapy with her and try to access those memories. But not today. Today there were more pressing problems than remembering the past. And, deep within her, she knew that if there were one person to find the key to this, it was her sister.

For years she’d fought against going to Kai with problems. Kai had been older, Kai had the brains, Kai accepted responsibility, and Kai had the gift. It had been a big rift between them through Jayanta’s teen years as Jayanta fought to find a place for herself in the scheme of things. Somehow, over the past ten years or so, they’d made their peace with each other and had forged a bond, both as sisters and as friends.

Jayanta stepped up to the communication button next to the front door and pushed it with a firm hand. Within seconds, the comm screen blinked on to signal that she was being observed. With a wave, she stepped back as the screen lit up with a picture of Rhyannon, wrapped in a robe, her hair disheveled and wet, fresh from a bath.

“Jayanta!” Rhya exclaimed. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. Come on in!”

“Hi, Rhya,” Jayanta said as she bobbed her head in apology. “Am I disturbing something? Should I come back later?”

Rhya laughed and ran her hands through her disorderly hair. “Come on in. Kai’s not here and I was just getting ready to go over to the Center for a class. Come on up.” She pressed the release button and the door slid aside to allow Jayanta to enter. Within moments, Jayanta was up the stairs and into the bedroom.

“Has Kai got a class now? I was hoping to catch her.”

“No, she had a meeting. She left fairly early this morning,” Rhya answered. “Is something wrong? I know she has to supervise a lab this afternoon. I could give her a message. Or you could come with me.”

“I need to talk with her. I suppose I should go over to the Center myself.”

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Rhya asked again.

Jayanta sank down onto the bed. Why was she so disturbed by this? She wasn’t even assigned to investigate any of it. It was only by chance that she’d been there when the young people needed to be talked to.

“I was called to be security during the riots in North Creek. Things there weren’t as bad as the night before but they had to detain eight kids, young, about nineteen or twenty, who’d been caught burning things and throwing rocks to break windows and street lights. I sensed something was strange, and I was asked to help talk to a young couple. They were really distressed and very disoriented. They didn’t know what was happening to them or why they had been detained. Rhya, remember I told you that this sort of thing had been happening for the past few weeks, that people were being arrested for arson and robbery and couldn’t remember why they had done it? This girl, Rhya, I know her mother. She’s a nice kid; she’s never been in trouble before, about anything.”

“What are you saying?”

“Rhya, these kids had disks on them. They were labeled just like regular music disks but there was more than just music on these. I started to listen to one of them and started to get so angry that I had to stop!”

“Jayanta! You know better than to do that. Kai told you they were dangerous,” Rhya interrupted.

“Yes, but I had to know what else was there. And another thing, none of them knew where they’d gotten the disks.”

“That’s very strange. Are you sure they were telling the truth?” Rhya sounded troubled.

“Yes,” Jayanta didn’t want to admit it. “One of the psi-techs did a scan. They were both telling the truth.”

“A scan?” Rhya was awed. Scanning was usually done only as a last resort in very serious cases, and only after intensive questioning. Thought scanning was viewed as a violation of a person’s rights and privacy, an intrusion into their most intimate being.

“It gets worse. When both kids realized how much trouble they were in they each requested it. Hell, they almost demanded it. Rhya, the psi-tech thinks that these kids were mind-wiped.”

Rhya sat back and Jayanta watched as the full effect of her information began to sink in.

“You mean that someone is giving these people heavy psi-manipulation and then mind-wiping them so they can’t know where or when they got the disks?”

“Yes.” Jayanta let the silence spread. “These weren’t the first who had these kinds of disks on them, and their behavior is identical to the others who have been arrested.”

“This is horrendous.” Rhya spoke more to herself than to Jayanta.

“I was hoping that Kai could help again. She knows just about every psi-sound-tech around and she can identify most of them by analyzing the frequencies they use. Everyone at the security station is completely baffled.”

“I’m sure she can help.”

“I hope so. I know she analyzed that one the other morning but we also need someone to analyze what’s really on the disks. I know she didn’t listen all the way through. She stopped when she saw the illegal sounds. Rhya, we’ve got to get a lead on this.”

Rhya nodded as she looked at her chronometer. It was just past noon.

“Kai should be at the Center by now. You should go over there and let her know about this. I’m sure she’ll be able to do something. I know that one of her new machines can diagnose what’s on a disc so no one has to listen. They can analyze just like they did the other day. Maybe it’ll show the same frequencies as the others.”

“You’re right.” Jayanta rose from the mattress and started toward the door. “Will I see you there?”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can. I have a class at fifteen hundred.”

“Rhya, have you ever known a mind-wipe to be reversed?”

“No, not a wipe. But then they say nothing is impossible. Maybe it’s not a complete wipe, just a block. I could check one of the kids and see.”

“Thanks, Rhya. I’ll see you at the Center.”

Jayanta was down the stairs and out the door before Rhya could respond. Standing in the bright sunlight, Jayanta stretched her back muscles and decided to jog the few blocks to the Center rather than taking the commtrain. She hoped that the physical exercise would relax some of the muscles in her neck and shoulders. She hadn’t realized how tense she’d been holding them. Maybe she’d even ask Rhya for a psi-massage tonight.

Once at the Center, Jayanta went directly to the top floor where Kai’s studios and office were.

Avianne, Kai’s assistant, was seated at her desk as usual, in the space that allowed her to see everyone that entered or exited the lab space and gave her the position of some authority and the protection for the people who worked here.

“Hi,” Jayanta greeted her as she leaned across the desk to kiss the dark, smooth cheek of the slightly built woman.

“Hi, Jayanta. You’re looking well. Kai said you had a new job, you must be happy there.” She returned the kiss. Avianne felt warmth for this younger version of her brilliant boss. Being a couple decades older, she often felt it her responsibility to play mother figure to both of them, something she rarely acted on.

“Is Kai in her office?”

“No, Kai’s not here. I was just about to call her at home to see how she’s feeling.”

“Feeling? She’s sick? She’s not at home. I just came from there.” Jayanta looked into the surprised, concerned eyes that seemed to glow out of the deep brown complexion. “Rhya said she should be here.”

“I don’t understand it. When I came back from lunch, there was a note on my communicator that she wasn’t coming in this afternoon. I thought she must be sick. And I guess she missed a meeting or something this morning, because a woman called here twice looking for her. She seemed pretty annoyed that Kai didn’t show up to meet with her.”

“That’s very strange,” Jayanta said, sinking down into the chair next to the desk. “Rhya said she left early this morning for that meeting.”

Only some emergency would prevent Kai from keeping her appointments or missing her work. That was just the way she was, devoted to her commitments. One knew that if Kailyn DeKendran said she’d do something, it would get done. She hadn’t missed a class or a day at work in the last eight years.

“Who took the message when she called?”

Avianne pressed the button on her desk recorder and shook her head.

“No one signed it. Maybe Caryl knows. She’s in the studio.” Avianne got up from her desk and walked back through the sliding doors and stopped in front of another glass partition. Jayanta was right behind her.

Avianne pressed a signal button on the door and a red dot lit up on the console inside the small studio. Caryl looked up from where she was watching the acoustic-scanner and smiled and waved. She pressed an off button and then the button next to the lighted dot and the partition slid back to allow them to enter.

“Hi, Avianne,” she smiled. Then she nodded to Jayanta, awkwardly. She never knew how to address Kailyn’s sister. She felt the presence of much power, just like Shaymana Kai, yet without the accreditation to be called Shaymana.

“Caryl, who took the message from Kai when she called?” Avianne asked.

“Danil, I think.”

“Where is he now?” Jayanta asked. She was slightly agitated. Something didn’t feel right.

“He left,” Caryl said, looking from Jayanta to Avianne. She could feel their concern. “He seemed glad she wouldn’t be here. He just grabbed his stuff and left. Is something the matter?”

Ignoring her question, Jayanta asked, “Did he mention why she wasn’t coming in?”

“No. Just that she wasn’t. What’s wrong?”

Avianne felt a tingling in her mind. She had been at the Center long enough to know when someone was making an attempt at reading her mind. She sent out a warm reassurance, but closed her thoughts away from the tentative probe.

“Probably nothing,” she said aloud. “We’re just concerned about where she is. Nothing to worry about.”

“Finish your work. She’ll probably be back before we close for dinner.” Avianne placed a reassuring hand on Caryl’s shoulder. Then she followed Jayanta back out into the foyer.

“That child has good psi-powers,” Avianne whispered to Jayanta.

“She should be trained,” Jayanta nodded.

“Your sister has said that many times.”

As they reentered the outer office, Rhya was just stepping off the lift. One look at both their faces told her that Kai wasn’t there.

“Where is she?” was her first question.

“We don’t know. It seems that she didn’t show up for her appointment this morning and she called to say she wasn’t coming in this afternoon.” Jayanta let it out in a rush.

“It’s not like Kai to not let anyone know where she is,” Rhya said. She looked deeply into Jayanta’s eyes, trying to read her thoughts and keep the growing sense of uneasiness from both their minds.

“Damn,” Jayanta broke the contact and laughed, nervously. “The one time I really need her help and she isn’t around. Ironic isn’t it?”

“You two know I can’t read your thoughts. What’s happening?” Avianne tapped her fingers on the desktop.

“I called her percom just before I left the house but it had been turned off,” Rhya said softly. She sat on the corner of the desk and took a deep breath before she related what Jayanta had found out this morning. Jayanta just sat with her head in her hands, waiting.

“You don’t think Kai’s involved in this, do you?” Avianne sounded horrified.

“No, of course not.” Jayanta mumbled from her chair. “I was hoping she could help identify the disks. I’m just impatient.”

“And concerned about where she is,” Rhya added.

“Danil would know. I sense it.” The three looked up to see Caryl standing at the door from the studio. “He’s been acting very strange lately and his mind is so closed, it’s almost frightening.”

“Do you know where he might have gone?” Jayanta asked but Caryl just shook her head.

There was silence for several seconds as each tried to think of a plan of action.

“All right,” Avianne was the first to speak. “You go back to work. Everything will be all right.”

She smiled as she motioned Caryl back toward the studio.

“We’re all letting our imagination run away with us. I’ll call Danil’s home-com and see if he knows where Kai is. And if she calls in again, I’ll get a full explanation and make sure she reports in to both of you. She’s been working very hard getting the new studio installed. She deserves a day off. She’s probably reclining somewhere, lost in a good disc. You know how she is. She probably doesn’t even know it’s past lunch yet.”

“Yes, you’re right,” Rhya smiled. “I think I would have picked up some vibrations if something had happened to her.” She didn’t reveal that the tingle in her abdomen could also be an omen. She tried to ignore it and watched as the young tech went back into the studio. “That child has such good psi-powers. She should be trained. Did either of you notice that she was trying to scan our thoughts?”

Avianne nodded. “Kai’s mentioned her power many times. Caryl’s a very sensitive young woman. I’m glad Kai took her as her apprentice. Kai thinks she should be sent to a Hogann.”

“Yes,” Rhya agreed. “We’ve discussed it. Kai wants to take her to the one we were trained at. I think she’d do very well. I’ve got a class now. I’ll check in with you as soon as it’s finished. Jayanta, want to sit in?”

“No, thanks,” Jayanta shook her head slowly. “I’m exhausted. I should get some rest. I worked from two until eight this morning. And I have to be at work tomorrow at noon.”

“Well, why don’t you go over and rest at our place. That way, when Kai gets home you can be there to talk to her. And when I get home, I’ll give you a massage.”

“Thanks. That sounds like a good idea.”

“You know the access code to the house. Just make yourself at home. And get some sleep.”

“I bet you haven’t eaten today, either, have you?” Avianne prodded.

“No, ma’am,” Jayanta admitted.

“Just like your sister.” Avianne nodded, knowingly.

“There’s plenty of food at the house. Help yourself,” Rhya smiled. “Come on, you can ride the lift down with me.”

They rose, said goodbye to Avianne, and entered the lift that opened at their signal.


Chapter 14

The studio was in half-light. The glow from the console lit more than the indirect lights from above. Janny and Danil had gone to get dinner. Only the two figures were there.

Engalla leaned forward in the one chair-module, bending over Kai’s still body, strapped into the one next to her. Slowly, as she had done several times this afternoon, she extended her mind toward Kai’s, firmly pressing against the strong shields that prevented her from entering into Kai’s thoughts. The first few times she had been instantly repelled by the sharp electric-like shock. But now there was a mere firm resistance. Kai must be tiring. It had been more than ten hours since she had been injected with the muscle paralyzer, and since that time, the pulse of the ultra-violet acoustics had bombarded Kai’s brain constantly.

In those hours, Engalla had felt Kai try to extend her mind outside the shields to reach beyond the building to summon help, to communicate with other Shaymana within the city for rescue. At first, Engalla had met Kai’s probe with a severe mental slap, sending Kai back within her shields nursing the pain of the slap-shock. Then she had let Kai explore with her probe and had merely smiled as she sensed Kai feel the sting of the electric force-field that prevented any psi-power penetration either in or out. Whether or not Kai had been wounded by these shocks, she did not know, but in these past few hours, Kai had remained in meditative discipline, resisting both the beat of the psi-discs and her own probes, but not trying to venture out herself.

Engalla tested several spots in Kai’s shields but when she felt extra energy being generated to repel her, she withdrew back into her own head.

“Why are you fighting so hard, Kai?” Engalla said aloud. “You should realize by now that you cannot win. You’re human, my love. No matter how trained and talented you are as a Shaymana, you simply do not have the endurance of a machine. I’m not trying to harm you. I just want you to listen to me. Let go, open up. Don’t destroy yourself over this.”

Engalla sat back in her chair, knowing that Kai had heard her words but that they would make no difference. Kai saw this as a battle. Well, maybe it was but Engalla knew she would be the victor. Those damned Shaymana! Once they had set their minds on something, believed themselves right, there was no way to change them.

No, Engalla thought scornfully, I won’t change your mind but your self-righteousness means nothing to me.

Aloud she said, “I will break through those shields, Kai. You cannot stop me. I have time to wait. How much longer can you hold out? An hour? More? Through the night? With constant pressure? Consider it, Kai. I know that meditative discipline is hard to hold for eight hours. You’ve been here for ten already. You must be tired. How will you feel in two hours? In six? You need to stretch, to replenish your strength. How long can you last?”

She knew that the mind-shields, like any other finely toned muscle, could not be kept rigidly tensed for that long. They would cramp sooner or later, or simply give out.

Engalla decided to change tactics; perhaps an assault on Kai’s morale would be more effective.

“Are you waiting to be rescued? Do you think someone knows you’re here? You know yourself that no mind probe could get in here. Do you think that someone knows you came here and will show up looking for you? Then I have news for you. I called your office looking for you. I told them you never arrived for your appointment and that I was very upset. I was very convincing. And you, yourself, called to say you wouldn’t be in to teach your class. Danil took the message while your secretary was at lunch. Ingenious, isn’t it? You were simply taking time off, and then vanished. Without a trace. Rescue? Here? I don’t think so.”

Engalla chuckled. Would this tactic work? It must be weakening Kai’s resolve somewhat. She sighed. She knew this would be a long ordeal. Kai was one of the strongest Shaymana she had ever met. It would take time, but she had that. And she had the desire, the will, to defeat any obstacle a Shaymana put in her way. She knew that if she could reach Kai with her manipulations, very few others would be unreachable.

Again, she reached out in a mind probe but met the shields, which were still rigid. As she withdrew, she felt a dim tingle at her temple.

“Are you trying to probe me, my love?” she asked aloud. “What are you looking for? To see if I’m lying to you? To find a weakness in my thinking? A way to trick me?” She opened her own mind and projected memories of the telecom conversation with Avianne. Then she displayed riches and power.

Kai’s breath came in a sharp deep gasp as she repelled Engalla’s mind. Then she recoiled deeply within herself.

Engalla glanced at the life-function monitor. There was a sudden stutter in the needles, but then they resumed their position at threshold maintenance where they had been all afternoon. So, there was a reaction. But damage? How much? Would it make a difference? Weaken the defenses? Engalla stared down at Kai, unable to assess the damage. It would be a long night.

“Please don’t make me hurt you anymore,” she whispered. “I do need you. I appreciate who you are, how you think. But this time it has to be my way, with my rules.”

She looked at the still body. Such a beautiful woman, she thought, keeping it shielded from Kai. But if this is the way it must be, then it must.

“What must be, must be.” As she pushed the module into a semi-reclining position, her thoughts wondered back twenty-five years. She hadn’t thought of this in ages.

“What must be, must be. You must leave here, Engalla. This will never be home for you. You do not have the self-discipline, the control for this life.”

Engalla had stood there, staring at her mother in disbelief. Yes, she had challenged all of the teachers, rebelled at accepting everything they wanted her to learn but…

“Mama,” she began, her voice higher and louder than she wanted it to be.

“Do not argue,” her mother interrupted her. “You are to go, Engalla. I have failed you. It was my fault. You do not belong here. I have made arrangements for you to be schooled in whatever you wish to learn. But in a regular school. You cannot stay here any longer in this Hogann.”

Engalla saw the sharp, hard eyes of her mother as sobs welled up in her throat. She forced them back. Softly, trying to sound humble, she said, “But I have the gift. You said so yourself that I had strong psi-powers.”

“Yes, but you do not have the will to control them. You allow them to control you. And that is dangerous. It is dangerous not only to yourself, but also to everyone around you.” Her mother’s face turned softer. “I thought that if I let them develop by themselves they would be stronger, freer. But I believed that you would learn the self-control that went with them. It is just not so.”

“I can learn. I will.”

“It has been decided. Tomorrow the grandmothers will dampen your powers. Then you will go from here.”

Engalla was horrified by the thought. “But Mama! You’re an elder here. You can dissuade them. Let me go to another Hogann. I promise…”

“Engalla!” The rigidity in the voice stunned the fifteen-year-old. “Do not prove everyone right by being unable to control yourself at this last moment. Accept what you cannot, will not control. It is destined to be this way.”

Hatred and anger flared within her fear. “No! I will never accept this decision in which I had no part. Don’t worry. I will not shame you, but I will prove you wrong, old woman. I will keep my gifts and I will control them.”

Her mother’s eyes glistened in the light of the fireplace. Were there tears? Engalla would not allow herself to feel pity or even love at that moment. She knew that if she did, she would lose her resolve, lose everything she held important.

Her mother sat half turned from her. “Do not choose that path, Engalla. Accept this and walk in the Way of the Goddess Mother. She will protect you. If you choose darkness out of vengeance, it will destroy you.”

“The hell with your Way,” Engalla spat. “Why would She give me these powers only to have old, jealous hags take them away?”

“I pray that…”

“To hell with your prayers, too!” Engalla grabbed her jacket and stalked out into the dark.

She had left the Hogann that night.

* * * *

Engalla sat up. The glow from the console still pulsed almost imperceptibly. Had she been drowsing? She scanned the monitors. Nothing had changed since she last looked. The chronometer had only ticked off a few moments.

Once again, she pressed against Kai’s mind shields. They held as strongly as ever. Engalla was more determined now than she had ever been.

The door opened and Janny and Danil walked in.

“Still fighting it?” Danil asked. “I told you she had a strong will”

Janny checked all the meters on the consoles.

“How is she?” Danil asked, leaning over to the chair where Kai was bound.

“I imagine she’s going to be quite confused for a few days and she’ll have one hell of a headache,” Janny replied as she checked the monitors. “Physically, she’ll be fine but psychologically…” she turned to Engalla, “she’ll be putty in your hands.”

“And she’ll still be able to program the discs?”

“She should be fine doing that. She’ll have all her knowledge. Just her short-term memories and the memories that affect how she thinks should be harmed.”

“Excellent. When will she be able to work?” Engalla asked.

“Probably tomorrow. I imagine she’ll need a good night’s sleep. But she should be okay.” Janny took one last look at the monitors. “I know you need her, but we could have done just as good a job.”

“No,” Engalla responded. “You did well but she can do better. There are too many credits riding on this election to do less than the very best. I don’t think we could do it without her. The discs and enviro-recordings have done well, so far, but the security forces are more aware of them, now. We need something more subtle.”

“Between Danil and me, we should have been able to put things like that together.” Janny frowned but nodded.

“But not as quickly,” Engalla told her. “I would have trusted you if we weren’t under such a deadline. Maybe the next election, we won’t need her.”

“But she’ll know too much,” Janny exclaimed.

“You let me worry about that. She won’t be a problem.”

“What are you going to do?”

Engalla stroked Kai’s face.

“I’d hate to lose her, but if need be…” She let the sentence hang.

“I didn’t realize she was that dispensable,” Janny frowned.

“Everyone is dispensable,” Engalla replied. “You, me, Danil, all of us.”

“Randason?”

“Even Randason, and Sharon Hanfph, Donald Forsythe and Heidi Mint. The credits behind them aren’t, but they are. If we don’t do our job, it won’t matter.”


Chapter 15

Rhya slowly slid the door aside to her house. Her living room was in shadow, the only light shone from the dining area where Jayanta sat staring at her, hunched over a cup of tepid black tea. Beside her on the table was a plate, empty except for a few scraps of bread crust.

“She’s not here yet?” Rhya asked, already knowing the answer. Jayanta shook her head and looked back down into her cup.

“I thought you were going to get some sleep,” Rhya said as she laid her carry-sack on the chair in the living room and slowly walked toward Jayanta.

“I slept for a few minutes on the couch,” Jayanta sighed, “in case she came in, I’d hear her. I was too worried to sleep long.” Her eyes were red with fatigue and concern.

Rhya stopped at the telecom console between the dining and living areas and pressed the message recall button. There were no messages. She turned and placed her hands on Jayanta’s shoulders. She could feel incredible tension and pain in the tight muscles.

“Don’t worry so hard,” she whispered. “Kai can take care of herself. She’ll be home soon. If something were wrong, she’d have reached us. I would feel it.”

She began to knead her strong fingers into the base of Jayanta’s neck. The heat from the tight muscles was almost too painful to touch.

“I’m worried, Rhya,” Jayanta said, still staring into her tea. “I know I’m not a trained psi-tech, but I feel here,” she touched the area above her solar plexus, “that there’s something wrong,”

“Chera, you’re also worried about the whole psi-disc matter. Don’t let your imagination run away with you.” She tried to sound confident in spite of her own fears. She had also had a tight feeling in her chest all afternoon. She tried to convey a light-heartedness she didn’t feel. “When she gets home we’ll have a good laugh about this. Why don’t we work on getting these muscles relaxed? Have you eaten today?”

“Just some bread and apple butter. I couldn’t get anything else down.” Jayanta pushed the plate farther away from her with disgust.

“Want me to make you something else?” Rhea offered. “Things look better on a full stomach.”

“I don’t think I could eat. But don’t let me stop you. You must be hungry, too.”

“I ate at the center,” Rhea lied. She knew if she did get something into her stomach, it probably wouldn’t stay there for long. She was still fighting small waves of nausea that had plagued her all day.

“Go upstairs and run yourself a good hot bath and soak while I change and get comfortable. Then I’ll give you that massage,” she offered.

Jayanta glanced at the door.

“We’ll hear her when she comes in. Go on upstairs.”

Jayanta finally nodded and rose from her seat, stretching her stiff shoulders.

“I’ll be up in a little while.” Rhya pushed the younger woman toward the stairs and watched her ascend, halfheartedly, as though she was carrying tons of weight on her shoulders.

When Jayanta had gone, Rhya cleared the table, sipping the now-cold tea before she poured the dregs into the outflow valve. She placed the dirty dish and mug in the sani-chamber and pushed the start button.

The jar of dried fruit sat in the middle of the counter top where Kai had left it that morning.

“Goddess, please, let everything be all right,” Rhya whispered, feeling a twinge of fear as she placed the jar back in its storage space.

As if in answer, the telecom signaled. Rhya had her finger on the on button before the first soft purr stopped.

The monitor lit up, but to Rhya’s disappointment it was not Kai. It was Avianne.

“Well, is she there?” Avianne asked without a greeting.

Rhya shook her head as the conference button next to the screen lit up. She knew that Jayanta had switched on the monitor in the bedroom with the same hope she had.

“I thought you weren’t worried,” Rhya said, turning her attention back to the face on the screen.

“I wasn’t, but you are, so I thought I should be.”

“Don’t be. Get some rest.” Rhya laughed at Avianne’s perplexed look. “She’s probably just off somewhere thinking up ways to use the new studio and she’ll have you running around tomorrow like a crazy woman. You know how she is when she gets too much rest.”

“All right, you’re probably correct.” Avianne took a deep breath, then shrugged. “But if you need me, will you call?”

“I will. Thank you.”

“You get some rest, too. Good night.”

“Good night.” Rhya pressed the end button and the screen blanked. The cheerful, unworried look on her face vanished.

She started for the stairs but stopped at the window instead. Sliding the curtain panel back, she searched the street, hoping to see Kai.

The walkways were empty. Only a few vehicles glided by, none slowing as if to stop. She glanced at the chronometer—still two hours until midnight. It wasn’t really late yet. Kai had been coming home much later than this when she was installing the new studio.

She turned and started up the stairs. She could hear Jayanta’s bare feet padding across the floor. How could she calm Jayanta and make her rest when she herself was in such turmoil? She sighed as she reached the top stair and stepped into the sleeping area.

Jayanta was standing at the window, her head resting against the pane, staring at the street below.

“Think she’ll materialize if you will it hard enough?” Rhya tried to sound casual but the concern reached Jayanta who pushed herself back from the window silently.

Rhya walked to Jayanta and put her arms around her, as much for her own comfort as for Jayanta’s. Jayanta leaned back against her wearily.

“I thought you were going to take a hot soak,” Rhya said softly.

“I’m too restless to sit still.”

Rhya put her hands on Jayanta’s waist and turned her around to face her.

“All right then, come with me. I know what will do us both some good.” she led the way into the small meditation room off the bedroom.

Jayanta leaned against the doorjamb as Rhya knelt in front of a small metal chest and opened it. From it she took two natural leather pouches, one small, the other longer and thicker. Then from under the other things in the chest, she carefully pulled a handful of beautifully colored feathers. They were about twelve inches long, and were a deep brown with iridescent black tips. In the light, other colors shone from the brown and black, in rainbow diffusion.

“Are those feathers real?” Jayanta asked.

“Yes,” Rhya answered. “They’re Kai’s totem feathers.”

Jayanta knew that Kai’s protector was the morning eagle, the hawk, but she had never seen its feathers before. The bird was almost extinct. Kai must have brought these with her from the Hogann.

“Take your clothes off and we’ll do a protection ritual to bring Kai home sooner.” Rhya lit a sprig of sage and sweet grass and started to smudge the smoke around the room. The pungent smell filled Jayanta’s lungs and she felt herself relaxing, but knew that it was as much from the relief of doing something as it was from the spiritual ambiance of the room.

Jayanta slowly slipped off her clothes and laid them in a neat pile next to the door. She watched Rhya draw a feather through the sage smoke and lay it in front of the candle before she lit the candle from a small bronze lighter that was shaped like a turtle, her own totem.

Rhya repeated the process with each of the candles placed in the four corners of the room. Jayanta watched her light them, starting with the candle in the east corner, then proceeded to the south, the west, and finally to the northern candle. Then she placed a larger candle on the mat in the center of the room. Around it, she placed three feathers. When the big candle was lit, she slipped out of her own clothes, throwing them into a pile by the door, and sat on the mat, her back to the east. She motioned Jayanta to sit opposite her on the other side of the large candle.

Rhya opened the smaller pouch carefully and set it next to herself on the mat so its contents would not spill. Then she untied the thongs holding the larger pouch closed and withdrew first the bowl, then the stem of an old medicine pipe.

Watching Rhya fill the bowl from the smaller pouch and then carefully fit the stem into its place, Jayanta felt a surge of long forgotten memories flood her mind. She had seen Grandmother at the Hogann repeat these same motions many, many times but had never felt a connection to them. Tonight, they seemed to possess a hidden mysticism. Jayanta knew that it was imperative that she be a part of this with one hundred percent of herself.

Rhya looked over at her and Jayanta nodded her readiness. Rhya reached into the dish where the sage and sweet grass branches had burned themselves out and took the ashes onto her fourth finger. Reaching over, she smudged a circle of ashes onto Jayanta’s chest over her solar plexus. Then with more ashes, she slowly drew the rays of an inverted pentagram. The bottom ray ran down the center of Jayanta’s body, stopping just below her navel. The top two rays stopped on each side of her neck, just over the jugular vein. The side two extended across her breasts to the tips of her nipples. Then she repeated the same process on herself.

This done, Rhya took the remaining sage twig and lit it from the large candle. Holding the pipe reverently, she slowly lit it, inhaling the smoke deeply. She then turned the pipe, the stem facing away from her. She offered the smoke to each of the four outer candles then raised it high above her head. Lowering the pipe, she turned it back to herself and inhaled the pungent smoke again.

Then she handed it to Jayanta.

Jayanta took the pipe in her hands, looking at it in wonder.

“I’m not sure what to do with it,” she whispered.

“Think love and safety to Kai as you inhale. The smoke will take your thoughts to the overworld for her.”

Jayanta turned the stem toward herself and tried to clear her mind. The weight of the responsibility seemed enormous. Could she hold back her own fears so the Kai would not be sent the wrong vibrations? She exhaled and took the pipe in her mouth. In her mind, she pictured Kai as she had been several nights ago, curled up in the chair downstairs, laughing and singing as she had done when they were children.

Jayanta took the smoke deep into her lungs. At first they resisted and she felt the urge to cough them clear, but as the smoke wove its way through her, she felt warmth of well-being and calm filling her mind.

I love you, Kai, she thought. I really do.

“So do I,” Rhya whispered aloud, reading her mind.


Chapter 16

Kai stretched the fingers of her left hand. Were they really moving? Or was she hallucinating? She was too tired to know and too wary to raise her head to look. In her exhaustion, was she imagining that the drug was wearing off? It seemed longer, much longer than the twelve hours Engalla had predicted.

Pain was now seeping into her brain. She knew that her mind was cramping. She had been so tense for so long. Even now, she dared not relax her shields one bit, fearing that the manipulative vibrations would seep in and seize her. If she could just disconnect one electrode for one minute…

She had never felt this tired in her life. Even at the Hogann when she had fasted for three or four days at a time, she had been able to relax her vigil every few hours, to replenish her mental reserve and rest so she could remain alert through the nights. But these discs were unrelenting. There was no relaxing, no refilling her reserves. She knew she was on the edge of consciousness, poised to fall at any moment. She knew she had to do something to stop the assault. And she had to do it now. She knew that Engalla was out of the room. If she returned, Kai wouldn’t have a chance.

Cautiously, she tried to open her eyes and flinched as slits of light entered. Good. The drug was losing its effect. She had to make her attempt now.

Surreptitiously, she glanced around her. It was a struggle to keep her movements still and to separate her concentration into the physical awareness and still keep her psychic shields firmly in place. To her left, she could see a small woman curled up on the reclining module. Her back was to Kai and she seemed to be sleeping. To her right, sat Danil, his module in a sitting position, but his head lolling to the side.

Kai extended her mind-probe to the left and found the woman in a deep, sound sleep. To her right, she felt that Danil was only in a light doze and recoiled from him immediately so she wouldn’t disturb him. She knew he had no overt psi-power but was unsure how sensitive he was to what was happening around him. The few times she had probed him at the center, he had seemed unaware but she didn’t want to find out for certain right now.

Slowly she raised her head, just far enough to see the tapes on her wrists. Kai’s heart sank. The tape itself was made from metal threads and was unbreakable. It had to be cut with special shears. Kai knew this kind of tape. It was used to seal pipes and metal joints. This tape had been developed to replace the old open-flame welding techniques that had caused so many explosions in the early days of carbon-based gas usage. It had a special bond adhesive that molded into every crevice of the joint making it completely leak-proof.

It was easy to handle but if left in contact with the skin for more than five minutes, it fused into every pore. Only a specially developed solvent could break the bond without harming the skin. If it had been on her wrist for this long, Kai knew the removal of the tape without the solvent would be excruciatingly painful. But it was her only hope.

She tested the tape on each wrist. Her left wrist was completely immobile, bound tightly against the chair arm. She couldn’t even completely clench her fist, it was so tight.

Her right wrist, however, was not so tightly bound. There was a very slight amount of leeway, allowing her to flex her wrist and even rotate it few millimeters.

Again, she lightly scanned both sleepers and began her task. Kai sensed more than felt the flesh begin to tear as she rotated her hand with all the strength she could gather. She focused her mental energy on maintaining her mind-shields, and focused all the physical strength into her right forearm. The thought passed through her mind that she should control the blood flow to prevent her wrist from bleeding too heavily but she shrugged it off.

If anyone even looks at me before I get my hand free, it won’t matter if I bleed to death or not, she thought. I’ve got to have all my strength on my shields.

She sensed that her entire forearm was bright red with the strain. The burning was almost more than she could take. She withdrew deeper within her shields, shorting the pain nerves before they reached her brain. If she acknowledged any part of the pain, she’d lose whatever control she had left.

Time ticked by slowly. It seemed that each shred of flesh, each molecule, had to be released separately. She sensed, but refused to feel, that her entire forearm was burning as the tape slowly came away still embedded with pieces of her flesh. Suddenly, she felt the final break as her wrist rotated freely beneath the metal tape. It felt slippery as Kai realized that her own blood was lubricating it.

She froze, stopping her surge of euphoria, holding herself back. Again, cautiously, she scanned the other two people in the room. The woman still slept, Danil dozed. Slowly, ever so slowly, so that her movements would not rouse either of them, she withdrew her hand from beneath the bindings and raised it to her temple. She watched the blood ooze down her arm toward her elbow and drip onto the chair.

As she started to loosen the tape holding the electrode to her right temple. Danil was suddenly on her, pulling her hand away.

Panic and fear roiled up inside her as she struggled against him. It was clearly life or death for her, she knew. She threw every last reserve of strength at her command into the fight. Her arm, shaking, was pulling him closer. The wires were almost within her reach. One quick yank would pull them away and she would be free of at least part of the pounding vibrations. She might have a chance.

But Danil, too, was panicking. He threw his entire weight back and reached behind him. His only thought: turn the volume up! He whirled and flipped the lever to the top of the slide.

The volume on the disc blasted against her mind with more power than Kai had ever imagined. She focused her entire being behind the shields. She was no longer aware of Danil’s tight grasp on her bleeding and sprained wrist. Nor of his pressure on her chest as he pushed her back into the chair. She never heard Janny’s scream.

Kai was only aware of the trembling within her, searing through her entire body, her control starting to lose ground. Her shields were vibrating violently under the hammering of the sound disc. She threw herself against the shields, trying in her last effort to hold them in place.

“Please!” she cried into her mind silence, “help me! Please stop!”

As the disc pounded, the shields started to crack. Kai watched, sensed, felt, heard them tearing. Suddenly, there was a brilliant blast. Millions of tiny lights exploded into her mind like a fireworks display on a holiday, each speck overwhelmingly bright in itself, each spark brilliant and separate, yet together, blinding, burning. Then there was only blackness.


Chapter 17

The floor was crumbling, maybe the entire surroundings were dissolving. Kai stood on one side, Rhya on the other. Kai reached out her hand, a look of terror on her face.

“Rhya,” she screamed, “Help me. I can’t get across!”

Behind her, loomed a shadow, growing taller and more ominous by the minute. Rhya could not see who or what cast the shadow, but she knew that Kai was in grave danger.

“Your hand! Help me!” Tears of panic and fear streaked down Kai’s face. “Rhya! Please!”

Rhea stood paralyzed. Slowly, with great difficulty, she began to raise a hand that seemed tied to her side. Almost overpowered by the darkness surrounding her, Kai reached out for it. Their fingers were millimeters apart. They both stretched further. Finally, their fingers touched; just one finger, trying to curl into each other, trying to grasp the opposite hand.

With a scream of terror, Kai started to topple into the expanding void. She froze, reaching, reaching, and then, her feet standing on the crumbling ledge, plunged into the abyss. Her screams echoed on and on as she fell down, and down, and down.

Rhya opened her eyes and realized that the screams had been her own. She was on her knees on her bed, covered with sweat.

The bedroom door burst open and immediately Jayanta was beside her, holding her tightly in her arms.

“Shh, Rhya, shh, shh,” she crooned. “It was a dream. It’s all right. I’m here.”

Rhya was trembling. She could not quite get her bearings. The room would not stay still. Something was dreadfully out of balance. Had it really only been a dream? It seemed so real. Was she just so worried about Kai that her fears had manifested themselves into a nightmare, or was this some omen?

Undulating waves of nausea began to encompass her. The room seemed filled with a sickening yellow glow. She could feel her heart pounding against her chest. She tore herself from Jayanta’s arms and ran into the bathroom. When Jayanta got there, she was on her knees in front of the toilet. It was filled with sickly green bile.

Jayanta knelt down beside her, holding Rhya’s forehead with one hand while she reached up to flush the toilet with the other. Then she cradled Rhya in her arms.

“Take it easy, sweetie. It’s all right,” she whispered. Rhya’s forehead was cold and clammy.

Rhya leaned back weakly against Jayanta. She was still trembling and tears were running down her face. Her breath came out in gasps.

Jayanta leaned Rhea against the doorjamb, then got up and filled a tumbler with water.

“Here, sip this.” She held it to Rhya’s mouth.

Rhya rinsed her mouth then took a long drink. She sank back weakly against the door again.

“Are you okay, now?” Jayanta asked as she ran her fingers down Rhea’s cheek. Rhea’s skin was pale. “It was just a nightmare.”

“It felt like more,” Rhya whispered hoarsely, “like something was really wrong. Kai was trying to reach me. She was in danger. She tried but…” Her voice broke off in a sob. “Oh, Jayanta!” She buried her head in her arms and shook with sobs. “I’m so scared.”

Jayanta pulled her close and caressed her head against her shoulder. Rhya was gasping to regain her breath through the sobs.

Jayanta closed her eyes tightly, trying to send strength to her sister’s wife. What should she say? She’d never experienced the mind-share that Kai and other Shaymana had. She never knew the feeling, but she had never questioned it, either.

“Tell me about it.” Jayanta swallowed hard, forcing herself to sound calm. “Do you really think it was a message? Do you think Kai—” She cut off the thought she refused to say.

Rhea raised her head. Her eyes were unfocused for a moment. Then slowly, she looked into the younger woman’s face.

“I don’t know. It felt too real. But I can’t feel her; I can’t touch her mind, but I think I’d know if she were dead.” New tears began to course down her face.

The warning light and the soft purr of the comm-unit signaled in the bedroom.

“I’ll get it,” Jayanta said. She was quickly on her feet and grabbed the shirt hanging on the hook next to the door. Then she went and sat in front of the monitor. At her touch, the screen revealed the image of a heavy woman, in her sixties, with shoulder-length gray hair. She looked disheveled, obviously having just been aroused from sleep.

“Kai, oh, hi, Jayanta,” she said, surprised to see the younger, thinner version of her friend on the screen.

“Laeira.” Jayanta recognized one of the Shaymana who lived near the center.

“Is Kai or Rhya there?” The older woman’s face clearly showed concern.

“I am.” Rhya was at Jayanta’s shoulder. Jayanta quickly moved aside so that Rhya could talk directly to Laeira. “What time is it?”

“About two hours after midnight, linda.” Laeira still used the old-world term of endearment that her ancestors had used many centuries before. “Is something wrong? You look like you’ve been crying. I just had a horrendous nightmare about Kai. Has something happened to her?”

Rhya sank down into the chair in front of the monitor. If Laeira had shared her nightmare, what did it mean? Slowly she related the events of the day and her own nightmare.

“Oh, dear. Try to rest a while. I’ll be right over. Don’t do anything until I get there.” Laeira was visibly agitated.

“Laeira, it’s not necessary for you—” but Laeira cut her off before she could finish.

“It feels necessary. Maybe both of us together can sort this out. Jayanta, dear, make Rhya some chamomile bark tea. I will be right over.” With that, the screen went blank.

Jayanta silenced the low hum of the unit and looked down at Rhya who had once again buried her head in her hands.

“Why don’t you go lie down? I’ll go make you some tea.” She gently pressed her hand against Rhya’s damp hair.

“No,” Rhya sighed, sitting upright and wrapping her robe tightly around her. Wiping her eyes, she said, “We should both get dressed if Laeira’s coming over. Then we can all have tea.”


Chapter 18

Engalla was sitting at her desk with discs and papers spread out before her when a bloodcurdling scream pierced the silence. Instantly she was on her feet and headed down the stairs toward the psi-sound studio. When she raced into the room, Janny was bent over Kai’s too-still body, still taped to the chair. Danil stepped back quickly from the console.

“What the hell is going on here,” Engalla demanded.

“He tried to kill her,” Janny glared at Danil.

“That’s a lie. She was trying to escape.” he fumbled for the words. Perspiration beaded on his forehead and upper lip.

“He only turned the volume up so high he may have shattered her mind.” Janny still held the life-structure monitor in her hand.

“No…I…” Danil stammered.

“Shut up.” Engalla clenched her fists angrily at her sides. Her first impulse was to strike him but she remained in control. She mustn’t let this boy’s stupidity force her to be less than rational.

“How is she?” she asked, searching Janny’s face.

“Still alive. Pulse under sixty, blood pressure very low. Temperature below normal. All that we can relieve.” Her voice broke off.

“But what?”

“Her mind-shields have shattered. She’s completely open and in a coma. A very deep coma. Look at the brainwave discs.” Janny stood and slipped the scanner back into the case on her belt. She glanced at the thin strips of paper that fell from the brain-scan machine on the console.

Engalla forced herself not to look at the strips and tentatively extended her mind toward Kai, still expecting to find some of the resistance after hours of fighting against the steel-strong shields that protected Kai’s mind. Instead, she entered an open space, filled with nothing but clean, empty air. As far as she could reach in any direction, there was no movement, no sounds, and no obstacles, nothing.

Engalla recoiled back into her own head and immediately sent a hard mind lash at Danil.

“You idiot!” she flared. “What were you thinking? What did you hope to accomplish?”

Danil sank back against the wall holding his temples. His head hurt as if he’d been kicked. He struggled to bring both his sight and his thoughts back into focus.

“She had freed her hands. She was going to escape,” he mumbled.

“She’d freed one hand. One.” interrupted Janny. “Mr. Big-and-Tough couldn’t even fight a woman who had been drugged for hours and had only one hand free.” She looked like she wanted to pound her fists into his face.

“Enough!” Engalla spit the word out in a low controlled voice. She turned to Danil. “Get out of my sight until I can find out what can be done.”

He cowered under her hateful stare and, still holding his head, stumbled out of the room.

Engalla struggled to control her rage. She turned to where Janny had cut the tape that bound Kai’s left hand and was examining the right wrist that was bloody and raw where the tape had been ripped from it.

Engalla stepped to the console and examined the scan-discs. They showed sporadic impulses, like thousands of short-circuited wires, sputtering and snapping. Random impulses were recorded between long spaces where no brainwave activity showed.

“What can you do?” She turned to Janny who was injecting an anti-bradycardia into Kai’s arm to raise her heart rate.

“I’m not sure. I’m not Shaymana trained. I don’t know much about healing the mind. I need to stabilize the heart rate and blood pressure first. It’s ironic but I think our best bet is to use the healer-discs that she herself created several years ago. They’ve been pretty successful with coma patients. I’ve never used them. I’ve never had to.” She stopped and looked at Engalla, uncertainly.

“Do we have the discs here?”

“Yes. Danil has copies. I think he stole them from her lab.”

“Do what you can.” Engalla ran her fingertips down Kai’s cheek. “Let me know if she responds. Maybe I can reach her with my mind. It is such a waste.” She turned to leave.

“Engalla,” Janny could not look into Engalla’s face, “what if we can’t, what will you do?”

“I don’t know yet. We’ll have to wait and see.” With that, Engalla stalked out of the room.

* * * *

Jayanta stood at the window watching the faint light on the horizon grow brighter. It was almost dawn.

Behind her on the bed, the two women sat cross-legged, facing each other. Their hands were held in a cross between them. They had been this way for hours. Neither had moved, neither had opened her eyes, neither had made a sound.

Jayanta was scared. She didn’t know what was happening, only that her sister had been missing for over twenty hours and that these two women, almost four kilometers apart, had shared an incredible nightmare that told them that Kai was in trouble.

Once again, Jayanta felt helpless. Would it always be like this? Waiting around while others knew what to do had been the story of her life. It seemed like everyone could take action and she could not. It had been that way when they received word that their father had died. Mommi and Grandmother had known what to do, how to help his spirit make the transition. Even Kai had known who to call and what to do. But she, at seven, had only stood in the shadows and waited, afraid to move, afraid not to move, wanting to cry, hoping to not cry.

Again at the Hogann, when Kai had been hurt by the explosion caused by the sounds she had generated in the cave, Rhya and Grandmother had known how to soothe her to sleep in spite of the pain. They had mind-healed the burns until there was barely a scar on her hands and face. Even the other novices had known, had sensed where they could help, what tea to brew, which blanket to warm. She had only been able to sit outside on the hillside and wait.

Now once again she was waiting.

The two women on the bed began to move. Rhya relaxed into the pillows as their hands released. A moan of distress escaped her lips.

“I am sorry. At least we tried,” were Laeira’s first words.

“What is it?” Jayanta turned to them in fear.

“Nothing,” was Rhya’s reply. “Absolutely nothing.”

“We have mind-searched the entire city and beyond. There is no trace of her,” Laeira said slowly.

“It’s like she disappeared from the face of the planet,” Rhya added.

“She’s got to be somewhere!” Jayanta blurted out. “She was close enough to send the dreams.” The thought that perhaps it was Kai’s last act flooded her mind. She sank onto the bed beside them.

“If she is close then she is so incredibly damped that even two trained Shaymana cannot reach her.” Laeira shook her head to clear it of the last remaining mists of the mind-trance.

Rhya slowly sat back up. She could clearly read Jayanta’s fears. She reached out and laid her hand atop Jayanta’s on the mattress.

“But I still believe she is not dead. I do not know where she is, or how she is, but if she was dead, that I would know.”

Her words held such finality that Jayanta could not dispute them. Yes, if Kai were dead, she would know, too.

“We must sleep now,” Laeira said into a long silence. “We can do no more tonight, or this morning. We have used a great deal of energy. And if we will be any use when they find her, we need to rest.”

“Jayanta?” Rhya started, “Can you contact the Medi-Center and cancel our classes? I don’t think either of us can teach today.”

“Of course.”

“Lie down and rest,” Laeira told Rhya. “You cannot help her anymore right now.”

Resigned, Rhya nodded and lay down beside the older woman. Jayanta spread a blanket over them and, within minutes, they were both breathing the quiet breath of deep sleep. Jayanta watched them with envy for a moment, then stood and slowly tiptoed from the room.

Maybe they must sleep, Jayanta thought, but I certainly cannot. There has to be something I can do. She glanced at the chronometer. It would be another two hours before Ramona would be in her office, before Jayanta could report what had happened. She wasn’t sure what the Captain could do that Laeira and Rhya hadn’t done, but another group of people helping find Kai was better than one less.


Chapter 19

Later that morning

Into the darkness dove a small spot of green sound, low and soothing. Slowly, like ripples on a still pond, the waves spread out in an ever-widening circular pattern, which finally dissipated into the darkness. Soon, another took the first sound’s place and the process was repeated. One after another, the spots appeared, reached out, and disappeared. Eventually, the waves became stronger, the colors more yellow and a brighter green. They were more insistent. They disturbed the cold, satin void.

Soon, there was more than one at a time, starting at different depths, weaving interconnected patterns, digging deeper below the surface. As they grew they became stronger, coaxing the darkness back, interjecting sensations of light, smell, and sound to reinforce the dark’s retreat.

The unconscious void was filled with sensations of light, sound, taste, smells, emotions, feelings. Each sensation massaged the mind. The sounds became audible. Past the smoky veils that guarded the darkness below the unconscious, the sensations rushed, reaching into deeper recesses, forcing her awareness of them.

Then slowly, ever so slowly, the process reversed and one by one, the sensations retreated back to their own tiny spots. They slowly faded until there was but one intense white spot left, illuminating the void. The darkness had gone.

“She’s responding,” Janny told Danil. “You’d better get Engalla.”

The voice was low, somehow familiar but distant. What did the words mean? Who was speaking?

“You’d better hope this works or your head will be as smashed as her mind was.”

Was there anger in the higher voice? What were they talking about?

Kai let herself sink back into the mattress of white sound that caressed her soul and mind. Could she sleep now? She was so terribly tired. The temptation to just let herself be enveloped by the void seemed overpowering, and she was ready to give in to it. Could she stay here forever?

“Kai. Kailyn, my love. Wake up. It’s all right. You’re safe now.” The voice, deep, rich, and soothing, spoke somewhere within her mind. It was a familiar voice, yet still distant. Where had she heard that voice before? Was the voice talking to her? What was it saying to her?

“Kai, my love, wake up. It’s all right. You’re safe now. Come back to me,” it called again and again.

Yes, she wanted to follow it, to find and hold it. She struggled up through layers of light and shadow, rising from the bottom of a muddy pool.

“Yes, come on, my love,” the voice urged, and Kai struggled to obey its command.

“She’s coming out of it. Life signs are stable.” Janny spoke to no one in particular as she watched the monitors on the console. Danil, sitting across the room watching, breathed an audible sigh of relief. He took a long drink from the cup beside him on the table.

Engalla roused herself out of the deep trance she had been in for the last hour as she searched inside Kai’s mind. She stretched herself and sat back into the reclining module next to Kai’s.

“Yes, she’ll be awake soon. I can’t tell yet how much damage was done but let us hope that it won’t affect her hearing.” Engalla said this last glaring at Danil. The look on his face showed he felt the menace in her voice and eyes but fought to control himself, as he’d had to do through all the night.

“I told you. I can make the discs,” he said, meeting her stare.

“You really are an idiot,” was her only comment. She sighed and looked away.

A low moan escaped from the still figure on the next module. One hand, with its thickly bandaged wrist, started to reach out but, finding the effort too great, fell back where it had been.

“It’s all right, my love. Relax. We’re taking care of you.” This time Engalla’s words were audible to Janny and Danil. She leaned over and gently stroked Kai’s face and hair. Then she looked questioningly at Janny.

“Everything looks good. Most of the brainwave patterns are near normal.”

“Near normal? Not good enough,” Engalla said, shaking her head. The strain of the past few hours was written clearly on her face. The long mind-search she’d maintained into Kai’s mind had taken its toll on her energy. “Keep her warm and comfortable. Let me know when they are normal. I’ll be in my study.”

As she rose to leave she turned to Danil. Her face could not register the sarcasm she felt. “I doubt she’ll give you much of a fight this time.”

When Engalla was gone, Danil slid off the table where he had been perched and walked over to where Janny was intent on the monitor.

“Maybe you should stay where you were,” she growled, not even looking up at him.

“I’m the one who knew how to use those healing discs.” He had his courage back now that Engalla had left.

“If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t have needed them.” Janny pushed him aside to return to Kai’s side.

“If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have had them,” he countered.

“This just proves that you’re a better thief than you are a technician.” Janny could not conceal the disgust she felt for him.

Danil chose to ignore the remark and turned to watch the brain-scan machine. “They look all right to me. What’s the big fuss?”

Janny ran a scanner up and down Kai’s body. All of the physical life-signs looked normal. But what of the psychological damage? They would just have to wait.

* * * *

Before she opened her eyes, Kai heard voices and still was unsure where she was. She wearily ran her awareness down the length of her body. No, she wasn’t hurt except that she could feel a cool cream soothing the burn around her wrist. The dull ache at the base of her cranium told her something was wrong. Something was missing, but she couldn’t quite remember what.

She opened her eyes and looked up into the concerned face of the young Medi-tech.

“Welcome back.” It was one of the voices from her dream.

Kai closed her eyes again to avoid the harsh light burning into her brain.

I must shield it, she thought. Then she remembered. She searched her mind frantically. There were no shields.

Suddenly the memory of those final moments, of the pain, the explosion, the agony, rushed back to her. Kai sank back into the comfort of the thick module cushion as far as she could and cried.


Chapter 20

Engalla looked down at the slumping figure in front of her as she set the mug on the crystal table. Kai sat on the bench, her head cradled in her stiff, left hand, her right arm hanging limply at her side. The healing discs had done their job. A tragedy had been averted.

The explosion still echoed in the deepest recesses of her mind. Each drop of blood seemed a searing stab of pain as it coursed through the veins. Her right arm was on fire.

“Drink this. It will help,” Engalla said soothingly, but when Kai just stared skeptically at the mug, she picked it up and took a long sip herself. “See? Nothing harmful. Just willow bark and catnip to help your headache.” She held the mug to Kai’s lips, which were dry and parched. She watched as the mug was drained in one long, slow gulp.

Kai turned her head to look at Engalla. Her eyes were red and her whole face showed nothing but complete exhaustion. It was clear from her movements and expression that she was having trouble forming thoughts.

One part of Engalla felt a surge of triumph. So, a Shaymana was not invincible. Here, before her, was one of the most competent, gifted, brilliant women alive, reduced to a malleable, non-thinking being, ready to be formed into an effective weapon for her own use. Engalla knew Kai’s defenses were nil, that with only the slightest amount of manipulation, she could mold Kai’s thoughts to her own. It was even unnecessary now to use one of the psi-discs. There was no need for subliminal manipulation. Kai’s limens were so close to the surface that just a small amount of hypnosis, the oldest and most blatant of the manipulation techniques, would be all that was necessary. Hypnotism had not been used in decades, but Engalla still knew its tricks, and for her, it was the quickest means to her end. She would not even have to do anything. Once the pulse of the geode in the table adjusted to Kai’s biorhythms, Kai would be hopelessly caught in its mesmerizing trap. Then, Engalla could use just the slightest suggestion.

Another part of Engalla looked down with pity at the woman in front of her. What was she doing? Was she destroying what she had hoped to tame? The part of her that admired Kai and her achievements stood back in horror. The strength, the self-assuredness were now gone. Were they irretrievable? This was the woman Engalla had wanted at her side. Damn Danil! Look where he’d put them.

Engalla took a deep breath. She must not let her sentiments get in the way. One thing at a time. She knew what must come first, and quickly, before Kai could regather her old strength. Only the physical and psychological were drained. The skill and knowledge were still there and that was what she needed most. Engalla knew that even though the end seemed so close and the way to it so easy, the battle was far from won. She must push now while she still had the advantage.

The door behind her opened and Engalla stepped back to allow Janny to enter and sit next to Kai.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

It took Kai several minutes to realize Janny was talking to her. When she did, she merely stared at Janny with no reply, almost as if she could not comprehend the words.

Janny took the small metal wand for the scanner and checked Kai’s vital signs, dictating numbers into a recorder as she did so. Then she reached up and opened Kai’s eyelid. Kai flinched back as the light penetrated her dilated pupil. Then pulled away, but the movement itself brought even more pain and dizziness.

“I’m sorry,” Janny said gently. “I know this must be painful, but I must see if damage was done. It will only take a moment. Please?

Kai turned her face back to Janny and allowed her to hold her lids open and peer in with an occuliputer. The tiny light from the machine burned into her brain. When Janny released her grasp, Kai shut her eyes tightly and put her head back in her hands, trying to massage the pain away.

“Are you dizzy? Nauseous? Confused?”

As Kai whispered a low yes to each question, Janny programmed the responses into the scanner.

“Can you focus on my hand?” Janny held her hand about eight inches in front of Kai’s face and slowly moved it from side to side. Kai’s eyes followed it slowly, her reflexes clearly several seconds behind the actual action.

“Does sound hurt your ears?” she asked quietly. After a few moments Kai nodded. “Does it hurt here?” She touched several pressure points on Kai’s scalp and waited for the response, each time affirmative.

“What about here?” She placed her fingers at the base of Kai’s scull, near the first cervical. Kai immediately pulled away, the pain obvious.

Janny rose and turned to Engalla, keeping her voice low so Kai would not hear. “It’s a very bad concussion but I think the worst is just total exhaustion. The entire neurosystem is in trauma with complete disorientation. I’m not sure of psychological damage. It’s too soon to tell. And there’s a bit of whiplash in the cranium.

“And her arm?”

Janny turned back to Kai and took her right arm gently. Kai winced in pain immediately. As Janny probed each muscle with her scanner, tears formed in Kai’s eyes and she almost cried out in pain when Janny touched her wrist. The Medi-tech took a small container from her bag and sprayed the entire arm with a clear liquid.

“It’s a bad sprain,” she told Engalla. “This should kill the pain for a while. There doesn’t seem to be any tendon damage.”

Kai felt her arm numbing as the spray penetrated. It felt cool at first, then warm, then nothing. Kai heard Janny’s words but knew, as encouraging as the words sounded, there was damage the machine would never detect. She was locked inside her own brain, deaf and blind to any psi-activity around her. Only when she felt Engalla’s probing of her thoughts did she realize that, not only could she not extend outside her own body, but she could not prevent or defend against intrusion, the violation from outside. She felt real fear well up inside of her and didn’t know how to keep it at bay. Never in her adult life had she been unable to control her mind or prevent others from learning what she did not want them to know about her. She was totally vulnerable, wholly at the mercy of someone else. It was a position she was unaccustomed to, and her self-confidence had shattered with her mind shields.

Janny then unwrapped the wrist and Kai stared with amazement at the raw band across it. The entire top layer of skin had been torn away, at one spot, very deeply. Clots of blood still showed under the layer of clear gel that covered the entire wound.

“This is the worst damage, although there doesn’t appear to be any damage to the rotor cuff. The skin will need to be rebuilt.”

“How long will it take to heal?” Engalla asked.

“Two, maybe three days with the plastigraft. It shouldn’t be too difficult.” The usual time for plastigraft to mend a wound was twenty-four hours, but the size and depth of the surface damage made it more difficult.

“Do you have what you need?”

“I’ll get some uniskin from the clinic this evening. If it’s busy there, no one will notice. It’s better when no one asks questions. I can even match her skin color. Meanwhile, the wrist and arm should be kept immobile.” She took a sheet of plasticlay from her bag and carefully molded it to Kai’s lower arm, being cautious not to wrap it too tightly around the plastigraft on the wrist. Activated by the bending motion, the sheet quickly formed a solid cast around Kai’s wrist. Janny then took some clear tape from her bag and strapped Kai’s arm across her body.

“Don’t worry,” she said softly as Kai pulled back the tape. “This isn’t the same. It will come off very easily.” As proof, she pulled up the strip, and then repositioned it.

“I’d better get going if I’m going to get the stuff. I don’t want to leave it open too long.” Janny stood up, picked up her equipment, and left.

Engalla slowly slid onto the bench next to Kai and put her arms around her shoulders.

Kai was very disoriented. The room where she sat looked vaguely familiar but she couldn’t remember where it was or why she was there. The crystal table in front of her seemed to hold the answer. Her eyes were drawn to it, she couldn’t look away.

She could feel herself being drawn into the beautiful amethyst stone, saw it open itself and become liquid as she sank down into it. It surrounded her like a warm, comforting blanket. She felt herself sink into the liquid, watched, as if from a different vantage, as it flowed around and through her. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised that she could still breathe as it drew her down. She sensed no panic, no sensation of drowning, as the stone filled her nose, her mouth, and her lungs. There was just a sense of peacefulness and serenity. Nothing else in the world seemed to matter. There was nothing else, just the ecstasy of being part of the stone, of being purple and gold and liquid.

“You should drink some of this.” A voice, a beautiful voice, seemed to come from all around her. Kai looked down and there was a glass in her hand. She immediately felt the longing to drink and raised the glass to her mouth, feeling the liquid as it flowed through her mouth, her throat, and into her stomach. She was very aware of the cooling liquid’s trail through her body. That she had never noticed this before seemed absurd. What a wonderful experience it was to be this aware of the working of her body, to float, yet to feel every molecule of the liquids surrounding and running through her. Kai suddenly wanted to feel every atom of her body, know each electric impulse of her nervous system, and feel the movement of every muscle as it did its job.

“I am truly sorry this happened,” the voice began. “What Danil did was inexcusable. I didn’t want you hurt like this.”

Kai closed her eyes. Engalla began to massage Kai’s temples but Kai leaned forward in a half-hearted attempt to escape Engalla’s touch. Some of the things that had happened that morning seemed clear in her mind, but there were still large patches of gray.

“What can I do to make you feel better, my love?”

“Is there fresh air?” Kai whispered. Everything seemed to be closed in on her. “I need to be outside.”

“Maybe when you’re stronger.”

Kai let out a sigh of disgust and turned her head away.

“I know you don’t trust me but I have no need to lie to you anymore. You know exactly what I’m doing. I have nothing left to keep secret from you.” Engalla began to massage Kai’s shoulders. “Would you like something to eat? Some broth or something before you rest?”

Kai slowly shook her head.

“All right,” Engalla agreed, “but let me relieve some of these aches. Lean forward with your hand on the table for balance.”

Engalla’s massage felt warm and soothing so Kai let her continue, leaning forward, placing her forearm on the table and let her forehead rest on it. All she really wanted at that moment was to sleep.

A hand reached out and took the glass from her. Then someone was touching her chin, turning her head, making her tear her eyes from her beloved amethyst. It felt like she was being ripped from the safety of her mother’s womb and she fought, trying to keep in contact with the stone. She could feel the liquid draining from around her, the warmth seeping away. With all her being, Kai wanted to maintain the touch of the stone.

Kai felt like she was falling. All she wanted to do was lie down and sleep. She leaned forward. As Kai placed her weight on the crystal table, the lights in the room dimmed, it was almost unperceivable as the geode took on a soft glow. At first it just seemed to flicker, but slowly, gently, it started a clear, steady pulsing.

“Does your head still hurt?” Engalla asked when Kai did not look up.

“Yes.”

“Don’t they say that amethyst is good for headaches? Maybe if you concentrate on the geode, it will soothe your pain.”

Kai knew that that was one of the teachings of the stones, so she raised her head to look into the table’s core. Once her eyes met the pulsing gem, she could not look away.

“That’s right, my love. Look into the crystals. Concentrate on them. Aren’t they beautiful?” Kai sat staring into the depths of the crystal facets. She could not resist the pull of the stone. Its pulse blended with her breathing, with all the energy forces within her. She was a part of it. Somewhere, far away, it seemed she heard a voice.

“Be a part of the gem, my love. Rest in it. Trust it. It will work for you. Sleep in it. Relax into it.” Every part of Kai’s tired mind and body reached out to blend with the warmth of the amethyst crystals.

Kai stretched out both hands toward the geode and felt herself lurching forward as if falling into the table. She quickly grabbed onto the tabletop to break her fall. Then she felt Engalla’s two hands on her shoulders, steadying her as she reached out again. This time she felt herself being drawn into the crystal, her fall being controlled by some unknown force. She stared deeply into the dark purple facets and felt the crystal growing, enlarging, until it surrounded her.

Kai floated. Nothing seemed to matter.

Engalla knew that soon the hypnosis would be complete, that Kai would be all hers. She let Kai float for a few more moments.

“Kailyn, your sounds can persuade people to think like us. Can’t they? You can make people believe. You can make them forget the thoughts that could ruin us. I know you can force a lot of thoughts. You can control the population.” She watched as Kai’s mind formed around her words. “You are the greatest power there is, my love, and we will use your power to take what we need. You can have it all, my love. You can have everything. Just follow me and we will have everything at our command. That is what you want. Isn’t it?”

Engalla watched as the geode glowed warmly, surrounding Kai with the power and rocking her mind with the waves of its sound. Kai’s eyes stared into the stone, her thoughts completely enveloped by it.

“I think you’ve had enough of this stone for right now. I don’t want to lose you completely.”

Kai looked into the most beautiful gray eyes she had ever witnessed. The depth of those eyes seemed to replace the longing she had felt for the stone and she hungered to fall into their chasms.

“Oh, this is very good,” she heard.

A hand stroked her face. Kai closed her eyes and allowed her head to fall against its caress. A purr of contentment escaped her throat.

“Do you love me?”

The question seemed so natural to Kai. She hadn’t identified the feeling until the question was asked but she suddenly knew there was only one answer.

“Of course,” she murmured, “with all my heart and soul. I adore you.”

“And I you, my love.”

Kai let Engalla pull her to her feet, then lead her up the stairs to her private rooms. As Engalla lowered Kai onto the bed, a feeling of such love and devotion filled Kai that she knew she would do anything this wonderful woman asked, no matter what or to whom. Her one mission in life now was to please Engalla.

* * * *

Later that evening, Engalla sat at her desk, looking at the four people on the computer screen: Sharon Hanfph, candidate for Governor of the Northwest District, Donald Forsyth who was running for Northwest District Representative, Clark Randason and Heidi Mint who were candidates for Senator and Senior Counsel.

“How are things going in Idaho, Heidi?” she asked.

“Very, very well. I had standing cheers that lasted for almost a quarter hour,” Heidi bragged. “And there were demonstrations against our opposition this morning. Your discs are the best things we’ve ever had.”

“Yes. My opponent spoke a few days ago but no one could remember what she said.” Sharon reported. “Even the newspaper reporters got it wrong. Now she’s trying to correct all the misinformation that was reported on her. Her camp is in crisis mode. I credit you for thinking of using the memory wipes, Engalla.”

“Thank you,” Engalla replied, giving them a big smile. “The discs, both the ones with pleasing results and the ones that make the masses angry and untrusting are about to get better. I’ve just recruited the foremost authority on acoustic manipulation to join our team. She should start working tomorrow morning. Clark, your speech here this week will be the first of her discs we’ll use. It should make an even bigger difference.”

“That’s good. I’ll fly in tomorrow around noon and do some media interviews. Then I’ll get ready for the next rally.”

“How has security been handling this?” Donald asked. “I understand there were discs confiscated the other night out there in the Seattle area.”

“Yes, there were a few but no one can identify who made them, where they came from, or what they do. There’s only one person on this continent that can do that and she is now working for us.”

“Wow,” Sharon exclaimed. “How did you manage that?”

“I have ways of persuading people to see things my way.”

“Then maybe you should be running for office somewhere,” Donald said.

“No. I’ll sit in the background and make a fortune off all of you.” Engalla grinned at them. “Then when you go to work, I can go on vacation.” They all laughed. “Where are you today, Donald?”

“Eastern Washington at the moment. I’ll be traveling over to Cheyenne tomorrow, then to Salt Lake City, and back up the coast after that.”

“How have you been greeted?”

“Very well. I have more support than I expected. Your discs are working wonderfully, Dr. Ruth.”

“As much as I’d love to take the credit, after tomorrow, all the work will come from my new partner, Dr. Kailyn DeKendran. I think you’ll be pleased.”

“You must view yourself as a kingmaker, Engalla. Your work this term will change the face of the country. If we’re half as successful as two years ago, we’ll win the whole ball of wax,” Sharon told her. “We will rule the northwest sector of the continent, just as we do the southwest.”

“I have seen a marked improvement since you moved up there from Arizona,” Clark said.

“Yes. When I found what talented technicians there were here, I had to be a part of it. Dr. DeKendran will be a star in our bouquet. I feel that her discs will lift us over the top. I’ve studied her work for about ten years now and when I got a chance to work with her and her students, I had to jump at the chance.”

“Congratulations.” All of them seemed quite satisfied with the way things were progressing.

“Thank you. Have you all been wearing the colors I suggested?”

They each nodded.

“Yes,” Heidi answered, “I’ve been getting more positive feedback since I changed to the green.”

“Yes,” Engalla agreed, “color will say as much as sound and, believe it or not, it will make a bigger impression than your words. Men always wore white shirts when they were speaking in public but it’s been found that a blue or green shirt will impact a bigger audience.”

They noticed that she was wearing a blue outfit.

“You will all be receiving a shipment of new discs by the end of the week. Be on the lookout for them. Any old ones you still have should be destroyed as soon as you start using the new ones.”

The other four smiled and nodded at her. All candidates were very assured that everything would happen as they wanted.

“I’ll see you the day after tomorrow,” Clark said in closing. His image disappeared.

“And I’ll be up there by the beginning of next week,” Donald added.

“Alright. Heidi, let me know if you need anything,” Engalla added. “And Sharon, keep up the good work. I like your new speech.”

Those three thanked her and signed off.

Engalla sat back in her chair. It had been a long two days for her but the future now looked very hopeful. She now owned Shaymana Kailyn DeKendran and would use her as she saw fit. Yes, she was a kingmaker. She was that powerful.


Chapter 21

The first few months after Engalla left her mother’s Hogann had been difficult for her. If she traveled to one of the big cities she could probably make some money or find a job in a restaurant or café, but prices were too high there and the people were not happy. She would have a hard time finding friends. There were also so many homeless that she’d probably end up sleeping under a bridge or on a sidewalk grate.

So she stayed in the countryside where she found small jobs to earn credits to buy food and she could find safer places to sleep out of the wind and rain. People were always asking her who she was and where she came from, so she made up the story that she had been living halfway across the country but that her mother had died and she had no other relatives.

She had finally met a wonderful older woman, Catherine, whose wife had just died and needed help to work her farm. For room, board, and a small stipend whenever their goods were traded, Engalla helped plant, weed, tend fences, and eventually, pick and bundle the potatoes, beets, and other root vegetables. There were a few milk livestock there, too, and many chickens which Catherine looked after. She would help Catherine take the crop of vegetables, eggs, cheese, and yoghurt to the share-market and swap them for other food they needed. Many times Catherine would go to friends’ houses afterward, sometimes staying the night. The sociability bored Engalla, but it seemed to relax Catherine and many times there’d be special gifts for Engalla afterwards. She could live like this until she decided what she wanted to do and where she wanted to go.

Engalla spent all her free time reading from Catherine’s massive library and watching the world’s happenings on the computer slab. She inhaled whatever knowledge fell in front of her gaze and was totally mesmerized when she watched the speeches and debates of the politicians trying to restructure society to their idea of perfect.

“Engee,” Catherine told her one day, “listen to what these fools are saying, but don’t believe one word from any of them. They’ll tell you what you want to hear, then go home and laugh at you. There are very few honest politicians out there. We thought we had rid the country of those bastards years ago, but every few years another crop springs up, no better, probably worse, than the ones they hope to replace. I’ve known a mess of them and that’s just what they are: a mess.”

Engalla really hated that nickname Engee but she tried to not make Catherine unhappy so she put up with it.

Catherine and her wife, Felicity, had been involved in the background of politics when they were younger but had grown tired of it and had moved to the farm to get away.

“Those women out in their Hoganns had the right idea. They moved away and hid themselves so the governments couldn’t keep track of them. They don’t pay attention to the politics and hope the politicians don’t remember them. Sometimes Felly and I wished we could live in a Hogann but they’re all vegans and we sure liked our meat. I don’t think I could live without a few animals running around nearby.”

At first Engalla bristled at Catherine’s praise for the Hoganns, but she kept it to herself so Catherine wouldn’t stop trusting her. She listened and filed the knowledge away for future use.

She also practiced the powers that she’d started to learn at the Hogann. She could extend her mind out to do things from far away and found that she could read people’s minds. She couldn’t direct their thoughts yet, but she knew that if she kept trying, she’d do it eventually. She had started on some of the other people at the swap-market, and many times they came home with far more than they thought their products were worth.

When Engalla was about seventeen, Catherine sat her down.

“I’ll tell you the honest-to-Goddess truth, Engee. I should have insisted that you go to school, but I needed your help around here and I saw that you did a lot of reading, so I let it go. Felly and I both grew up in a big city and got involved with all the stuff that women were supposed to do, not what we wanted to do, but what society said we should do. We went to school and then to college. We bought into the societal mores and thought we could help change the world if we got involved with the right people. But, no matter what we did or who we aligned ourselves with, we couldn’t.

“There are people out there who have never really read a book but have credits or contacts that shove them ahead because there are even more people who don’t care. There are people who’ll believe whatever the politicians tell them. They won’t search out the truth, they won’t question what they’re told. Tell them something twice and it takes on the truth of the Bible. They’ll vote for the most popular person or best looking one even if she or he isn’t the best qualified. That’s why people in the cities are starving and working overtime just to keep roofs over their families’ heads. Whoever can convince the most people that they’re right will win the big prize. It’s a good thing hypnosis was outlawed last century or we’d all be watching swinging watches twenty-four hours a day throughout the moontide.”

“But don’t people learn the truth in schools and universities?” Engalla had asked.

“Honey, there are teachers in those universities who know less than you or me but write books and give lectures like they’re the only ones who know whatever they teach. There are folks out there with the term doctor in front of their names that have never seen a university. Anyone can use the term. Who’ll question it? Who’s going to track down what school awarded it to you? And even if they knew what school you went to, who’s going to contact the school to see if you really graduated there? Who checks to see if you graduated first in your class or dead last? Who cares if you got one hundred percent of every test or just the very minimum to pass? Who knows if you retained the knowledge you learned forever or just until you needed it for the next test?”

“But there have to be some that followed the rules,” Engalla insisted.

“My Felly went all the way through university. She had a doctorate, a real doctorate, in political psychology. Did it make a difference?” Catherine laughed. “No. The person with the most credits and several stylists to make him look more handsome always won. Her textbooks and notebooks are up in the attic somewhere. That’s as far as that knowledge went. If you want to tell someone you have a doctorate, her diploma is up there, too; you’d just have to change the name. No one’s gonna question it.”

And so, Engalla read voraciously whenever she was through with the chores and planned ahead.

* * * *

For more than five years, Engalla ensconced herself in the farm and Felicity’s library.

One morning, as they were sorting the crops, Catherine turned to her.

“I wish I had had a daughter. She would have been like you. My Felly was a hard worker like you and she read and read and read. She had one of the biggest minds I ever met. She inhaled knowledge. There was nothing she didn’t understand. You remind me of her.” She had given Engalla a hug and a sweet kiss on the cheek.

“We have to get these to the market today. I must be getting old, Engee. I feel tired. I may let you go without me.”

“Just come along for the ride,” Engalla had urged. “You won’t have to do anything. I can do all the lifting and swapping. Talk to your friends, it’ll cheer you.”

Catherine had smiled at her, but said she wanted to stay home and get some cheese started, so Engalla made the trip by herself. Their food and chickens were well received and the swap gained more than they had expected. Catherine’s cheese was especially valuable. It got twice what Engalla wanted. She drove home to tell Catherine.

“Catherine!” she called as she jumped out of the transport and ran into the house. “Wait until you see what your cheese brought!”

There was no answer. She searched through the house but couldn’t find Catherine anywhere.

“Maybe she’s out in the barn milking the goats,” Engalla said to herself, and so she turned to go back outside. As she passed the stairs leading up to the attic she noticed that the door was open at the top of the stairs and that there was a light on up there.

“Catherine?” she called as she flew up the stairs.

There was still no answer. As she looked around the attic, she saw Catherine’s shoes behind a large box of books. Fearfully, she stepped forward. Catherine lay there, holding a picture of Felicity in her arms. She had died that afternoon.

In the back of her mind, Engalla had known that Catherine was not feeling well, but had dismissed the thought, thinking it was just another sign of the old woman’s age.

At the funeral pyre the next day, Catherine’s lawyer came up to Engalla.

“I’m so sorry for this loss,” he said as he pressed her hands.

“I’ll stay to get all the crops in, if you want,” Engalla offered. “I don’t have to move out right away unless you insist.”

“Move right away?” he gasped in surprise. “She didn’t tell you? You don’t have to leave at all. This land is yours. She transferred it into your name two moontides ago.”

“To me?” Engalla was shocked. “Why did she do that?”

“She loved you. She said you were the daughter she never had. You reminded her of Felicity. She wanted you to have everything. It’s legally all yours, land, livestock, and a large portfolio of shares of stock in companies around the world. She was a very careful investor. You’re a rather wealthy woman now. You need to come into my office this week. There are papers that you have to sign and a lot of things I have to explain to you.”

He had patted her shoulders and walked away. Engalla had a hard time concentrating enough to accept the condolences from all of Catherine’s friends who had come to the memorial.

So the old woman had done what Engalla wanted. Maybe her powers were growing stronger than she thought.

For a moment, she felt afraid. If anyone ever found out how much she hadn’t told Catherine or that she had manipulated Catherine’s mind, would she have to give this back? No. She hadn’t spent almost ten years here just for the fun of it. If she could maneuver a mind as intelligent as Catherine’s, she could redirect the minds of the other dolts who lived near here. Maybe she could control the minds of a great many people.

How much was this place worth? Should she stay for another year and then sell it or hire a family to work it and keep the credits it made?

Engalla knew she didn’t want this place. The only things she wanted were the books in the attic and Felicity’s diploma. She was intrigued by the political process but knew she didn’t want to run for any office. That was too temporary. You’d have to run again in just a few years, but if she could manipulate the politicians themselves, she could rule the world. She would show those old hags back at her mother’s Hogann what real power was.


Chapter 22

Jayanta lay stretched out on the mat, sound asleep. She’d been with Ramona’s troops again to quell a riot but had returned here, as Rhya had requested. She hadn’t realized how tense she was until Rhya had started to give her a massage.

The candles had burned down several inches but the glow in the room was steady and warm. Rhya roused herself and stretched her own neck muscles. It had taken a long time to massage the anxiety out of Jayanta’s shoulders and back. She had had to mind-enter every muscle and mind-massage the molecules individually before they lost their rigidity and became supple again. It was a very long and arduous task. Before she completed it, Jayanta had been asleep.

Rhya had allowed herself to slip into a re-energizing meditation. Now she roused herself but could still feel a lot of tension in her neck muscles.

Rising, she took a soft blanket from the shelf and gently spread it over Jayanta’s naked body. Jayanta was lying face down on the mat, her head turned to the right, partially covered by her hand. Rhya could hear her breath flowing easily in and out.

Extinguishing the candles in the order she had lit them, she started to gather her possessions. She cleaned the pipe bowl, removed it from the stem, and wrapped it in its leather pouch. She closed the smaller tobacco pouch and placed it all back in the chest. She tiptoed out of the meditation room, silently sliding the door closed behind her.

She glanced at the chronometer over the telecom unit: past midnight. Anxiety rose again in her abdomen. Where was Kai? She had never been gone this long without calling. It was totally unlike her to be gone without letting someone know. She had never turned off her percom before, either.

Rhea took her robe from where she had dropped it over the chair this morning and wrapped it tightly around herself. She walked over to the window. Opening it, she knelt in front of it, her elbows resting on the sill.

The street below was deserted. The night air was warm but smelled salty as the wind blew off the water several blocks away. She inhaled deeply. It would probably rain later, she thought instinctively.

Rhya thought to mind-probe the street but felt only confusion. Where would she start? She hadn’t even seen which way Kai had gone that morning. And how far had she gone?

Maybe Kai was just caught in a meditation somewhere. She remembered the time Kai had extended herself into the overworld and had become engulfed in the ecstasy of sounds she found there. It had been hours before they had been able to rouse her. Even then, she had been disoriented for several days, complaining that she couldn’t fully get back into her body. Rhya smiled. Maybe she should ask Laeira to help her meditate into the overworld to look for Kai. If Kai got caught there with no one to monitor her, maybe she couldn’t get back. Hadn’t they joked about that many times?

Tears welled up in Rhya’s eyes.

Please, Kai, she thought, don’t have done that without someone to monitor you. If you get lost, I’ll…her thoughts trailed off.

A patrol-mod cruised by the end of the street, its two inhabitants casually scanning the block. As it glided out of sight, Rhya could only think of the stories Jayanta had told her about the riots and violence of the past two weeks. New fears surged up inside her. Could Kai have gotten caught up in something like that? Was she lying somewhere unconscious, bleeding, dying or dead?

Rhya pushed herself away from that thought. She must not let her imagination run away with her. But what could she do?

She pushed herself away from the window and walked over to the sleeping mat. Stretching out on it, she closed her eyes. What could she do? Where should she start? Where the hell was Kai?

In her frustration, she wanted to yell, to scream so that wherever Kai was, she’d hear her.

Rhya rolled over onto her stomach.

Oh, Goddess, even this mat smells like Kai! Tears started to run down her face.

She thought back to the first time that she’d seen Kai.

Rhya had been at the Hogann for three days and had met all of the other residents. Everyone kept telling her how much she’d like the one person she hadn’t met: Shaymana’s older granddaughter, Kailyn.

“Why isn’t she here?” Rhya asked.

The other women had laughed.

“We never know where she is. She’s always somewhere up on the mountain recording sounds,” one explained.

“Recording sounds?” Rhya asked.

“Yes,” another woman answered. “She believes we are all impacted by what we hear. Even more so than what we see. She thinks we can do without sight or smell, but we can never do without what we hear.”

“I’ve never thought about things that way,” Rhya said.

“She’s obsessed with it. Shaymana thinks Kai is a great whisperer and will be a great Shaymana herself, someday.”

“How often does she come back here?” Rhya asked.

“She comes back here when she needs to sleep,” the first woman laughed. “I don’t think she sleeps at all when she’s away. She’ll come back and sleep for a couple days and then, off she’ll go again.”

“Good Goddess,” Rhya exclaimed, “then how did you all get to know her?”

“She’ll also come back once a moontide to the Sweat Lodge if she doesn’t forget what day it is.” Everyone laughed.

“Is she Jayanta’s sister?” Rhea asked.

“I think Kai is about five or six years older,” the first woman answered.

“I like Jayanta, but I don’t feel she has healing powers,” Rhya said.

They all nodded in agreement.

“Jayanta has other powers, I think,” someone said. “She’s a Patternista. Have you seen her run? She’s faster and more graceful than anyone I’ve known.”

“Her totem is the deer and she moves like one.”

“My totem’s the turtle. I can never keep up.” Rhya laughed.

* * * *

It had been another three days before Rhya saw a tall, slender young woman with short, dark hair and mocha-colored skin walk into the compound. She had what looked like a very heavy backpack over her shoulder. Rhya walked up to her.

“Hi, I’m Rhyannon,” she said, extending her hand.

“Kailyn,” the woman said as she shook Rhya’s hand.

“I know,” Rhya said. “You’re the only one I haven’t met.”

“Then we’re even,” Kai chuckled. “You’re the only one I haven’t met.”

Rhya liked her laugh.

“I was told you were up on the mountain recording sounds.”

Kai’s face lit up. “Yes, the puma had a new litter and I got some wonderful recordings of their mewls.”

“And you weren’t afraid the mother would get angry with you being near her babies?”

“She knows me and she knows I wouldn’t harm any of them. I just can’t get too close.”

“That’s incredible. I would love to hear your recordings!”

“Tonight, if you want.” Kai smiled. Then she laughed. “But I have to get cleaned up first. Grandmother doesn’t like it when I sit down to eat smelling like animals.” Kai walked off, heading for the stream where they all bathed.

* * * *

Several weeks later Rhya felt confident enough in herself to accompany Kai into the forest. Kai had been telling her about the nest of owls she had found and Rhya wanted to see the new babies.

“Try to walk softly,” Kai told her as they made their way through the trees, “They’ll already know we’re here but there’s no sense in scaring them.”

“How far away is it?” Rhya asked.

“Just another half kilometer or so,” Kai answered. “The babies are really curious little things. They’ll just sit and stare at you. If you make a noise, they’ll turn their little heads and look for their mother to see if they should be scared.”

“How precious!” Rhya laughed softly.

An hour later, Kai put out her hand to stop her.

“There,” she whispered, “you can see the mother sitting on that top branch. She’s watching us to see if we’re a menace to her babies.”

“I see her,” Rhya whispered. “Are we near the nest?”

“Just over the next hill. We should sit here and let her watch us first. In a few minutes, when she’s sure we won’t harm her, I’ll talk to her and let her know we’re friendly.”

“You can do that?” Rhya asked as they sank to the ground.

“I’ve recorded all her hoots. I can tell when she’s angry, when she’s happy or sad, or when she’s scared. All animals have signals they give each other. It’s wonderful to hear.”

They sat against a tree for about ten minutes, and then Kai started a conversation with the owl. Rhya was totally amazed. It sounded like they knew what each other was saying.

“All right,” Kai said, getting to her feet and holding out her hand to help Rhya up. “We can get closer now.”

They walked casually farther into the woods.

“You can hear the babies, now,” Kai whispered. “They want their supper.”

Rhya listened, a frown on her face, then she shook her head.

“Close your eyes and then you’ll hear them,” Kai told her.

Rhya stood still and closed her eyes. Then she heard the soft little hoots of the babies.

“I hear them,” she said softly. The wonder surrounded her.

“Look,” Kai said, pointing up into the tree. “There they are.”

She sank down onto the ground. Rhya did the same. It was a few minutes before she saw them, three little white balls of fluff with wide saucer-like black eyes. They seemed to be staring at the two women.

“They can’t fly yet,” Kai told her. “But they’ll learn soon enough.”

Soon, the babies grew tired of watching the women and waddled back toward the trunk of the tree and went about whatever business they thought they had.

They sat and watched the owlets for a half-hour as the babies pecked and examined something in the tree.

“Come on,” Kai finally told her. “We have to find some place to sleep and eat. It’ll be dark soon.”

She helped Rhya to her feet and they went off to find a clearing large enough to spend the night in.

“Thank you for the most incredible day,” Rhya said as Kai looked around the small clearing to see if it was suitable for their needs. “I’ve learned more today then I have in a long time.”

“Don’t tell Grandmother that,” Kai chuckled. “She’ll think you haven’t learned anything at the Hogann and she’ll send you back home.” She nodded as she decided the clearing was sufficient. “This should do. Now we just have to make our mattresses.”

Kai and Rhya spread their blankets on the thick piles of pine needles. Then they sat on them as Kai took a piece of bread and two apples from her backpack.

They ate in silence for a few minutes. It was Rhya who spoke first.

“Don’t you ever get frightened that some bear or big cat will attack you during the night?” Rhya asked as they were gathering more pine needles.

“They’re more afraid of me then I am of them,” Kai told her. “Most animals won’t attack unless they think you’re threatening their young or you’re in their way and there’s no way to get around you, unless they’re rabid, and by then it’s too late. You’d never get back to the Hogann before you’re rabid, too.” She laughed and Rhya laughed with her.

“Well then, we’d better not run across a rabid animal,” Rhya said as she picked up the apple cores to throw into the trees for some other being to finish.

“But at least we’d get to spend our last few moments together.”

Rhya looked up into Kai’s gray eyes. They both sat and stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity. Then Kai reached out and drew Rhya into her arms.

* * * *

“What can I do?” Rhya murmured as she rolled back over onto her back. “What can I do?”

Trust your instincts, said a small voice in the back of her mind. Rhya remembered Grandmother always admonishing her for being impatient, and not making decisions. When the time is right, you’ll know. You will not have to decide. You’ll just know. What is to be, will be, whether we want it to be so or not. Sometimes the only thing that can be done is to wait.

For Rhya, that was the hardest lesson she had had to learn. For Kai, the time was always right, she always knew. She glanced at the closed door into the meditation room, but for herself and probably for Jayanta as well, the hardest part, the hardest lesson, was the waiting.


Chapter 23

Bryant pushed himself back from the console and turned to look at the students standing behind him. He pushed a long lock of sandy hair back behind his ear. The hair hadn’t really been hanging in his face, but it was a nervous gesture he had picked up.

“Do you all understand how to construct a negative sound matrix now?” he asked. He looked from face to face.

Danil looked at him impatiently.

Damn that boy, Bryant thought, I wish he’d do something except stand round and look smug. He made a mental note to try and talk to Danil when the girls weren’t around. It would be hard but Bryant wanted to win him over. He suspected that Danil resented him for taking over Kai’s classes while she was away.

He looked at Caryl who simply nodded that she understood. She was the most talented of all the students he had ever met. He didn’t have to ask. Then he turned to Nissa who gave him a perplexed sigh.

“What’s wrong, Nissa? Do you want me to go over it again?” Kai had told him that Nissa struggled with the technology but had good instincts and tried very hard.

“No, it’s just a little different from the way Kai explained it. I don’t even know why I’m confused.”

Caryl stiffened as Danil muttered something under his breath. She hadn’t heard the words but she knew their meaning. Anger rose up in her. Danil’s attitude was beginning to wear on her. She knew that whatever he’d said was directed at either Nissa or Bryant and was a reflection on their intelligence. She was simply tired of it. Since Kai had been gone, Danil had done absolutely nothing except stand around with the attitude that he didn’t need to be there, that he knew more than anyone else did including Bryant. He let everyone know in no uncertain terms just how bored he was and how stupid he thought they all were. He never missed an opportunity to add a derogatory comment. His attitude disrupted their concentration and both Caryl and Nissa had talked to Bryant about it.

Caryl knew that Nissa was intimidated by his comments and was being demoralized by them. She wanted to help Nissa; she liked her a lot and enjoyed studying and working with her. Even though Nissa was slower to pick up the concepts, Caryl was aware of how hard she worked and was always glad to have a chance to share a studio with her.

“If you have any more questions after you review your notes, let me know. I’ll try to answer them for you,” Bryant tried to encourage Nissa.

“Yeah, just try,” Danil whispered, almost silently.

Caryl had had enough. She turned to Danil, wanting to scream but kept her voice steady as best she could.

“Stop it, Danil,” she told him. “Enough is enough. I’m sick of your comments. If you can’t add anything constructive, just stay out of it. If Kai were here, you wouldn’t be doing this, so just stop it. When she comes back, she’s going to hear about your malicious attitude, I’m not here to listen to you.”

Suddenly, horrible scenes raced across Caryl’s mind. One after another, they piled in on her. The emotions she felt were strange. She knew they weren’t her own. These scenes, were they memories? They were too vivid to just be in her imagination. The things she was seeing made her start to shake. All at once, she was staring at herself through someone else’s eyes. She looked into her own eyes and saw nothing but blankness; her mouth was hanging open.

Caryl blinked and was back inside her own head, staring up at Danil. How long had that taken? Only a second? Danil didn’t even seem to notice.

“You mean if Kai comes back, don’t you?” Danil threw at her with a sneer. “I am just so-o-o-o intimidated. What’s she going to do? Am I supposed to be shaking? The way you are? Is that stupid look on your face supposed to scare me?”

Caryl took a step backwards. Something like this had happened before when she picked up someone else’s thoughts. But it had never seemed so real to her then. She was horrified. What was happening? What did it all mean? Where did the images come from?

Terror overtook her. Without taking her eyes from Danil, she quickly picked up her computer pad and discs, then turned, and ran from the studio, his laughter ringing in her ears.

Caryl raced to the lift and pressed the button insistently. When the door didn’t immediately open, she turned and ran through the stairway door into the stairwell, not even hearing Avianne calling after her.

Tears streamed down her face as she ran, half tripping, just throwing herself down the flights of stairs. She didn’t even stop to think where she was going. She only knew she had to get away, as far away from Danil as possible.

Finally, panting, out of breath, she pushed through a door and sat down beside it as it slid shut behind her. Where was she? She looked around. The corridors were stark white and brightly lit, the floors and furniture clean and sterile looking. A sign in front of her read: “Nutritional Technology Department, Training Area.”

Without realizing it, Caryl had run to the Medi-techs’ department. There were Shaymana here. Rhyannon was here. Had she headed here subconsciously knowing that?

A young light-skinned woman was staring at her from the reception desk.

“Are you all right? Can I help you?” she asked with concern.

Caryl realized that tears were dripping from her chin. What she must look like! She stood up and wiped the wetness from her face.

“Is Shaymana Rhyannon here?” she asked between deep breaths. She was panting uncontrollably.

“She’s teaching down the hall” the woman answered, indicating the corridor to her left. “Is there something I can do for you?”

But Caryl was down the hall before the sentence was finished. She passed long rows of windows and looked into classrooms and laboratories filled with tables piled with jars and tubes and computer stations. Finally she stopped in front of one where Rhyannon stood talking to a group of six or seven young people dressed in clean white uniforms.

Rhyannon was instructing some new nursing students on nutritional structure when she looked up and saw Caryl standing in the doorway, just outside the classroom. Caryl’s face was white and tear-streaked, and the frantic, mad look in her eyes sent a cold chill through Rhya’s chest.

“Read through the next chapter. I’ll be right back,” she instructed her class and quickly went to Caryl, closing the door behind her.

“Negrita, what is it?” She held Caryl close to her and hugged her tightly. She could feel the young woman shaking violently. Fear raced through her that they might have heard something about Kai.

“I don’t know,” Caryl sobbed. “I saw something. I was in someone else’s head. I was in Danil’s head. I saw…” she broke into fearful tears. “Shaymana, help me. I don’t know what’s happening.

Rhya looked through the windows, back into her classroom. Several of the students were watching her. And from the end of the corridor she saw Karrie, the department receptionist, standing next to her desk, watching with concern.

“It’s all right, Negrita,” Rhya soothed, stroking Caryl’s hair. “Come and sit down.”

She motioned to Karrie that everything was under control, and then led Caryl into a small office across the hall. She closed the door and pushed the privacy button next to it. Immediately, the windows darkened to close out the corridor. She sat Caryl gently in a small, cushioned chair, then went to the desk and took tissues from one of the drawers.

“Take a deep breath. Try to relax a minute.” She pulled an identical chair up next to Caryl’s and sat in it, waiting for the young woman to wipe her nose and face. She took the computer pad and discs that Caryl still clutched and laid them on the floor.

“Tell me what happened.” Rhya tried to get her voice as soothing as possible although fear also raced through her. Her heart was beating almost as fast as Caryl’s. “Did you see something through Danil’s eyes? Has this happened before?” Caryl nodded.

“Shaymana,” Caryl’s eyes were wide, “never like this! It was horrible. I think I was seeing his memories. I felt his feelings. It was terrible.”

Caryl could not control her tears. They raced down her face and her body shook with new sobs.

“Caryl, Caryl,” Rhya held her close again and crooned. “It’s all right. It’s just your psi-power. Didn’t Kai tell you this might happen? Your powers are getting stronger. I know it’s scary at first but you can control it. You can learn.”

“These memories were about Kai, Shaymana. Danil knows where she is.”

Rhya stared into the wide eyes that looked up at her. Real terror flared from them. Rhya let go of her hold on Caryl and sat back.

“Did he say so?” Rhya was uncertain what Caryl was trying to tell her.

“I saw it. I knew. Shaymana, it was horrendous.”

A myriad of emotions, fear, hope, anger, even joy, washed through Rhya. Danil knew where Kai was!

“Caryl,” she held Caryl’s shoulders both to steady herself and the young girl. “Is Kai still alive?”

Caryl closed her eyes and Rhya’s stomach turned. But Caryl immediately opened them again and said, “Yes. Yes, she is.”

Rhya realized that she’d been holding her breath and let it out with a long sigh.

“Can you tell me what you saw?”

“It’s so confusing. I was so scared. All I can remember was his gloating. He was so proud of himself. And his hatred…he hates Kai.” To Caryl, that was totally incomprehensible.

“Take a minute. Relax. Think back. What else did you see?” Rhya asked again.

“I don’t know. I can’t remember.” Caryl lowered her eyes, then started to cry again. She almost wailed in despair. “It happened so fast.”

Rhya went to a door at the corner of the room to the faculty restroom and came back with a glass of water.

“Take it easy. It’ll come. Don’t try to force it.” She handed Caryl the glass of liquid.

Caryl drank it all in long gulps. Rhya paced. It was the first time in over a week that she had had any concrete hope to hang onto. Kai was alive! She clung to the thought. She trusted Caryl’s intuition. Someone knew where Kai was.

Finally she looked down at Caryl who stared up at her, eyes wide and trusting.

“Have you ever been probed, scanned, Caryl?” she asked.

“I think I may have been when I was little, but I don’t remember,” Caryl answered. She was still shaking.

“There’s nothing to fear, Negrita. Do you trust me enough to let me try?”

Caryl had seen it done many years ago. She knew that Shaymana could enter another’s mind to search for missing answers and truths; she’d even done it herself, although she didn’t know how to do it on purpose.

“Of course I trust you, Shaymana,” she said softly.

“It won’t hurt. You may not even feel that I’m in there but you’ll know I’m there. You must help me.” Rhya’s voice was also soft.

“What do I do?”

“Just relax and when you know I’m with your thoughts, try to think back to when you were inside Danil’s head. Don’t try to remember. Sometimes that is the hardest time to remember clearly. Just let your thoughts flow. Can you do that?”

Caryl nodded like a trusting six-year-old.

“I’m going to enter your mind now, just like you did to Danil. Whatever you think, I’ll be able to see, too, as if I were you.” Then almost as an afterthought, she asked, “Do you think Danil knew you were probing him?”

Caryl thought. Then, she didn’t know where her certainty came from, she said, “No. He is psi-blind”

Rhya was satisfied. Relieved. At least Danil might not be aware that they knew about him yet. That was one thing on their side.

“Are you ready, Negrita?”

Caryl nodded and sat back in her chair.

Rhya closed her eyes and relaxed. Slowly, she reached out with her telepathy and she was suddenly watching herself through Caryl’s eyes. She saw herself slumped back in her chair, her head lolled forward.

Do you feel me in here? she thought, speaking directly into Caryl’s mind. She felt a small shock of surprise from Caryl but also a total trust.

How strange, she heard Caryl’s thought. I can hear you right inside me! Rhya sensed the wonder in Caryl’s mind.

Close your eyes and think back, Rhya instructed Caryl. Where were you when this happened?

Immediately, they were in the sound studio several stories above. Rhya watched Bryant and Nissa talking but then she heard a whisper beside her. She felt a surge of anger and agitation rise up strongly.

“Just stop it, Danil,” she heard herself say. “Enough is enough. I’m sick of your comments. If you can’t add anything constructive, just stay out of it. If Kai were here, you wouldn’t be doing this, so just stop it. When she comes back, she’s going to hear about your malicious attitude! I’m not here to listen to you.”

Suddenly she was standing over Kai. Kai’s left arm and her legs were taped to the chair on which she lay, her body arched in incredible agony. Blood streamed down Kai’s arm and splattered across her chest. “Bitch!” she heard as hatred welled up, almost clouding the view. Kai’s body was frozen with whatever tension was causing her unbearable pain. Then her body went limp. Dead? was the thought. The eyes glanced back at the life-function monitor whose needles sputtered and shook. “No, you’ll live and you’ll know it was me. I’m not your little lackey now. You can’t tell me what to do or think. You can’t flaunt your knowledge at me. I’m not stupid, you know.” Feelings of power and joy mixed with triumph and vindication. “Your time will come. I’ll watch you die.”

Laughter welled up and she was looking only at the inside of closed eyelids. The focus blurred and Rhya was staring at Caryl’s blank, almost comical expression.

Rhya withdrew into her own head and slowly raised her hand to rub her brow. Caryl sobbed softly in the other chair.

These were not fantasies from Danil’s mind; they were real memories. Rhya knew and so did Caryl.

“Are you all right?” Rhya asked softly.

Caryl raised her head, trying to control her breathing. “Yes,” was all she whispered.

Rhya moved her head from side to side, trying to stretch her neck muscles. Her stomach hurt and she felt like she was going to vomit. She was still in the after-shadow of the hatred and powerfulness.

Caryl suddenly grabbed her hand. The touch brought Rhya back to the present.

“What are we going to do? We have to stop him. He’s going to kill her. What can we do?” Caryl’s questions flooded out.

“Wait a minute. Let me think, let me think.” Rhya could no longer sit still. She stood and started to pace. Caryl watched her, wanting to do something but trusting that Rhya would know what must be done.

Without speaking, Rhya went to the comm-unit and programmed a number. Within a minute, a man’s face appeared on the screen.

“Is Jayanta DeKendran still there?” she asked.

“I’m not sure,” he told her. “Let me check.”

The screen faded to a view of the Security logo. Rhya looked up at the chronometer. It was 3:31. Jayanta would probably be gone by now.

Then the screen lit up again and the image of the officer reappeared.

“I’m sorry. She signed out at 3:11. Do you want to leave a message?”

“No, thank you. Did she say where she was headed?”

“I’m sorry. There was no notation.”

Rhya thanked him again and pressed the disconnect button. She turned back to Caryl.

“Negrita,” she began, but Caryl seemed to read her thoughts. Were they still so closely linked?

“Please, Shaymana, don’t send me home. Let me come with you. I won’t be in the way, I promise. I’m scared. I don’t want to go home alone. I’m worried about Kai, too. Please, Shaymana, please?” Caryl’s pleas rang in her ears.

Rhya took a deep breath.

“All right,” she finally said. “Wait here while I dismiss my class. Then I’ll come back for you.” She started for the door but turned. “You can wash your face in the faculty washroom.” She indicated the door in the corner. “And Caryl? Don’t be afraid. You may have saved Kai’s life.” She left to go back into her classroom.


Chapter 24

Kai sat up in bed and looked around. Where was she? Nausea and dizziness overtook her and she reached back to lean onto the bed.

She rubbed her forehead to try and wipe the mist away from her psyche but there didn’t seem to be anything she could do to wipe away the fogginess that surrounded her.

As she rubbed her face, she saw the thick bandage around her wrist.

“What is this?” she asked herself. She touched the bandage and felt a burning sensation going up her arm.

She looked around her. The room where she lay didn’t look familiar at all. It was a totally white room. The walls, the carpet, the furniture, and all the bedding were completely white. Only a small bottle that sat on the dresser had any color. Its rose-colored liquid drew her attention.

Then the door opened and Engalla entered with a tray.

“Good morning,” she smiled. “I thought you might sleep all day. I brought you some tea. I thought I might need it to wake you. We have a lot to do today.”

Kai looked up as Engalla handed her a mug of hot liquid.

“What is this?” she asked, smelling it before she sipped.

“Just black tea with a bit of honey. You need the caffeine. You wore yourself out last night.” Engalla gave a short, low laugh as she sat down on the bed next to Kai.

“What happened to my wrist?” Kai asked.

“You have to be more careful, darling. You almost electrocuted yourself. If you hadn’t ripped your hand back in time, I might have lost you, or you might have lost your hand.”

Kai covered her lips with her fingers. Electrocuted? I thought I was more careful than that. She sipped the hot liquid. It was warming and she could feel the tea making its way into her system.

“What else did I do? Where am I?” she asked as her head started to clear.

“You are a very passionate lover,” she told Kai. “I’m not surprised you slept so long.” Engalla ran the backs of her fingers down Kai’s face. The touch was like a low electric shock. Kai sat up taller.

“What time is it?” Kai inquired. Something didn’t feel right. Should she be here?

“Just a little before noon,” Engalla replied. “We still have a lot of time to work today.”

“I have to be somewhere.” But where? Kai rubbed her head.

“I don’t think so, darling. The only appointment you have is downstairs in the studio.”

“Downstairs? The studio?”

“Yes, dear. Downstairs. You haven’t finished those discs and we have a meeting tomorrow. They must be completed by then.” Engalla patted her hand.

“Completed by tomorrow,” Kai murmured to herself as she took another sip of tea. What discs? she asked herself. She couldn’t remember what she had worked on yesterday. Something in her mind wasn’t working. What had happened?

Kai reached out and grabbed Engalla arm. “Tell me. What’s happening? My mind is clouded. I can’t work if I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“You’ve been working too hard, darling, trying to finish those environmental discs for the meeting tomorrow night.” Engalla took Kai’s hand from her wrist and grasped it in both of hers. She looked lovingly into Kai’s face. “And you were so terribly sick before that. It’s no wonder you’re so tired. But we have to get those done by tomorrow night. We need our audience to be relaxed so they can listen and absorb everything our speakers are saying. I know you did this for your classes when you were teaching. It makes learning so much easier.”

Kai felt a dull ache blooming behind her eyes.

“I can’t do that when I feel like this. My head aches too much,” Kai told her.

“You just need something to eat. That will make you feel better. Take a shower and come downstairs. I’ll have lunch ready.” Engalla patted Kai’s hand and rose and left the room, closing the door behind her.

Kai looked around. She had no idea where anything was. There were two other doors out of the room. One must be a closet, but the other? Maybe a bathroom.

She opened the first door. It was a closet filled with shiny colored clothing, hanger after hanger of shirts, trousers, and gowns. She stepped back and closed that door and moved to the next. A bathroom.

Kai entered the room. A high pile of thick white towels sat on the shelf near the shower. She turned the water on and started to strip off her clothes as the hot water rose through the pipes. Once she had the temperature at a warm level, she stepped inside.

The warm water sluicing over her body felt comforting. As she lathered her hair with the lavender-scented shampoo she thought back to last night. Engalla said she’d been a passionate lover. Was she supposed to make love to Engalla? Wasn’t there someone else? Kai shook her head under the water. It felt like there was someone else. But who?

Kai soaped herself quickly and rinsed off. She stepped out of the shower and grabbed one of the towels. Wrapping it around herself, she went in search of her clothes.

* * * *

As she slowly descended the stairs, she looked out over the large living room. It looked familiar but then again, it didn’t. Hadn’t Engalla mentioned that they’d been here for over five years? Here? She couldn’t even place where they were.

“Come on down, sweetheart.” Engalla’s voice broke through her thoughts. She smiled up at Kai. “Lunch is just about ready. I imagine you’re very hungry.”

“I couldn’t find my clothes,” Kai said as she finished coming down the stairs. “I hope you don’t mind that I wore these.” The natural-colored slacks and the soft shirt fit her perfectly.

“Sweetheart! Those are yours! Don’t you remember you picked them out when we were in Angeles last moontide?”

Kai looked down at herself. No, she didn’t remember.

She looked up as Engalla placed plates with sandwiches and bowls of soup on the glass coffee table.

“Sit down and eat,” Engalla directed. “Some of my assistants will be here in a little while. We’ve got to finish those discs.”

“My head hurts,” she said aloud.

“I shouldn’t wonder,” Engalla smiled. “With all you’ve been doing these past few weeks, it’s not surprising. Can I give you a massage?”

Kai shook her head.

“If you change your mind, let me know,” Engalla offered.

“How many more need to be done?” Kai inquired.

“Just a few more. If you finish the one from yesterday, we can just replicate it. Then there are just two more for tomorrow.”

Kai nodded and sat down to eat.

The food looked good. She tried the soup. It tasted wonderful. She quickly devoured the entire contents, then started on the sandwich.

“Good heavens!” Engalla exclaimed. “I’ve never seen you eat so fast. You must have really been hungry.”

“I guess I was,” Kai replied. “I didn’t realize I was that hungry. It feels like I haven’t eaten in days.”

The doorbell buzzed and Engalla walked to her desk. After seeing who was at the door, she pressed the release button to allow them entrance.

“Janny and Shelby are here now. I suppose we should go down and get things ready.”

Engalla held her hand out to Kai to join her. Kai popped the last bite of sandwich into her mouth, then got to her feet and followed Engalla down the stairs. The two young women waited for them in the studio.

“Good morning, Engalla, good morning, Kai,” said one of them.

That one looked very familiar but Kai had no idea where she knew her from.

“Good morning, ladies,” Engalla greeted them. “Are you ready to work?”

“Of course,” said the second one.

“You look tired this morning, Kai,” said the first. “Didn’t you sleep well?”

“I guess not,” Kai responded. Both young women seemed to be familiar with her but Kai had no idea who they were.

“Well, let’s get started,” Engalla broke in. “Shelby, you can start the reproduction of the discs we did yesterday. Janny, why don’t you help Kai complete the environmental disc she started yesterday, too. We have to have them all done by seventeen-hundred hours tomorrow. It’s a lot of work but I think we can get it done.”

They had been working just a few minutes when the doorbell buzzed. Engalla looked at the monitor, then pressed a button to open the door. A tall man entered the studio.

“Is everything ready?” he asked, looking around.

“Not yet, Clark. They will be completed by tomorrow,” Engalla answered. Clark Randason shouldn’t have come here today.

“Aren’t we cutting this a little close?” he asked, a look of annoyance on his face. “I know you were really assuring last night but I’m afraid this won’t get done.”

“Please don’t worry. It’ll all be done, even better than before.”

“I didn’t want to voice my concern in front of the others last night but there have been too many people rooting around for my taste. Someone’s gonna figure this out before the election. If I don’t get in, there will be a lot of people unhappy.”

“Relax Clark. Go back to where you’re staying, get a massage, and get ready for tomorrow night. It will be a major night in your campaign. You don’t want to appear tired.”

“Doctor, I’ve been completely satisfied up until now but this delay has me worried.”

“We have the best in the business working on it now. It will be so subtle that no one will be able to tell.” Engalla looked at him.

“But Security arrested several of the crowd and they have the discs now.”

“The only person that can analyze those discs isn’t in any position to analyze them now. Perhaps I should introduce you to our resident expert.”

She led Randason over to where Kai was working on one of the discs.

“Sweetheart,” she said, placing her hand on Kai’s shoulder. “I want to introduce you to Clark Randason. Mr. Randason is one of the people who’ll be using your discs.” She turned to Clark. “Doctor Kailyn DeKendran, one of the premier acoustical manipulators in the world.”

Randason held his hand out. “Very pleased to meet you, Doctor DeKendran. Thank you for your help.”

Kai grasped his hand and shook it. “Happy of be of service, Mr. Randason,” she said softly. There was something about this man that felt wrong to her. She couldn’t imagine what it was.

“I have a copy of the speech I’ll be giving. I thought you might need it.” He handed Kai a disc.

“We’ll get it programmed,” Engalla told him. “When you give your speech, it will trigger an auto response that will tear the place apart. You’ll be able to tell them anything and they’ll believe it.”

“And those tapes are ready, too?” he asked, a look of concern on his face.

“Yes. We’ll only need one or two copies. Once they’re revved up by the first tapes, they’ll be ready to tear the government apart. When you start your speech and the second tape plays, they’ll be ready to follow you anywhere you want to go.”

“You’re sure? You know there’s a lot of money riding on this. If I get elected, we can control all the credits on this side of the mountains. You realize that, don’t you?”

“Of course, Clark,” Engalla said, holding back the disgust she was feeling for his questioning. “We’ve already discussed the distribution. And I don’t think you should be saying if I get elected, you should be saying when I get elected. After these tapes are played, there’s no question about you winning the election.”

“Are you sure you’ll have everything finished by tomorrow night?” he asked Kai to make sure.

“Of course, Clark. I told you it would be finished,” Engalla cut in.

“Just making sure,” Randason said, ducking his head to apologize to Kai. “You’ll forgive me from being nervous. These are very important.”

“These are important for us, too,” Engalla assured him.

“You’ll have everything you need right on time. These should be done by this evening,” Kai told him. She didn’t like him. He was making too many demands.

“All we’ll need to do tomorrow is replicate the ones we need multiple copies of,” Engalla added. “Everything will be exactly as we need them. Everything will be set up by seven o’clock in the evening. They’ll be ready before your crowds get there.”

“I’m sorry to question you, Dr. DeKendran, but I’m sure you realize how important this is.”

Kai turned back to the monitor, ignoring his attempt to appease her. As she continued working, her mind considered her feelings for Randason. There was something wrong there. What was it?

In fact, this whole situation was wrong. Yes, Engalla had explained what they were doing, but it wasn’t right. Engalla’s reasoning had seemed logical yesterday, but the more she thought about it, the worse it became. Why were they doing this?

“Are you all right?” Janny asked her.

Kai looked up at her.

“You look a little confused,” Shelby whispered to her. “Don’t let Randason bother you. He’s a pushy bastard but he pays well, so we just go along with what he says. Engalla can handle him. She’s been dealing with him for moontides.”

“I just don’t like someone questioning what I’m doing. I get enough of that at…” at where? What was she thinking about?

She paused but she couldn’t make the connection to what she should be thinking. Well, she thought, it probably doesn’t matter. I still don’t feel like I slept well.

She turned back to her work.


Chapter 25

The next morning, Nissa looked over at Caryl who was studying the monitor intensely.

“You’ve been staring at that for over an hour. What are you looking at?” she asked.

Caryl glanced up at her.

“This is the disc Jayanta brought over that had been confiscated in the last riots. I know there’s something here that we’re not seeing. There’s something that looks very familiar.”

“How can you tell?” Nissa asked. “It all looks the same to me. I can tell when there are illegal sounds and things that shouldn’t be there but that’s all I can see. I know that Kai can tell who made the disc just by the way the sounds are organized but I can never see it. I can hear the difference but I can’t pick it out on the monitor.”

“I think I’ve found something,” Caryl pointed at the monitor and wrapped her hand around her mouth in thought. “This looks very familiar; almost scary.”

“What is it?” Nissa asked, looking over her shoulder.

“I need to check this out with someone,” she said as she rose. “I’ll be back.”

* * * *

“Excuse me, Avianne,” Caryl said.

“What is it, Sweetie,” Avianne said, looking up from her computer.

“Something’s bothering me about these discs. I’ve been studying them on the module.” She frowned deeply.

“What’s bothering you?” Avianne asked.

“Some of these sounds, the way they’re put together, are just like Kai would do it.” Caryl said as she looked at the discs in her hand.

“What are you saying?” Avianne asked, focusing on Caryl.

“I’ve only worked with her for a few days but I noticed some shortcuts she takes and these have those same shortcuts. Either she’s the one doing these or it’s someone she trained. Did any of her former students ever do things like her?”

“I have no idea. I don’t follow everything she does. There was one girl a few years ago that was trying to do some of the same things but Kai gave her a poor grade and she never came back.”

Caryl sighed and looked back toward the studio.

“I don’t know what to do,” she told Avianne. “I don’t think Kai would do something like this but the work is so similar.”

“Maybe you should tell Jayanta about your findings. She might know. Rhya would know how to get in touch with her.”

Caryl sighed. She didn’t want anyone to get in trouble for this but no one knew where these discs were coming from.

“I think I saw Rhya come into the building for her class. She’s probably still in her office. Let me call down and see if she’s there. She’d have better ideas about what to do.”

Caryl nodded as Avianne switched on the comm-unit.

“Rhya. It’s Avianne. Caryl has found something on one of the discs. You might know better than me what Kai does.”

She listened as Rhya replied, then pressed the button to end the call.

“Rhya will be right up,” she told Caryl. “She sounds so worried. I don’t know how she’s handling her classes.”

“I can’t imagine,” Caryl answered. “I’d go crazy if I were in her shoes.”

“I agree. Hopefully your findings will help us find Kai.”

“As long as it doesn’t get her in trouble.”

Caryl paced the office, as Avianne sat back down at her desk. She saw the fifty or more discs lined up with Kai’s name on them. She picked up a stack of them. They were all different healing discs, all written and programmed by Doctor Kailyn DeKendran.

Caryl shook her head. Someone who had written discs like these discs would not write others to harm people.

* * * *

Caryl, Rhya, Jayanta, Laeira, Bryant, and Avianne sat in Ramona’s office. They’d gone over all of Caryl’s findings and still had not come to a decision about how to utilize them.

“All right,” Ramona started, trying to sum up what they had discussed. “Let’s get this straight. Danil knows where Kai is. He hates her and is planning to kill her.”

“Can’t we just follow him?” Bryant asked. “He’ll lead us right to her.”

“It’s not that easy,” Ramona told them in a tone of calm resolve. “If she is being held by him and he suspects he’s being followed, there’s nothing to stop him from killing her right then. Besides, from what you’ve said about him, I doubt that he’s smart enough to be doing this alone. We need to know more before we barge into a nest of scorpions.”

“After Rhya told me what Caryl saw the other day, I think it’s imperative that we find her as soon as we possibly can,” Jayanta insisted. “Her life is in jeopardy.”

“I agree with you, Jayanta, but we have to plan what we’re going to do. If she’s linked to these riots, we have to be very careful how we approach it.” Ramona replied. “What do we really know?”

Jayanta took over. “Danil is working with someone, or someones, who make environmental discs. He introduced her to Kai. Kai goes to visit and disappears. The environmental discs that were confiscated at the riots seem to look like something Kai would do.”

“Not seems,” Caryl insisted, “They are exactly the way Kai programs.”

Bryant nodded his agreement. “She had a student a few years ago who tried to replicate everything Kai did. She and Kai had an argument about it and she never came back to school. I think her name was Janny DeHelen.”

“Janny DeHelen?” Laeira asked. “I saw her down in the medical equipment room yesterday. I thought it strange because I hadn’t seen her in quite a while. She was looking for some uniskin in a dark color.”

“Dark color? Like Kai’s skin?” Caryl gasped.

“Oh, my God,” Rhya sighed.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Ramona said quickly. “It does sound suspicious in light of everything else we know, but it’s not conclusive. At least if it was for Kai, we know she’s being taken care of.” Ramona looked around the table. The concern on everyone’s face was disturbing. “Who else knew where Kai was going?”

Rhya shook her head. “I didn’t even know where she was going.”

“I spoke with the woman Kai was supposed to meet,” Avianne said. “She seemed very nice. She was concerned when Kai didn’t show up for their appointment. Kai was supposed to check out her studio for her. She was very concerned that Kai was missing.”

“By the way, has Danil been in class? I’d like to talk to him.” The frown on Ramona’s face showed how disturbed she was.

“No,” said Caryl shaking her head. “I haven’t seen him.”

“If you do see him, call me right away.”

Caryl nodded.

“It could be that Danil doesn’t know where Kai is,” Bryant said, playing devil’s advocate. He shrugged his shoulders.

Rhya shook her head. “No, I felt his hatred. It was too strong to be a fantasy.”

“Okay,” Ramona said, “then Danil’s implicated. Now we have to find out who this woman is.”

“She introduced herself as Dr. Engalla Ruth,” Avianne told them.

“Engalla Ruth?” Laeira exclaimed.

“You know her?” Jayanta asked.

“Maybe,” Laeira sighed thoughtfully. “I went back to the Inland Empire Hogann about twenty years ago to study healing of frost damage. They had a really good program. Anyway, we were told that a young girl from one of the southern Hoganns, Shaymana Ruth DeNanavah’s daughter, had run away from their Hogann. I’m pretty sure her name was Engalla. It’s not a common name. I’m almost positive that was it. This girl had incredible power but she was going to be damped because she didn’t want to learn to control it and everyone was scared of her. But she ran away the night before. No one knew where she’d gone.”

“That was years ago,” Jayanta said. “Do you think it’s the same person?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” nodded Laeira. “Yes, yes, it has to be the same person.”

“How strong was her power? As strong as Kai’s?” Rhya asked. Her stomach roiled with fear.

“She had enormous potential,” Laeira answered. “Those that had met her were awed by her power. There was quite a lot of talk about her. Yes. I think she was as strong as Kai, maybe even stronger.”

“It would take someone incredibly powerful to control Kai.”

“But we don’t know this is the same person.” Ramona was putting a question into the mix again.

“Yes, it is.” Caryl blurted. They all stared at her. She didn’t know where the thought came from but it seemed so right! She was just beginning to trust her intuition. “Don’t ask me how, but I know.”

“We believe you, Linda.” Laeira squeezed her hand.

There was silence again.

“At least we have a name,” Ramona sighed. “But it doesn’t bring us any closer.”

They sat without speaking for another few minutes, trying to decide what could be done.

“Let’s see what we know,” Jayanta said. “One, the disc was probably made by Kai or this student who programmed like her. But, if it was confiscated two days ago, it couldn’t have been Kai. Two, this Engalla person has a studio where it might have been programmed. And three, she might be stronger than Kai, thus able to control her. Four, we know Kai’s still alive, or at least was alive when Caryl probed Danil yesterday.”

“That’s still not a lot to go on,” Ramona reminded them. “If we could get a chance to observe them, we’d know for sure. If we’re wrong, my hands are tied.”

Everyone looked at her as if she had the answer. No one spoke for quite a while, but tension roiled around the room.

“Isn’t there a political rally tonight?” Caryl asked. “I think I heard people talking about it.”

“Yes, there is,” Ramona answered. “Clark Randason is speaking at the auditorium at nineteen-thirty. I’ve put several troops on alert just in case there’s trouble afterwards.”

“Let me go to it,” Caryl suggested. “I may be able to get one of the discs and find out what’s going on, or even learn where it’s being made!”

“I can’t let you do that,” Ramona said, shaking her head. “It’s too dangerous. Those discs could be lethal. If they give them out, you’re in trouble.”

“No,” Caryl said with determination. “I’m probably one of very few who would not be affected. I can block those sounds. I know what to listen for.”

Ramona studied her for a moment.

“Please,” Caryl pleaded. “I really have a feeling that we can find Kai if we follow those discs. At the very least, we can find out where they’re coming from.”

“I agree. Caryl is the best student Kai has ever had,” Rhya reached out to put a reassuring hand on Caryl’s arm. “If anyone can do it, she can.”

Ramona ran her tongue over her bottom lip in thought.

“I’ll go with her. I’ll make sure nothing happens to her.” Rhya looked pleadingly at Ramona. “You’ll be right outside, won’t you?”

“What do you think?” Ramona turned to Jayanta who’d been silent.

“I think it will work. I’ll go, too, and watch out for her.”

“I guess it’s a better plan than any I’ve had.” Ramona decided.

“Then I can?” Caryl exclaimed.

Ramona nodded. “As long as Rhya goes in with you. If you feel any anger, I want you to stop and leave there immediately.”

“Thank you,” Caryl said. “I’ll be very careful.”

“And I’m holding you responsible for her,” she said to Rhya. “All right. I’ll let my troops know about this. I certainly don’t want any of you harmed if something comes up.”


Chapter 26

“I shouldn’t be that late,” Engalla told her. “You know these meetings don’t last that long. I’m just taking it for granted that you don’t want to go. I know you don’t like dealing with Mr. Randason and these things are always so boring.”

“No, I’ll stay here. I’ll probably nap until you get back. I still feel like I haven’t slept in days.”

“Oh, darling,” Engalla replied, running her hand down Kai’s face lovingly, “these illnesses that have been going around can take the life right out of you. You slept for almost twenty-four hours before the fever left you. It’s no wonder you still feel weak. You were very sick.”

She had to reinforce what she’d told Kai had happened.

“There’s still some soup in the food unit. That should help, too. You were very drained by that illness. Heat some up before you go lie down. It will help.”

Kai nodded.

“When I get home, we’ll spend some private time together. You’ll love that. We haven’t had enough of that lately. We’ve been working so very hard, we fall asleep as soon as we get into bed. We need some us time.”

Kai smiled at her as Engalla stepped forward to plant a long intense kiss on Kai’s lips. It held a lot of promise.

“I’ll be waiting,” Kai whispered.

* * * *

The auditorium was filled with people of all ages. Many were in their late teens or early twenties. Many of them would be voting for the first time. The crowd milled around talking loudly and waiting for the speaker to enter the hall.

“Now, you’re sure you’ll be all right?” Jayanta asked.

Caryl nodded.

“And you have the buzzer to push if you feel threatened and the comm-link to talk to me?”

“Yes,” Caryl said softly. “We’ll find her, Jayanta. I know we will.”

“All right. Be careful.”

Caryl and Rhya walked slowly into the auditorium, looking around. Soft music wafted from the speakers on the stage. The crowds were beginning to get antsy. They’d been waiting quite a while.

“Let’s sit over there.” Rhya pointed to two empty seats on the right hand side.

“Do you hear that music?” Caryl asked.

“Yes. Is there something wrong with it?”

“I can feel something but I can’t hear anything wrong,” Caryl said as she sat down. She jumped to her feet. “Wait! Can you feel that?”

“No, what is it?” Rhya looked at her.

“There’s a deep sound. I can feel it when I sit down.”

“I don’t feel anything,” Rhya said.

“I can feel it through the chair. You can’t feel it standing up, but when you sit down, it resonates through you.” She sat back down and closed her eyes to concentrate on the vibration. “It goes right up your spine.”

“You must really be a sensitive. I can’t feel it,” Rhya said. “I imagine Kai would be able to feel it.”

“I’d better stand by the wall. I’m sure these chairs are dangerous.” Caryl looked around the room.

Rhya looked at the worried look in Caryl’s eyes.

“Maybe you should wait outside,” Caryl told Rhya. “I’ll be all right in here now that I know what to block. I’ll signal Jayanta and Ramona if I need them.”

“What if you get swept up in all this and you don’t have a chance to signal?” Rhya didn’t want to leave the young girl alone.

“Rhya,” Caryl said, putting her hand on the older woman’s arm, reassuringly, “I want to walk around and see who’s doing this. I’m a teenager. No one will think it strange if I wander around. We’ve got to find out where these are coming from.”

Rhya was amazed at the young girl’s strength. Her personal power was so strong that Rhya felt almost as if she were standing next to Kai.

“I’ll be all right,” Caryl folded her arms and looked up into Rhya’s eyes. “Honest I will. Don’t worry. But if this affects you, who’ll care for Kai when we find her?”

“I still don’t like leaving you here alone.”

“I have stronger powers than you,” Caryl told Rhya with a determined look on her face. “I’ve got to grow up sometime.”

Rhya studied her for a moment. Then she placed her hand on Caryl’s arm.

“I think you’re already grown up quite a bit.” Rhya smiled, then patted Caryl’s arm and left to go outside.

Caryl watched her go, and then turned her attention to the stage. There were all sorts of technical people setting up microphones, speakers, and testing to see that they worked.

As she wandered toward the stage, she recognized one worker. It was Danil. He was busy with a disc driver and didn’t see her. She slipped back behind a group of people. As she watched, a woman walked up to talk to Danil. They were deep in conference. It was the woman that she and Nissa had seen Kai talking to last week in the food shop.

Caryl knew she had to find out what they were talking about, but how to do that? She looked around the hall. A table was set up next to the door for volunteers to sign in.

Caryl walked quickly to the table.

“Hi,” she said to the young man seated behind the table. “What can I do to help?”

“Have you signed up?” he asked her.

“I signed up last week,” she lied to him.

“And your name?” he asked.

“Nell DeShay,” she told him. That had been her grandmother’s name but it would do for now.

He scanned through the papers in front of him.

“I don’t see your name here,’ he finally said.

“It must be! I’m sure I signed up.”

“Well, no matter. We can use all the help we can get.” He reached for a disc. “Listen to this and then let me know what you can do. I’ll assign someone to you.”

“Thank you,” she said enthusiastically.

“Where are you sitting?” he asked.

“Over by the wall,” she answered, pointing to the far side of the room.

“I’ll send someone over in just a few minutes. Put this on so you can be found.” He handed her a volunteer badge.

Caryl walked over to the wall, hoping that her demeanor looked like she was excited to be a part of this. When she got to the other side of the room, she slipped behind a group of people and jammed the badge into her pocket. At least she had it in case she needed it later.

She slipped outside to look for Jayanta and Rhya.

“Jayanta” she called as she approached the cadre of security personnel. “Danil’s in there. And so is the woman Kai met with last week in the food shop.”

“You’re sure it was her?” Ramona asked.

“Yes,” Caryl nodded. “She has long blond hair and she’s very pretty.”

“Kai didn’t tell me about her,” Rhya said. “Was it the day before she disappeared?”

Caryl thought about it. “I believe so.”

A frown formed on Rhya’s face. “She was in such a good mood that day. She was up early and was smiling.”

Jayanta looked into Rhya’s eyes thoughtfully. “I know what you’re thinking. But that woman had no hold over Kai, at least that way. I know my sister. She loves you.”

“It’s just that that morning was so strange.” Rhya took a deep breath.

Jayanta reached out and hugged her sister-in-law.

“I didn’t see Kai in there, but the disc that’s playing sounds like her,” Caryl said.

“Something will happen tonight,” Ramona said.

“Oh! And they gave me a disc to listen to.” Caryl drew the disc out of her pocket and handed it to Ramona.

Ramona took it and placed it in her kit.

“Thank you. We’ll have to see what’s on it. Go back inside and look around. If you see Kai, signal us right away.”

“I will,” Caryl said as she jogged back into the building.

Ramona signaled to her supervisors.

“Something may happen,” she told them as they gathered around her. “Have your troops be on the lookout for any disturbance and be ready to act. Expect the unexpected.”

They nodded their understanding then went back to where the divisions were stationed.

Ramona looked at Jayanta and Rhya. The tension was palpable.

“Do you really think Caryl can do this?” Ramona asked.

She and Jayanta both looked at Rhya.

“Yes,” she finally said. “She has a power comparable to Kai’s and she’s not yet seventeen. She’s just beginning to come into her own. When her power matures, it will be unbelievable. Imagine Kai’s power doubled or tripled.”

“I feel that way about her, too,” Jayanta added.

“I’ll take your word for it.” Ramona shook her head.

They stared at the door Caryl had disappeared through, wondering what to expect tonight.

* * * *

Kai wandered into the computer room and over to her station.

Maybe I should get some work done while Engalla’s out, she thought.

Looking around her desk, she thought of the work she’d done. The enviros for tonight had been done and replicated. Janny and Danil had taken them all when they’d left earlier. What was next? She picked up the task board that Engalla checked every day with assignments. There was only one task with her name on it but that would have to wait until tomorrow. It depended on what Randason had done tonight. It had to reinforce what he was saying. She wouldn’t know his words until the tapes of tonight were brought back.

She looked at the tasks that had been scratched out. Yes, she’s done most of them. She’d programmed the ones that pinpointed the name Wally Evens. Whenever Mr. Evens’ name was mentioned, it would trigger a feeling of anger and hatred. She’d also programmed the one that had Randason’s speech on it. When Randason spoke, his words would be ingrained into the memories of those listening. She had shown her students how to do that so they could create learning discs for themselves. She’d found that memories had grown and grades had risen because of that. Her students? What students? When did she teach?

She sat down and slipped an empty disk into the machine. There was always work she could do. But what should she do tonight?

She sat back to think. She’d been working on the training manual. She looked around the room. Training manual for what? There were no machines here that needed a training manual written for it. All these modules were top of the line and had had manuals written before they were purchased. Where were the ones she had just invented and designed? She did do that, didn’t she? Was that a dream? Where were the machines?


Chapter 27

Caryl placed the headset over her ears. If anyone was watching, it looked like she was listening to the disc but the headphones weren’t connected to anything. The cord was merely wrapped around her belt and ended in her pocket. She placed the volunteer badge onto her shirt as she went into the hall.

There was a group of volunteers near the table with the sign-up sheet.

“Come with me,” a volunteer said as he grabbed her arm. He pulled her toward the stage. “We need security for Clark Randason. Stand over by the stage and watch to make sure there’s no attack.”

“An attack?” Caryl asked, looking up into his face.

“Yes, we’ve had a few people who come to these things who don’t like Mr. Randason. We always have to watch that no one starts a riot.”

He walked back to the table to talk to other volunteers, whom he led to other places in the auditorium.

Caryl looked around the auditorium. Volunteers had been stationed strategically around the room. Then she heard a voice that sounded familiar to her. She peered onto the stage where she could see four people working behind the curtains. One man looked like he was directing the others. It was Danil.

Caryl backed into the side of the stage where Danil couldn’t see her and listened.

“When Randason starts to talk about the job the opposition is doing, dim the lights,” she heard. “Russ, at that time, push the button to start the disc. Make sure the volume is just low enough so no one really hears it. In fact, place the speakers on the floor facing down, then it will hit them before they know it. Then you, Shelby, start raising the volume on the disc that’s going on right now. I’ll be walking around on the floor. Just watch me. I’ll signal to you if it’s too loud. Watch out if people start to get angry and throw things.”

Caryl slowly backed beyond the stage. From there she could watch and listen without being seen from on stage.

Why is Danil worried about riots, she asked herself, when he’s one of the people causing them? I’ve got to get word to Ramona. Something isn’t right here.

Just then, another volunteer approached her.

“We need more help up by the door. We can’t let anyone enter once Mr. Randason has started speaking. There’ll also be loud applause when he’s introduced.”

“But I was told to stay here and watch for rioters,” Caryl complained.

“There won’t be riots for quite a while. Randason has to start speaking first. But we have to make sure no one comes in after he does start speaking.”

No riots until after he starts? Caryl knew they were very close to the source of all the problems. This crew of workers was very unorganized. Each supervisor had his or her own orders and they usually overrode the ones before. She followed the other volunteer toward the entrance and tried to blend in with the others.

“Were you here last Monday?” one of the volunteers asked her.

“No, this is my first time,” Caryl smiled, trying to look innocent.

“You’ll love him. He has charisma like no one else I’ve seen.”

“As good as Engalla?” Caryl tried.

“You know her? Isn’t she something else? I think half the backstage people have crushes on her.”

“What about the woman who’s helping her?”

“I’ve never met her. She doesn’t come to these assemblies but the discs have gotten even better since she’s been working on them.” He looked back over his shoulder. “They’re a lot better than when Danil and Janny were doing them.”

“I don’t think Danil knows a lot about these,” Caryl agreed.

“Don’t let him hear you say that. He brags that he’s Engalla’s right-hand man.”

Just then. Danil walked toward her.

“What are you doing here?” he growled as he pulled her aside.

“I just came to hear Mr. Randason,” she explained. “I’m hoping to vote in this election.”

He looked at her with a wary look on his face.

“Who’s running in the opposition?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. This is the first rally I’ve been to.”

“You’re lying to me. Did someone put you up to this?” He turned and spoke into his personal comm-unit. “Willy, come out front.”

“I’m just trying to get to know the candidates,” Caryl explained.

“You lie,” Danil told her. Then he spoke again into his comm-unit. “Get Engalla!”

He tried to grasp her arm but Caryl sidestepped just as Clark Randason was introduced and applause broke out. She dodged as he grabbed for her.

“Willy! I need help down here,” he spoke into his personal comm-unit.

“I don’t know what the problem is, Danil. Randason has just started to speak,” came a voice from his comm-unit.

“I have someone here that I don’t trust. She could be trouble. Tell Engalla.”

Caryl had moved too far away to hear more. She looked around the room. Everyone was concentrating on Clark Randason. The looks on their faces showed how mesmerized they were.

Then he started his speech about what he would do in the future and what success he’d had in the past. That was the sign to change the background sounds. The new sounds seemed to be calming everyone.

Randason’s voice rose and fell like a gospel preacher from the early twentieth century. The crowd was enthralled by his words. It was exactly what was programmed into the discs. It was a good twenty minutes of warming dialogue and the audience loved it.

Then, his voice low, he began talking about all the mistakes his opponent had made in the past and about the groups of people supporting him. His opponent was getting support from groups of Mid-Canadians and immigrants from the northern regions of Asia. Did any residents of the Pacific Northwest really want these people deciding how they lived their lives? If they came here, shouldn’t they live the way the people here had always lived? If they wanted their own way, let them stay where they were. Why was his opponent bringing foreigners into their region? The crowd started grumbling.

Then Caryl heard and felt the low vibrations as the crowd started to become angry. Randason was once again referring to his opponent’s mistakes and the audience was being pulled into the argument. She knew that this was what she was here to find. She turned and walked quickly toward the outer doors.

“Stop her!” Danil yelled. “She’s a spy!”

Several people lunged for her but she sidestepped them. Then someone quickly tackled her and took her to the ground.

“Get her to her feet,” Danil ordered. “And take her backstage where she won’t be able to talk to anyone.”

Two men grabbed Caryl and held her arms. She couldn’t reach the button on her belt. With the two men gripping her arms, she was taken backstage where another young woman stood.

“Are you here to stop us?” Janny asked.

“Not at all. I just wanted to hear the speaker,” Caryl feigned innocence.

“You can hear him from back here,” one of the men who held her said.

“Why did you want to hear him?” Janny asked.

“I’m hoping to vote in this election and I wanted to hear who was running.

Janny looked at the two men.

“That seems innocuous. Get her a chair,” she ordered and then she turned back to Caryl. “Maybe Mr. Randason will be able to talk with you afterwards.”

“That will be wonderful. I’d really like that but it makes me nervous.” Caryl tried to look impressed.

One of the men brought a chair or her. As she sat down the headphones fell from her pocket, showing they weren’t attached to anything.

Just as quickly, she pressed the button on her belt to alert Jayanta and the others.

“She is a spy,” one of the men gasped. “Danil was right.”

Security suddenly banged on the heavy outer doors, which burst open. They ran into the auditorium. Within moments, the entire audience was in a melee. Chairs were thrown and fistfights were starting, but the security patrols were better organized, and soon the entire audience and stage crew were in custody. Tempers still flared and everyone was on edge.

Backstage was pandemonium as all the workers tried to get away from the security officers. Some of Ramona’s patrols were already at the back doors and stopping people trying to exit.

“Wait!” Caryl said as she tried to stop someone.

The man whose jacket she’d grabbed turned and pushed her to the floor. She lay there, watching everyone panic.

“Caryl! Caryl,” she heard through her collar button. Someone was looking for her. It sounded like Jayanta.

“Jayanta! I’m backstage! Everyone’s getting away!” she yelled into the comm-link that was taped under the cuff of her shirt. She had to be loud to be heard over the din. She got to her feet.

“What happened?” Jayanta asked as she ran up to Caryl.

“Danil was here.” She looked around. “You’ve got to find him. He knows what’s going on. And we’ve got to stop the sounds. That’s what’s making everyone angry!”

Jayanta grabbed Caryl’s hand and ran back into the auditorium.

“Captain! I want an explanation!” Randason was yelling at Ramona.

“I’ll let you know as soon as I understand it,” Ramona answered. “Caryl, what did you see?

Caryl called. “Stop the sounds, the music. That’s what’s driving people crazy!”

Ramona beckoned to two of her officers. She explained about the sounds and they loped off to find the disc players.

“That’s preposterous,” Randason exclaimed. “I’ll have your badge for this debacle.”

“If it turns out to be false,” Ramona answered, “I’ll gladly give it to you. Who else is backstage?”

“I’m not sure,” Caryl answered. “But Danil called for Engalla.”

“Find her. And Danil.” Ramona ordered the other security officers. “Where did the boy go?”

Caryl looked around. Danil was nowhere in sight.

“Where’s Engalla?” Ramona asked looking straight into Randason’s eyes.

“I have no idea,” Randason answered. “She’s just someone Danil hired. The boy is supposed to do sound and lights for my campaign.”

“Why do I not believe you?” Jayanta asked, stepping forward.

Randason harrumphed and walked back toward the stage.

“Don’t leave, Mr. Randason, until we get to the bottom of this,” Ramona called after him.

Randason turned back to her with his fists on his hips. “Then you’d better get it cleared up right away.”

Two officers entered leading Danil. “Is this the boy?”

“Boy?” Danil exclaimed in a rage.

“Yes, that’s him,” Caryl answered.

“We found him outside, racing after a transport that drove off without him.”

“Who was in the transport, Danil?” Ramona asked.

Danil looked away, intent on not answering.

“Whoever was in that transport left you holding the bag,” Ramona reminded him. “If you answer my questions, I may be able to tell the magistrate that you were helpful.”

Danil frowned.

“Where is Engalla?”

“She’ll kill me.” Danil looked up at her with fear in his eyes.

“Where is Engalla?” Ramona repeated.

Danil looked around. The Security, the crew, the crowd were all looking at him. He feared for his life.

“She was backstage. Randason hired her to start riots.”

“He’s a liar!” Randason exploded. “I’ll have my attorney sue you for slander!”

“He’s been the one paying for all the discs to be made. He’s one of the ones that wanted the riots,” Danil insisted.

“I’ll have your head, boy,” Randason growled.

“You’re making a lot of threats, Mr. Randason. We’ll get this straightened out.” Ramona looked over at Randason.

“Where’s my sister?” Jayanta asked him.

“Who the hell is your sister?” Randason growled.

“Dr. Kailyn DeKendran,” Jayanta answered. “I’m sure you know her. All your discs have her signature on them.”

“I have no idea who she is.” Randason frowned.

“Yes, you do.” Janny stepped forward. If Danil was going to get away with something, she would too. “I was there when Engalla introduced her to you.”

“I can’t remember everyone I’m introduced to,” he groused. “Do you realize how many people I’m introduced to every single day? I’ve probably shook hands with a third of the population.”

“I’m surprised you wouldn’t remember someone who’s doing so much work for you,” Jayanta snarled at him.

“Do you realize how enormous my work force is?” he threw back at her.

“And how many acoustic manipulators are in that crew of yours, Mr. Randason?”

Randason turned away.

“Where does this Doctor Ruth live?”

No one offered to answer. They just stood there.

“I’ll show you. She lives in the Everett area. It’s kind of hard to find.” Janny finally answered Ramona.

“What else do you know?” Ramona asked Danil.

Danil weighed his options, but Janny spoke before he could.

“Engalla drugged Dr. DeKendran, then psy-manipulated her. She didn’t know what she was doing.”

“Bradson, you and a patrol stay with Mr. Randason right here until we get this straightened out,” Ramona told one of her officers. Then she turned to another of her lieutenants. “Take the entire pool of volunteers to the station and get statements from them and have them questioned. Get names and addresses from everyone. Separate them into floor volunteers and backstage crew. You can release any first-time floor volunteers. Detain any who have been working with this group before tonight. Do not book them until I review what’s been happening.”

Then she looked around at the rest of the patrols.

“The rest of you, follow me.” She turned to Janny and took hold of her arm. “Show me where Engalla lives.”


Chapter 28

Engalla walked quickly into the living room when the lift door opened.

“Sweetheart!” she called as she put her case down on her desk. “I’ve got a big surprise for you!”

“What?” Kai asked as she came down the stairs from the sleeping loft.

“Randason was so pleased with the discs that he gave us a bonus and we’re going on vacation!”

“When?” Kai asked.

“Right now. Right this minute!” Engalla had to get out of here before someone found where she lived. If they arrested Danil or Janny and one of them talked, the authorities would probably be on the way right now. “Don’t even bother to pack. We have enough credit to buy anything we want.”

“Engalla, I can’t,” Kai started.

“What do you mean?” Engalla looked at her warily.

“I’ve been thinking about this all day and it doesn’t feel right.” Kai sank down onto the bench in front of the crystal table. She’d had the feeling there was someone else, that this situation wasn’t right. A familiar face, at least it felt familiar, passed through her mind. Rhy…Rhyan…and then it all disappeared.

“We can talk about it this weekend. We’ll have all the time in the world. Now let’s get going.”

“Why are we in such a rush?” Kai asked. “Do we have to leave right this minute?”

“If we don’t leave right now we won’t get to the air station in time to catch the last shuttle,” Engalla insisted.

“No. Let’s go in the morning.” Did she really want to go away with Engalla?

“I’m leaving now,” Engalla insisted. “Are you coming with me or not?”

“No. I have the feeling I have to be somewhere else.” She walked over to the wall and pushed the button to make the wall transparent.

“You’re coming with me,” Engalla decided, “and I’m leaving right this minute.”

“No.” It was the first time she’d resisted Engalla’s decisions.

“Damn you. I should never have come back for you. But now, I won’t leave you behind. I will destroy you first,” Engalla sneered. Her temper was out of control. She had never been challenged like this before. She held her hand out toward Kai and concentrated her energy toward her.

Kai fell forward against the window; her head feeling like it was on fire. The pain tore into her, making it too hard to stand up, too hard to breathe, too hard to think.

The crystal table began to glow a deep red. Within the minute, it pulsed violently, throwing sparks of purple and blue in many directions.

Kai put her hand out to shield her eyes from the table. She also had to shield herself from Engalla. She turned her back to the table and stared out the window, trying to concentrate to block Engalla. Then she saw the crowd outside the building. The street below was filled with flashing lights and security vehicles.

Kai whirled around to look at Engalla

“There’s something wrong, isn’t there? The Security Patrols are looking for you.”

Engalla streaked to the window and looked down. She saw patrol lights flashing and security swarming toward the building.

“It’s your fault!” she screamed. “You’ll pay for this. I have stronger powers than you. Do not try to resist me.”

She threw her power against Kai.

I can fight this, Kai told herself. What am I not remembering?

It was so hard to think! Her head hurt so much! What was she forgetting? It had something to do with that damned table. She was sure of it. Did Engalla have all the power?

That was it! Power!

“No!” she insisted, as she delved deep into her reserves and met Engalla’s power with her own.

The air between them flashed violently with an electric force, pushing them several feet apart.

* * * *

Jayanta rushed into the building as soon as the heavy wooden door was broken though. Caryl and Janny were at her heels. Janny threw open the studio door but there was no one inside They flew up the stairs. The second floor only offered two doors—one leading to a big empty room with chairs strewn around, and the second door was locked. They raced up the next flight and opened the only door just as the lift opened and Ramona and several guards emerged. Every person in both groups froze immediately.

The scene there stopped them all. Kai stood staring at Engalla, her eyes wide and angry. Engalla stared back. The rigidness in their stances showed how tense their beings were. Their eyes were locked in combat.

The crystal table glowed brightly. A harsh buzzing sound stopped everyone. The guards and women each tried to cover their ears to block the sound. It felt like their whole beings were being lifted up and they each feared that they’d fall back to the floor with a dangerous thud.

“I will destroy them, just as I’m going to destroy you.” Engalla spoke directly into Kai’s mind.

“That is your sister?” Engalla asked, reading from Kai’s mind. “Then I will destroy her first, right after I finish with you.”

Kai held out her hand, her neck and face tense, and whispered intensely, “No!”

“Get everyone out,” Kai mind-spoke to Rhya and Caryl.

“I can help you,” Caryl answered aloud.

Kai shook her head. She was beginning to weaken, but was sure that no one else here could compete with Engalla.

Engalla let her concentration slip slightly when she heard Caryl’s voice. “No.” She swore vehemently.

She turned her attention fully on Kai as they both braced themselves for the aural onslaught. One could almost see the streams of power going between them, clashing violently as the streams met.

Back and forth the powers flowed, emitting a shower of bright white sparks where they met midway. The sparks showered over both the women as they stood frozen in time.

“You cannot win,” Engalla sneered through Kai’s mind.

“Kai will not lose,” was the response they both heard.

Both women added more and more force to their struggle. Kai finding more and more power. Was someone helping her? Engalla was fighting desperately against a higher force. The sparks got brighter and brighter then whiter and whiter. The table began to quake as well. It vibrated violently.

Time after time, sparks flew around the room. Everyone was frozen in place, afraid to move, afraid they’d disrupt the struggle in front of them.

Then, with a blinding explosion, the room was plunged into darkness. Engalla’s scream was the last sound that was heard.

Everyone immediately stopped stock still. There were a few gasps from the troops getting off the lift.

The room slowly began to clear. The dark smoky window faded back to transparent, allowing the lights from outside to shine into the room.

The table lay on the floor, cracked in two, and the amethyst geode was scattered into thousands of tiny fragments. The solid amethyst crystal had broken into shards no larger than a centimeter thick. It almost looked like a pile of talcum.

Beside the table lay Engalla, sprawled face up. Kailyn stood beside what had been the table, her eyes fixed on the shattered gem.

Jayanta slowly approached Engalla’s body. The eyes stared up at the ceiling in an unearthly gaze. Her face and parts of her scalp were disfigured and were bluish. Her skull had imploded into her brain and blood now gathered in pools beneath her flesh where bone fragments had torn into the tissue. Death had been instantaneous.

A loud cry sounded and Jayanta turned to see Rhya and Caryl lowering Kai’s limp body to the floor. Whatever had held her upright after the explosion had dissolved. At Rhya’s touch on her shoulder, she had crumpled and would have fallen to the floor if Caryl and Rhya had not caught her.

Rhya held Kai gently in her arms, searching with her psi power for that spark of light that signaled awareness.

“Is she…?” Jayanta could not complete the sentence as she knelt down beside the two women.

“She still lives.” Rhya felt Kai’s throat. “Barely.”

“Her psyche is deep within her,” Caryl whispered as she knelt beside Rhya.

Tears ran down Rhya’s face as she cradled her wife close.

“Is she all right?” Ramona asked softly as she stood behind Caryl.

Jayanta shook her head slowly from side to side.

“She’s locked deep inside herself,” Caryl told them. “It’s like her psyche snapped back when the table exploded. I cannot reach her that deeply. How is the other woman?”

Ramona looked at the body on the floor. One of her medics was bending over Engalla. Blood was now pouring out her ears and eyes. He looked up at Ramona and shook his head.

“She’s gone.” Jayanta sighed.

Ramona looked at the pile of shards from the table. Her gaze showed that she couldn’t understand how this had that happened.

“What can we do for Kai?” she asked, turning her attention back to Caryl and Rhya.

“She needs to be brought to a Hogann.” The voice of an old woman came out of nowhere.

“Grandmother?” Jayanta looked up in surprise. She asked in wonder.

“It is only at a Hogann that she can be healed.” The voice was soft and gentle. “The Goddess Mother will be there and has a message for her. Take her to a near one.”

Everyone looked around but there was no sign of the old woman.

“Yes, Grandmother, we will take her to the Hogann in my village, the North Pacific Hogann. It isn’t far.” Caryl’s eyes closed as a look of serenity and wonder came over her face.

A small aura appeared over Kai as if inspecting her. It had a light greenish coloring.

“The Goddess Mother has a message for you, too, child,” the voice said to Caryl. “Go with her.”

Satisfied that the work would be done, the aura disappeared.

Jayanta looked over at Caryl. “Did you see Grandmother?”

“No,” Caryl shook her head. “But I felt her and I heard her. She just wanted to make sure Kai was taken care of. She was so loving and gentle.”

She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. Caryl could still feel the vestiges of the hypnosis-block lingering at the edges of Kai’s mind.

“And no,” Caryl said to Ramona, “Kai did not do these discs of her own volition. That other woman drugged and manipulated her psyche. I’m not sure what the table had to do with it but all the power in the room originated in it.”

“Then the power has been destroyed,” Ramona stated.

“No. It has been redistributed,” Caryl said, not knowing were her surety came from. Her face shown with a warm glow.

Rhya looked up at her as she cuddled Kai closer. “You have it,” she told Caryl firmly.

“Some of it,” was Caryl’s answer. Then she closed her eyes and sighed. “Most of it. Kai has the rest.”

Rhya looked at Caryl whose face was glowing brightly now. Then she took hold of Kai’s wrist. The heat coming from beneath the wide bandage nearly burned her hand as she touched it. It would need healing as soon as Kai’s mind was restored.

“What do you need to get her to the Hogann?” Ramona asked.

Rhya and Jayanta both looked at Caryl.

“A medipod will get us most of the way but we’ll need a hoversled or horses to get her into the valley.”

“All right. I’ll have them to you later tonight.” Ramona walked over to give her troops instructions.

“Good. We can get her there by first light. I’ll send word so they’ll be expecting us.”

“Is there anything we can do to help you?” Rhya asked Caryl. She still held Kai in her arms.

“We just need to keep Kai warm and comfortable.”

“Will she be all right?” Jayanta asked fearfully.

“I hope so,” Rhya murmured.

“Yes, she will,” Caryl answered, again not knowing how she knew. “They’ll know what to do by the time we get there. Your grandmother will see to it.”

Everyone around her felt the serenity and peace that emanated from Caryl. No one questioned anything she said. No one ever would.


Chapter 29

As the medipod rounded the top of the chasm, three young women approached.

“Shaymana sent us to help you,” they told Caryl.

“Thank you,” Caryl responded. She then turned and introduced them to Jayanta and Rhya.

“Are you Shaymana?” they asked, bowing to Rhya and Jayanta.

“I’m not but these two are,” Jayanta answered.

“Are you Shaymana now, too?” one asked Caryl with a look of wonder.

“Almost. She’ll be one soon,” Rhya answered for her. “A very strong Shaymana.”

The three women bowed to Caryl, and then took the hoversled containing Kai to take her into the valley. When Caryl had contacted the Hogann the night before, it was decided that sure-footed women would be easier than horses to get them into the valley from the west side.

The rest of the security contingent that had brought them this far settled around the medipod waiting to take them back to the city.

The women started to walk down the steep narrow steps leading to the valley. They were very stable and secure and the women made sure that Kai was not jostled or tipped.

“You shouldn’t have told them that,” Caryl whispered to Rhya as they followed the carriers. “They’ve been here longer than I have.”

“But it’s the truth,” Rhya told her. “You will be a powerful Shaymana”

“Thank you,” Caryl said softly, embarrassed. They continued to follow the young women down the steep path toward the Hogann.

When Rhya, Caryl, and Jayanta arrived in the valley, an older woman, Shaymana Lynne, the Head of this Hogann, and Leader of twenty-three combined Hoganns, met them. She hugged Caryl and bowed to Rhyannon and Jayanta.

Caryl introduced them all.

“Welcome, Sister Shaymana and Sister Patternista,” Lynne greeted them. “Please join us in the sweat lodge; I have had Shaymana Kai taken there already.”

She guided them into the hot, steamy, low-ceilinged room where they all sank to the floor. The walls of the lodge were thick skins of animal totems of the Hogann. Even the feathers of some of the totem birds and shells of some of the totem amphibians were hung around the room. Two young novices sat beside the rocks, blowing mist over the rocks from time to time to keep the steam circulating around the room.

The stretcher on which Kai lay was at the center of the room, in front of the steaming rocks.

Shaymana Lynne sat at the front of the group of women and began a soft chant. All of the members of that Hogann had come together to aid in this healing ritual. Soon, all had joined in.

“Blessed Mother, Goddess of us all,” Lynne began above the chant. “We come here today to ask you to look favorably on your servant, Kailyn. Her mind has been blown deep within itself and only you can reach that far to retrieve it. Shaymana Kailyn has always been in your service and we all grieve to see her as she is now. We implore you to help her return to our realm so she can continue to teach your children the ways you prefer. Please heal her magnificent mind so we can all learn from you through her.” Lynne took a very deep breath as the chanting continued. “Who will speak for this daughter?” she asked.

“I will,” Rhya volunteered.

“Begin,” the elder ordered.

The chanting continued.

“Goddess Mother, your daughter, Kailyn, has spent the past several days under the influence of a very evil woman. As you foretold many moontides ago, she was beneath the clouds and could not see the light. Your servant, Kailyn, knew of this prophecy but also knew it was your plan that she must follow. Because she follows only you, she did not hide from her destiny,” Rhya said, her voice shaky but insistent. “She walked forward, even though she didn’t know where she was or where she was being led. She did everything she could to get out from under that woman’s influence, as I’m sure you know. She broke the power of that person and had her mind buried deeply within her head as a result. She did it all in your name and so we ask, Goddess Mother, please heal her mind and bring her back safely to us.”

Several women began chanting bit louder.

“Goddess Mother,” Caryl continued, “Your daughter has saved many of us from being hurt. She put herself in harm’s way and used all the force that you allotted her to save us all. The battle she fought in your name amazed us as none of us had ever witnessed such power. We know it was used in Your name. We pray that You let her be healed.”

“Goddess Mother,” Jayanta began, “My sister has always walked in the way you want. She taught what each of us needed to know so that we could serve you. Please heal her mind.”

“Please heal her mind, Goddess Mother. Please heal her mind.” This became the chant and all the women in the lodge joined in.

One by one, the women around the circle added their thoughts to the prayers. The chanting continued until a warm glow was seen around Kai.

Several gasped and the chanting died as the women saw the glow grow brighter and brighter. Silence stretched into the lodge.

An even brighter glow started over the steaming rocks behind Kai.

“She will be healed,” said a voice. “There is still much that she will do.”

A transparent vision appeared behind Kai. The women watched in awe as the beautiful vision of an old crone, dressed in a diaphanous blue gown, blew smoke across Kai’s face. The room seemed to grow in size until it was several times larger.

“The Goddess Mother!” someone gasped.

The apparition continued blowing the smoke over Kai and over the entire assembly until she was satisfied. Then she turned and looked around the room. Most bowed their heads down in reverence.

“This woman, My Daughter, is healed as there is so much that she is destined to do. She will point the way through forests of darkness and will show her sisters the path to tomorrow. Hear her words, not just because she is my daughter but because she is your greatest sister.”

Then she looked around until she seemed to see what she was looking for.

“And you, my young daughter,” the vision gestured to Caryl, “will be at her side. Follow her teachings. She may not make the entire journey, but you will and will take her knowledge to future generations.”

All eyes in the lodge were focused on Caryl.

“Stay at her side. She has much to teach you. You are her true daughter as she is my true daughter. Others will need your strength. Peace lift you.”

“Goddess Mother,” Caryl wailed. “I do not understand.”

But the vision had turned and was now focused on Jayanta.

“And you, sister of my daughter, will have the hardest task. You will guide them all through hard times but will find the right paths for them to tread. You will both follow and lead. Whether you feel you can do this or not, you will complete both tasks. And even if you lose faith in yourself and feel you cannot continue, remember that the world will go as it pleases and not as you wish. Gird yourself, second daughter of my servant, Kendran, with the knowledge and strength your sister and mother have shared with you. Remember the faith given to you by your grandmother and prepare yourself: you are greatly needed.”

The image flared, then faded.

“Hear her words, daughters,” a voice spoke from nowhere. “She is wisdom incarnate.”

Everyone looked around.

“Grandmother?” Jayanta gasped, recognizing the old woman’s voice.

“You must guide them all, granddaughter Jayanta,” the voice continued. “Your task will be hardest. As the Great Mother just told; the world will go as it pleases, not as we wish. You must follow and lead.”

Tears streamed down Jayanta’s face.

“Me, Grandmother?” she whispered.

“This is your greatest calling.”

The fire suddenly flared and then died down. The women sat there trying to interpret what they had just seen and experienced. There was mumbling around the room as they tried to discuss what they had heard.

After a few minutes, a soft moan was heard from the fireside.

Slowly, Kai reached up and wiped her aching head.

“Kailyn,” Rhya exclaimed as she quickly crept forward to sit beside Kai. She took Kai’s hand between hers and kissed it.

“She’s been healed,” someone gasped.

“She’s still weak,” Rhya told them as Kai opened her eyes and stared up at Rhya.

“What…?” she started. “Where…?”

“Shh…” Rhya crooned to her. “It’ll be all right.”

“My head…” Kai whispered and she grasped her temples.

“The pain will fade soon. Relax. You’ve had a hard experience with the Goddess Mother.”

“Where are we? What has happened?” She looked around fearfully. “Where is Engalla? She was trying to destroy me, destroy us.”

“She is gone, Negra. The Goddess Mother sent her away.” Rhya held her tightly. “You will not need to worry about her ever again.

Kai seemed to relax under Rhya’s words. Her head still throbbed but she let herself settle into Rhya’s aura. Rhya bent down to place a gentle kiss on Kai’s lips.

“Bring her out into the sun,” Shaymana Lynne suggested. “That will help.” She sent one of the novices to make a cup of healing tea to soothe Kai’s headache.

Two of the young women who had carried her into the lodge helped Kai to her feet. Her legs were still wobbly and her balance not quite right. They let her lean on them as they helped her exit the sweat lodge. Everyone followed them out.

Kai shivered as the feeling of the cool day met her. An elder draped a blanket across her shoulders. Rhya wrapped it tightly around her.

“Where are we?” Kai asked, looking around.

“We are at the Hogann in my village,” Caryl answered. “Do you remember anything that happened?”

Rhya helped her sit down. When she was settled, Rhya sat close and held her in her arms.

“Engalla made me help her.” Kai began.

“It’s over,” Rhya told her softly.

“She’s really gone?” Kai asked, looking around.

“The Goddess Mother has sent her away,” Jayanta told her.

“Yes, my love,” Rhya assured Kai. “Forever and ever.”

Kai rubbed her brow, trying to clear her mind.

The women gathered around, some sitting, others standing.

“Caryl saved your life,” Rhya told her. “She acted as a Shaymana.”

“Caryl? I thought I felt someone. I didn’t know the identity. It was new to me,” Kai whispered in amazement. She looked at Caryl with eyes wide. “I didn’t think there was anyone there who could help me.”

“Yes, Shaymana,” Caryl smiled. “It just came to me because you needed it. I didn’t know I could do it.”

“She has done a lot of miraculous things this week, and she has been searching for you with me and Jayanta.”

Kai reached out and hugged Caryl to her.

“You will be a Shaymana?” Kai smiled.

“A very strong Shaymana,” Rhya added. “One day she’ll be more powerful than you.”

“But I will always be your student,” Caryl whispered as she bowed her head.

“Did something happen here?” Kai asked, looking around in confusion.

“The Goddess Mother was here,” Rhya told her. “She healed you.”

“I do not understand.” Kai wiped her face with both hands.

“Shaymana Kailyn,” Shaymana Lynne said as she hunkered down in front of Kai and handed Kai a cup of tea to soothe her headache.

“Thank you, Shaymana Lynne. I’m not certain what happened here, but I thank you for your hospitality.”

Lynne took Kai’s free hand between hers.

“The Goddess Mother has blessed you…and us, with her presence. We are honored by her, and by her daughter.”

“Her daughter?” Kai asked, looking around.

“Yes,” Lynne nodded. “You. She told us that you are her true daughter as Caryl is yours. We are privileged to have you here. You have been blessed by the Goddess Mother.”

Kai’s expression told everyone she had no idea what had happened.

“We will tell her everything that happened,” Jayanta told the elder.

“We will let you rest from your ordeal.” Lynne clasped Kai’s hand tightly. Then she looked at Rhya and Jayanta. “The drivers who brought you here are still waiting up above. Do you want to stay here for the night and let Kailyn rest? I can send them home and ask them to come back for you tomorrow. If you want to leave today, I’ll have food sent to them while they wait.”

Rhya looked at her sister-in-law.

“Kai needs to rest, and I know of no better place than here. If you don’t mind four extras tonight, Shaymana Lynne, it would be good to stay here,” Jayanta decided.

Shaymana Lynne looked up at one of the novices and nodded. The young girl loped off toward the steep stairs to tell the medipod drivers to come back tomorrow.

“We will be honored to have you as our guests,” Lynne said with a smile. “Tonight will be festive. My sisters have been waiting for a chance to have a feast. The cabin at the end of that row is always ready for guests. I’ll see that there are accommodations for four. Anything you need, please just tell one of our novices and they will provide it for you. I know that breakfast is being prepared at the moment, so I will see you in the lodge when you are ready to eat. Welcome to our Hogann.” She then rose and turned to walk away.

The women around them whispered their prayers and slowly drifted away to attend to their chores before breakfast.

“I still do not understand most of this,” Kai said to Rhya.

Rhya held her close as she, Jayanta, and Caryl told her everything that had happened.

“I’m not sure what Engalla did to me but you three saved me and I’m grateful. Thank you. I love each of you,” Kai whispered. Her smile warmed them as she settled into Rhya’s strong, loving arms.

 

THE END
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