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Chapter 1
Lyle looked out the window again and she still wasn't moving. He dialed the phone,
the three little buttons were surprisingly hard to push with his hands shaking so bad.
He'd never done this before.
"911, where's the emergency?"
"Uh, hello. Crestwood Heights Apartments. There's this lady. Uhm, she's slumped
over her table and it doesn't look like she's moving and..."
"Okay, where is she, sir?"
"Across the courtyard, I mean our apartments face each other. I can see her through
her window and her head is on the table and I didn't see her this morning but I don't
think she's asleep and…"
"Sir, take a deep breath. I need you to slow down a little bit, okay? Now, how long
has it been since she moved?"
"Ten minutes I think? I noticed when I got home. She usually has her curtains closed
and..."
"Okay sir, just stay calm for me. Help is on the way."
…
An ambulance followed the police car into the apartment parking lot. This was a
quiet neighborhood and soon the surrounding windows were full of people drawn by
the flashing lights. The police officers got out, a young looking officer and a middle
aged sergeant. They watched the paramedics fuss with the stretcher for a second
before the sergeant looked at the rookie and nodded to the apartment lobby. The
paramedics could catch up.
The manager was waiting for them and they followed him up to the apartment.

"Her name is Barbara Louis," he said in the elevator.
The sergeant nodded. "Anyone live with her or visit?"
"She lived alone. I don’t think anyone visited, she kept herself to herself. Seemed nice
though."
They stopped outside of apartment 302 and the junior officer knocked on the door.
"Police, Ms. Louis, everything okay?"
There was no answer and the sergeant motioned for the manager to unlock the door.
The TV was on and woman was face down on the table, her arms hanging at her sides.
At least she wasn't ripe. It hadn't been long, the sergeant figured. From the bowl of
cereal that had been knocked over, probably this morning.
"Andy, take a look around," he told his rookie and began taking notes in a small
spiral notebook.
The paramedics finally showed up and the sergeant watched as they moved her to
the stretcher; there weren't any wounds visible. "See anything?"
One of them shrugged. "Nope. Just looks old, y'know?"
"Yeah, thanks."
"Lots of meds in the bathroom, sarge. Looks like blood pressure stuff," Andy called.
"Okay, I'll take a look." The sergeant went to the door where the manager was
waiting. "Sir, do you know if she had any family or friends?"
"I checked before you got here officer, she didn't have anyone listed on her lease."
"Okay, we'll take a look in here. Andy, start looking for a next of kin."
The sergeant was an eighteen year veteran, he'd done this before but figured there
wasn't much chance with this one. There weren't any pictures of family or even any art
on the bare walls.
"What did he say her name was?" Andy said from the living room.
"Barbra Louis."

"Then who is Genevieve Rosseau? Or Karen Wilson?"
The sergeant walked into the living room where Andy had been looking through the
desk drawers.
"What are you talking about?"
"There's a bunch of passports here, sarge. Same woman but they all have different
names."
"You yanking my chain?"
Andy held up a stack of little books in different colors.
The sergeant sighed. "You notice how nothing can ever be simple? Leave those on
the desk and start taking notes for your report. Good catch but don't touch anything
else. I'm calling the lieutenant."
An hour later, a cheerful looking bald man in a rumpled gray suit got off the elevator
and tapped on the door of 302. The young patrol officer opened the door and the man
held up his ID. The kid let him through and he looked around as he walked through
the apartment. It was a nice place, generic but comfortable.
A thin man in need of a haircut was talking to the sergeant in the living room when
the agent walked in.
"Well, howdy Detective Nance."
"Howdy yourself, Agent Bates. I figured we'd be seeing the Bureau today."
"That many fake passports is the most interesting thing I've seen in months. And in
Waxahachie no less. Get anywhere on her identity yet?"
"Nada. Fingerprints got sent to your guys a while ago. There's a driver's license that
matches the name on the lease and her car registration but nothing else. They're
checking the rest of the place out now."
The agent looked through the passports, now each sealed in its own bag. "Hey, these
are really nice work. See the wear and creasing on them? They look kinda beat up?
That's professional work, pretty pricey. Take a look here…"

He was showing the sergeant and detective the finer points of counterfeit passports
when an evidence tech came out of the bedroom.
"Detective, I think you'd better come take a look at this."
"Bates followed Nance to the bedroom. There was a piece of drywall on the floor and
the tech was shining a flashlight in the hole. "It fell out of the wall when I moved a
picture. There's a bunch of stuff in here."
The detective looked at the FBI agent. "Feds taking the case over?"
"I think the bosses are probably arguing about it right now. Let's at least see what
Mr. Martinez found before one of us gets kicked out of here."
There were metal cases hidden in the wall and the three men pulled them out and set
them carefully on the bed.
"Well, she wasn't planning to get her deposit back tearing up the place like that,"
Detective Nance said. "Let's start with that little one."
The tech examined the box carefully before opening it. There was another passport
and some identification cards bound together with a rubber band.
"Christ, how many names did she need?" Nance said.
Agent Bates pulled on gloves and motioned for Martinez to hand him the bundle
and he slid the passport out and flipped through it. "Looks like we can add Nina
Jenkins to the list. But I'll bet that's our mystery woman's real name, being hidden
away like this. Same name is on all the rest of this stuff. Let's take a look in the other
boxes."
Detective Nance nodded to the evidence tech and he opened the next one.
"What the hell is that?"
"That's a gun Martinez, sheesh. Didn't they teach you anything in school?"
"I was supposed to go to a school?"
"Funny. Specifically, it's a Steyr AUG," Agent Bates said. "I've only seen pictures of
them. And three full magazines. You think she had a license for this?"

"Sure, probably in three different names," Nance said. "What's behind door number
three?"
"Too small for rocket launchers at least," Martinez said, opening the next lid. There
were two pistols set into cutouts surrounded by magazines and boxes of ammo. And
there was an empty cavity for a third pistol.
"Are those fucking silencers?" Nance rubbed his face. "You've gotta be kidding me."
Bates used his pen to lift a black cylinder halfway out and nodded. "Silencers. None
of this stuff is budget. I've never seen that make of pistol before but it looks pricey. The
other one is a Remington R1. The missing gun is probably in the apartment
somewhere, Ms. Louis is getting interesting. Okay Mr. Martinez, what do we have in
the next one?"
The technician opened the lid and whistled.
Bates looked over his shoulder. "Full of cash. Of course it is, I think I would've been
disappointed otherwise."
"Always on a goddamned Friday." Nance said. "My kid's got a game tonight too,"
"Okay, one more. Anyone want to guess?"
"Too light for gold. I call heroin," Martinez said. "Agent Bates?"
"Uhm, exotic porn. What do you think Nance?"
"Her collection of Beanie Babies. Go ahead and open it."
There was a laptop and several hard drives in the foam.
"Bingo," Nance said.
"I think there's something else under it," Martinez said, reaching down.
"Don't touch it," Bates said quickly. "Let's close these up."
Nance looked at him curiously. "What's up?"
"She's got high end hardware and a lot of money sitting here. Whatever she was, it
wasn't an amateur. Mr. Martinez's powers of observation aside, this stuff was not
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hidden by a pro. And why were the passports so easy to find? I got a bad feeling
we're looking at bait. These boxes need to go to EOD no matter who takes custody."
Nance checked his phone. "My captain says it's your problem, sorry about your
weekend."
"What's this 'weekend' word mean? I better start making some calls."
…
Two hours later Detective Nance was sitting next to his wife at a Little League game.
His youngest was on strike two when he got a text from Bates:
Four pounds of semtex wrapped in ball bearings under the laptop. You owe me a
beer.
Nance deleted the text and put his arm around his wife. She smiled and leaned
against him. They watched as Jacob swung wildly at a pitch and struck out.
No, I owe you a goddamned keg, Nance thought.

Chapter 2
It was midmorning in northwestern New Mexico. In a small office, a man was just
sitting down with his second cup of coffee when one of his techs came in.
"Hey Jeff. I just got a heads-up from one of our friends with the feds. They found
Nina Jenkins dead."
"The Nina Jenkins? Do we know who finally found her?"
"There's an autopsy scheduled but he said it looked like natural causes. He included
a list of names she might have used."
Jeff turned around and opened a browser his computer. "That's like hearing the devil
died in his sleep. Let's take a look at these names."

Twenty minutes later he was walking quickly to the boss's office. Her assistant Lily
was at the desk waiting for him.
"Hi Jeff, it'll be a few minutes until she's free. I don't think you've met Ulan before?"
"I've heard the name certainly. Nice to meet you, sir."
"Hello Jeff. Lily said you found something urgent?"
"They found Nina Jenkins dead in Waxahachie."
"What is that? An animal?"
Lily smiled. "It's a place in Texas, Ulan. Let's hear what you have, Jeff."
"We started looking for activity on Jenkins' aliases. Most look inactive, but a couple
were used. I think one of them might be a link to the kid."
"Okay, stop there."
Lily picked up the phone and pushed a button. "I apologize for the interruption but
there's some information she needs to hear…no, Mirjam, right now."
…
In Central West Virginia was a small town called Watson's Hole. In the hills above
the town was a hollow with several houses set back against the trees. The open spaces
around the houses were fenced off and held a variety of animals. The rest of the yard
was full of broken down and rusting farm equipment and vehicles. In one of the
houses, an old woman pointed a bony finger at Theo.
"Because you shall purge the evil from your midst; and all Israel will hear, and be
afraid!" she shrieked. "That's what you need to know. Ask me anything more and your
backside will regret it!"
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Her husband, Elmer, looked up from his huge plate of food. "Mildred, he needs to
get to school. Junior, you ready?"
Elmer junior was taller and wider than Theo and a year younger. He looked like
Elmer because he was their real son. Theo didn't have a real family and Junior made

sure he never forgot it. They didn't know anything about his family except they were
sinners who died and went to hell. He'd wondered more and more about them for the
last couple of years and it had turned into a constant mental itch in the back of his
head.
He'd asked twice about his family. The first time, Sister Mildred had answered his
questions with quotes from the Bible that didn't make any sense and then she had
whipped the backs of his legs with a willow switch. The second time she had decided
that he was blaspheming. That time there wasn't a willow switch, it was Brother Elmer
and his wide leather belt. He was as tall as Junior and nearly round. But his work with
the belt proved there was muscle somewhere under all that fat.
Theo hadn't asked again.
But it was a valuable lesson, Theo knew to keep his insatiable curiosity quiet. Instead
he began to look for his own answers and found he could concentrate on a problem,
breaking it down into pieces to solve it. He'd figured everyone could do it, but when it
had come time for algebra in school he saw the other kids struggling with really easy
problems. Twice Junior had run home tattling about Theo showing off and both times
he'd gotten a beating for being prideful. After the second time, Theo didn't answer
questions unless the teacher called on him. This was his last year, he was going to miss
it.
Junior (no one ever called him Elmer) shoved an entire slice of toast into his mouth.
"Yeah, let's go, stupid." He sprayed crumbs all over the table. "You're gonna make me
late again."
Junior was the one who was always running behind but pointing that out would
only get Mildred screeching at him, followed by a beating from Junior on the way to
the school. So Theo picked up his books without saying anything.
Mildred pointed to a brown paper sack on the counter with a sheet of paper
underneath. His cheese sandwich and his weekly food bill. They had started that a few
years ago and it was always seemed to be a little more than Theo was paid. Elmer
didn't seem to mind, he just added the difference to Theo's account along with a little
bit extra to "make up for all the trouble." Theo wasn't sure what the total was and he
didn't really want to know how far in the hole he was.
"Brother Hiram pays me tomorrow, I'll pay you then, Brother Elmer."
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Elmer belched and scratched his chest. "See that you do, you're eating us out of
house and home."
Junior was saying something about Theo as they drove into town but Junior was
easy to deal with. He'd inherited his father's body and his mother's brains and neither
were anything to write home about. All Theo had to do to was make an occasional
noise like he was paying attention. Junior was self-involved enough to assume
everyone was interested in whatever came out of his mouth.
One more year, Theo thought. This time next year he'd be eighteen and nobody
could stop him from leaving. He'd tried leaving a couple of times already but Brother
Jacob, the church warden and town constable, had grabbed him both times. He looked
a little like a weasel and had the same general disposition. He saw his job as the town
constable as an extension of his job at the church and somehow it meant he'd given
Theo a working over before taking him home to face another beating from Elmer's belt.
The second time he'd tried it, Theo had barely been able to walk for a week. He'd
decided against trying again, another try would probably leave him permanently
crippled. It was just a year, he could keep his head down for a year.

Chapter 3
The two men sat in a pickup truck not doing much. From the welding rig and
bumper-stickers it was pretty obvious they were miners. The truck had North Dakota
plates but that wasn't uncommon. Lots of roughnecks came east, giving up on the
collapsing Bakken oil field. There was always a chance of catching on in the Marcellus
shales but around here at least, there wasn't any work to be had. They'd spent the
morning asking but no one would even look them in the eye. One man finally
muttered that they didn't have enough work for their own people. Now they were
parked on Main in front of the Western Union office.
Soon after they'd given up looking, a rat faced man in khaki had marched up and
demanded to know what they were doing there. They'd explained their situation, they
were low on money and didn't have enough gas to make it to the next town. They were
waiting for one of their brothers to wire some money so they could move on.
He had said they could sit there for a few hours but that they'd be charged with
vagrancy if they weren't gone before dark. Then a little while later a sheriff's car
parked behind them and a heavyset man got out and walked up to the truck. The men

looked at each other but explained their problems again. Instead of another tirade the
heavyset deputy just nodded.
"This town is…well, you boys already met the constable. Whole place is like that
with strangers. If you don't get your money by dark, I'll swing back and show you a
safe place where you can park for the night."
The driver thanked him and the sheriff walked across the street to get lunch at the
diner.
"What you think of them?" Jacob Barnes said, sliding onto the stool next to him.
"They're quiet and doesn't look like they been drinking," the sheriff said, trying to
hide his dislike of Barnes. "I don't think they're gonna be a problem for you."
Barnes grunted and went to a booth where he could watch them out of the window.
The passenger got out twice while he watched and walked inside the Western Union
check cashing place. Both times he came out shaking his head. Barnes looked like he
was keeping notes and the deputy wished he'd just calm down and let them be. If
being hard up was a crime they'd have to arrest most of the county.
But he would have been surprised to hear the conversation in the truck.
"Kids are coming out of the school."
"Yep, I got the camera on the doors."

Hidden behind the grill of the old truck was a digital camera with a large zoom lens.
The video went on to a drive hidden under the seat that constantly uploaded to a
server hidden on the deepnet. They watched the take from one of the smart phones as
the images came in.
"There he is, skinny kid, curly black hair, coming out with that big bubba looking
kid. They got here together this morning too."
"Yeah, okay. Lily and Jaxon can make sure when they get these, but that's him, look
at those eyes."
"Gotta be. Shit, here comes the local yokel again."

"Afternoon officer," the first one said when the rat faced constable marched back
across the street. He was careful to keep his hands on the wheel, the constable looked
like he was itching to shoot someone. "Finally heard from my brother, dumb bastard
was in a bar. But we should be out of here pretty quick."
"Best you move on quick then," the man said. "I'm keeping a watch on y'all." He
walked off down the street, looking back at them constantly.
The passenger sighed. "Okay, that's that. I'm sending the transfer."
"Doesn't matter, we got the plates on that truck, that's what we really needed. They'll
find out where he lives."
A few minutes later the woman from Western Union waved out the window. The
passenger went and collected the money they had wired to themselves. The driver
pulled the truck around to the gas station. They were stocking up on fuel and junk
food as the sheriff pulled in.
"Thanks for your help," the driver said. "We'll head up toward PA and look there."
"Glad it worked out, you boys drive safe."
They traded waves with him as they left town. A few minutes later the passenger got
a message. "That was him, home office ran the plates and got an address."
"Then they'll be sending a crew to get some eyes on it. That rat faced bastard isn't
smart enough to be a problem and it doesn't look like that sheriff gets out of his car too
often."
"He seemed like a good enough old boy, He's just watching out for his county."
"Then he should take a closer look at that so called church that set up shop in his
little slice of heaven. That's where he should be asking some questions."
"That wouldn't be too good for his health."
"Probably true. Maybe we can help him out a little there."
On the way home from school Junior dropped Theo at the intersection and he
walked up the road to Brother Hiram's place where he'd worked since he was ten.
Brother Hiram was the Assistant Pastor at their church and wasn't too bad to work for.

He was tight-fisted, Theo was making the same now as he had when he started, but
most people were like that around here. He'd even offered Theo a place here after he
graduated, room and board included. Theo hadn't accepted but Elmer was already
talking like he had and to be honest, Theo didn't know what else he could do. No one
else in town was hiring, in some ways he was lucky to have what little he did.
Theo cut across the pasture and headed for the barn. He had to get that hay up
before it rained or there'd be hell to pay.
"Hey Theo," a teasing voice said as his eyes adjusted to the dim interior.
Hiram's daughter Julie was waiting for him again. She spent a fair amount of her
time in school staring at him and it made Theo uncomfortable, along with a few
feelings he figured had to be sinful. Around the farm she was always trying to get him
to skip out of work to take walks in the woods or "help" her up in the hay loft. He
wasn't near stupid, it was pretty obvious what she wanted. She hopped off the work
table and sauntered over to where he was hitching up the hay wagon.
"Tractor's busted. Daddy said he couldn't fix it."
"I'll see what I can do with it."
Theo had rebuilt the ancient Farmall H more times than he could remember.
"Daddy said it won't stay in gear no more."
Theo nodded and went over to take a look.
"Daddy said it had to be split to fix it, you might have to use the truck to get the hay
in."
Theo sighed. That would take forever, if he could even get the ancient truck running.
"Might be able to reach it if I drop the driveshaft." He looked it over and nodded.
That would work, but he was going to need parts…he jumped as something tickled his
ear. Julie had a long piece of grass in her hand, smiling at him.
"Don't do that. Brother Hiram say if there were any spare gears around?"
"There ain't, he told me I had to drive up to Skelton and pick some up."

Theo looked up. "Aren't you going to go?"
"He said you could ride along with me, make sure I got the right ones."
"Just have him call ahead for you, they'll give you the right ones."
Julie pouted. "You don't wanna go with me? It would be a nice drive, jes' you and
me."
Part of Theo was really tempted. She was wearing an old t-shirt that was a couple
sizes too small. It did interesting things to her chest and if Hiram saw how much leg
she was showing with those shorts there'd likely be a sermon on modesty on Sunday.
"I really need to get that hay in today. Supposed to rain tomorrow, your dad won't
thank me if it's on the ground another week."
"Theo, all you ever do is work!"
She stamped her foot and it was obvious that there wasn't anything but Julie under
that shirt. Theo looked back at the tractor figuring maybe he should just give in, life
wasn't suddenly going to get any easier after he took a job here. It might even be fun.
Then he thought about all that debt he'd run up at home, just eating the miserable food
Mildred gave him. This was a lot more than a government cheese sandwich. The debt
might not be counted in money but it would be too steep a price all the same.
"Julie, your dad is counting on me to get things taken care. I'll go along next time but
I'm responsible for things here."
"I'm responsible for things here" she said, mocking him. "Then maybe I'll take Junior.
I bet he'd like a ride with me."
The image was too horrific to even imagine, Theo was a lot less tempted than he'd
been a minute ago.
"He's probably back up to the house by now. I don't know how much he knows
about tractors though."
She stomped out of the barn and Theo got to work taking the cover off. After this
he'd get the Ford hooked up to the little trailer and at least get started. He was gonna
be here until after dark as it was.

Chapter 4
The airport in Coatzacoalcos Mexico was tiny but there was still a customs booth
since a few flights each week went north to the US. John Shepherd was called up to the
counter. He handed his passport to the customs guy and concentrated on not holding
his breath. It had always been a bad habit and a pretty obvious tell. The Mexican
customs agent studied his face and then the passport photo.
Just relax, Shep thought. It's a clean cover, no way he has any idea what you were up
to down here.
The agent asked him how long he'd been in Mexico but Shep shook his head.
"Sorry dude, no hay Español. Estupido Americana," he lied.
The customs agent laughed. "Americana? You want to say Americano, Mister
Hodges, an Americana is a woman."
Shep did his dumb surfer look for the guy. "That's why everyone is laughing at me?"
"Very possible. How long were you in Mexico?"
"Five days, I was hanging out in Acapulco after helping my buddy take some buses
to Belize."
The man nodded and typed something into a terminal.
I really hope legal didn't fuck this up, Shep though, keeping his breathing normal.
The man read something on the screen and looked up at him for a long moment.
"Enjoy your trip home," the agent finally said and pushed the passport across the
counter.
"Okay, thanks," Shep said, taking the passport and walking deeper into the airport.
All the crap I go through, you'd think some customs guy wouldn't scare me. Must be
some kind of phobia.

He stopped in the bathroom and found an empty stall. He pulled out his passport
and sat down. He opened the passport and took a bottle of eyedrops from his carry-on
and carefully squirted it over the pages inside. The paper began to dissolve and Shep
waited until nothing was left but a pulpy gray blob before dropping it in the toilet. His
boarding pass was next. Then he took his laptop out and pried off the back, revealing
another set of identification with a new boarding pass taped to the inside panel. Chris
Hodges from LA was gone, he was Gary Sanderson from Amarillo now.
Shep went out into the concourse and found the flight headed for Richmond,
Virginia. There were three familiar faces in the waiting area but he ignored the three of
them and they ignored him back. Shep sat down and sighed. The last job had been
brutal, long hours and no chance of a decent bed. He didn't care if he ever saw a
hammock again. They were supposed to get a breather but there had been a message
with new travel instructions instead. At least he could sleep on the plane.
A few hours later and hundreds of miles to the north, Marisol Gutierrez followed the
rest of the migrants, jumping down from the back of the panel truck. The only light
was a dim red glow from a lantern held by the coyote.
"Border is that way," he said. "Go west when you're past the fence. West only, North
and east is a big road, lots of Border Patrol. Small roads to the west, no towns."
Marisol grunted and made sure her water bottles, formerly bleach bottles, were tied
tightly before heading for the fence. Once she'd climbed the homemade ladder up and
over, she looked around. The only light was a dim glow to the east, probably the
freeway lights around Langtry. She helped a woman down off the ladder and then it
was pulled back over the fence by one of the coyotes.
The woman thanked her and Marisol nodded and smiled before starting to walk
away.
"You're going the wrong way," the woman said. "The road is that way."
"I'm meeting someone," Marisol said. "Go with God."
"Good luck," the woman called as she began to jog east.
After twenty minutes of running, she saw headlights crawling across the night in the
distance. She stopped and drained one of the water containers and used a knife to cut
open the side. Marisol pulled out the package that bad been taped to the bottom.

By the time she got to shoulder of the road, she had a hijab wrapped around her neck
and her British papers in her pocket. She had gotten a different shirt out of the bottom
of the other bleach bottle and then buried the leftovers under a pile of rocks. There was
a small plastic packet in her pocket that Marisol opened when she saw the glow of
headlights close by. She dipped her fingers into the envelope and took a deep breath
before running a finger coated in habanero pepper oil under each eye.
"Shit!" she yelped, waving her hands in front of her watering eyes.
Marisol shook her head and took another deep breath as the lights got brighter. She
pulled the hijab over her head and started trudging down the road with her head
down, ignoring the SUV as it went past. It made a U-turn and pulled onto the shoulder
in front of her. She saw a government license plate on the back as two men got out. She
sniffed as they both shone lights on her.
"CBP agents," one of them said in Spanish. "Do you have identification?"
"What are you saying? Doesn't anyone speak English in this bloody country?"
Marisol said in a west London accent.
The agents looked at each other. "Where are you coming from?" one of them asked.
"Up the bloody road somewhere! He just left me there and drove off."
"Who did, ma'am?"
"I thought he was nice, he seemed nice on the internet but we had a fight and he just
left me beside the road." Marisol quavered and wiped the tears away from her red
eyes. Both of them looked uncomfortable as a line of snot dripped from her nose.
"Uh, do you need a kleenex?" one of the men said, as it ran over her upper lip.
"Thank you, that would be very kind," she sniffed.
"Who left you?" the other agent asked.
"His name is Charlie Jones, we met on the internet. He works at the Laughlin base
and I came all this way to visit him and then he…" Marisol buried her face in her
hands and sobbed.
"What's your name?"

She took the box of kleenex from the other agent and wiped her eyes. "Thank you.
I'm Atiya Hakim. I'm English."
"Do you have identification Atiya?"
"My passport, some credit cards. Can you help me?"
"Sure we can, can I take a look at your passport?"
Two hours later they were dropping her off at a hotel near the tiny Del Rio airport.
Marisol traded numbers and promised to keep in touch before going inside to get a
room.
Too bad Atiya is disappearing, Marisol thought. That driver was cute.
She was going to have a talk with whoever did the travel arrangements. They owed
her first class after this.
Now it was time to worry about what came next.

Chapter 5
It was a cheap hotel, the kind used by long haul truckers and work crews. Inside one
of the rooms, Marisol checked her reflection in the mirror for the dozenth time when
someone knocked on the door. It was early yet but she was ready for the team. But
there was only one person at the door, a pretty woman with her long black hair in a
braid down her back.
"Kawehi, hey. Come on in."
"Hey, lady. How was your trip?" Kawehi asked, following Marisol into the room.
"Are you being cute?"
Kawehi laughed. "I think that's the worst exfil I've ever heard."
"I actually met some nice people. Otherwise, I had lots of time to wonder who I
pissed off. I'm glad you're here. I'm freaking out a little."
"Why? I heard very good things about you from Tabasco," Kawehi said.

"That wasn't my op, I took over when Desmond fell apart. I don't know if I can pull
this off."
"Oh, we're at that point where I usually say that you're full of shit. You're full of shit.
You'll kick ass like you always do."
Mari laughed. "How do you always know what I need to hear?"
"Are you being funny now? Look, I don't want to add to your stress but I came down
to talk to you about Rachel. You gotta do something."
"She getting nervous?"
Kawehi rolled her eyes. "She's about to crawl out of her skin. We're sharing a room
and I had to get out of there before I sat on her head."
There was another knock on the door and Marisol went to let Shep and Deirdre in.
They were carrying boxes of food and put them down.
"Hey Mari," Shep said. "How was your trip back? Heard you had a nice hike."
"Seriously, does everyone know about it?"
"I got to fly first class for the first time," Deirdre said. "It's really awesome."
"I hate you just a little bit," Marisol said and the other three laughed.
There was another tap on the door and Shep went to let more of the crew in.
Marisol let everyone get food before she started.
"It's good to see all of you again. Yes, the rumor was true and I had to sneak across
the border."
There were some chuckles.
"That, and the pizza are the good news. Now the bad news. This afternoon, the head
office moved the timetable up to tomorrow. So now we're blitzing this, same plan."
"Whoa," Shepherd said. "What happened to four days to get people into place for
intel?"

There was a murmur from the rest of the group and Marisol held up her hand. "Not
my choice either but the news about Jenkins goes public tomorrow. They want us far
away from here by the time anyone in that congregation has time to work out the
implications of Jenkins' cover being blown."
"We're still going to have friends supporting our cover?" Georges asked.
"Yeah, no change in plan there, we're posing as the usual; Diplomatic Protection
Service SWAT team," Marisol said. "Ian, how cooperative is local law going to be?"
"The sheriff is a decent guy," said one of the men who'd been posing as miners. "But I
don't know how far that goes. I don't think they've got him in their 'congregation' but
it's safe to assume he knows a few people up there. He'll probably listen to the state
police. The constable, on the other hand, is a mean little sonofabitch. He'll be a
problem."
"We'll make sure to keep him occupied then. Toni, what's the load order of the
vehicles?"
"First one is empty for evacuating the Primary. Two and three are blocking, two
apiece. Four is my heavy weapons team. We'll pull up just outside of town and
provide support as needed. Five is Georges and his demo-derby."
"Right on. Coop, what's your primary exit plan?"
"Commercial flight to Denver," Ian Cooper said immediately. "Bus ride from there to
Taos to get lost in the tourists. Meet up with friendlies there."
"Hold on," a woman said, mouth full of pizza. "What about Jonesy's crew?"
"They're on the way now," Marisol said. "They'll arrive and infiltrate tonight after
0100 to a position on the northwest ridge. The usual three, gun, spotter, and security.
After action, they'll exfil the same route and get lost before heading home. And
swallow before you talk, Deirdre. That's disgusting."
Deirdre, one of Marisol's oldest friends, gave her the finger and opened her mouth
wide. There were laughs and sounds of disgust.
"Honestly, it's like running a preschool with you people. Okay, this one is for you
Jack. What happens when we enter the area?"

Jack Dupree swallowed quickly. He was the youngest of the field agents and the
newest to the team, after Marisol. He was still very aware that this was a team of pros
with a lot more experience than he had.
"Turn around first thing. If he's quiet, Rachel puts him in my truck and I go. If he
resists I exit the vehicle and assist as needed."
"What happens once he's in the truck?"
"I haul like a motherfu…uh, drive as fast as possible to the primary evac site."
They all laughed and he felt his face get hot.
"However you have to drive, but you get him clear. Interference from local law.
Shepherd?"
"Interfere back as much as needed, non-lethal only."
"Betsy, suppression plan?"
"The usual, Mari. Confuse and intimidate. Return fire if fired on, casualties as last
resort only."
"Right. I'll say it again because it's important; these fools are not our enemy. You can
bet they don't have a clue about the big picture. They're mean and aggressive and
probably smell funny but they're more or less innocent. That doesn't mean you let
them shoot you however."
The questions went on for another forty-five minutes. She was happy with her crew,
they were all pros and knew the plan front to back.
"Okay, one more thing," Marisol said. "I don't do pep talks and you don't need them.
You know this one is important to the boss and we finally get to clean the stain that
raggedy-assed old bitch put on our name. I know you're going to make me proud."
Shepherd cleared his throat and waved his hand over his head.
"Mercy's balls, this is a preschool," Marisol said. "What?"
"Well, I just wanted to point out that little speech sounded suspiciously like a pep
talk."

"Because you're a bad influence, Shep. Okay people, get your asses out of my room.
Go get some sleep, or whatever it is you animals do in private. Rachel, hold up a
second."
"Ooh, someone's getting detention," Shepherd said and Toni slapped the back of his
head as they left.
"What's up, chief?" Rachel said when everyone had left. She was obviously a runner,
with short black hair and blue eyes. Mari had worked with her before, Rachel had been
doing some practical training with the support team.
"I know you've been doing outstanding job with us and I'm happy to have you here
in the spotlight. You know you might end up with the hardest job of anyone here. It's a
hell of a lot to ask."
"I'll be fine, Mari. I wish Emma was be along, it might make grabbing him easier."
"You know Emma is way too close to this. There's no way she'd be here, even if she
wasn't running around at hell camp. I know you had a conversation with Mirjam
already but it needs saying again; he is not to remain under their control, no matter
what happens. Can you handle that?"
Rachel nodded. "Amanda and Mirjam both talked to me. I understand and I'm ready.
I'm really hoping it doesn't go there."
"If things get that bad, probably ain't none of us going home and it'll be a mercy for
him. I know it's not easy to consider but you know what I say about easy."
"Easy is the shit we don't do."
"Precisely. I'm glad you're in the grab role and maybe your history with him will
help. But I asked for you because you've got the skills I need. You do excellent work,
just stay loose and it'll be fine."
Rachel smiled. "Thanks, Mari."
"Okay, get out of here so I can stress out in private."
"G'night Chief."

Marisol Gutierrez watched the door close. She rubbed her face and resisted the urge
to go over the plan again. She knew it front to back and she had the team to get it done.
Now she needed to relax and clear her mind. She sat down in the lotus position on the
bed and started counting her breaths.
There was a tap on the door and she sighed and got off the bed. When she opened it,
Jonesy was standing there grinning at her.
"Room service?"
"What are you doing here?"
"I got an earlier flight. Miss me?"
Marisol grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him in the door. Meditation was boring
anyway.

Chapter 6
"…I mean, you must be more retarded than that Wheeler kid to have turned that
down!"
Theo kept looking out the window and rolled his eyes. Junior was still going on
about picking up tractor parts with Julie last week. Whatever they'd been doing, it was
after nine when they finally got back and Theo hadn't gotten to bed until after one and
hadn't been able to catch up on sleep since. The last thing he needed at the moment
was Junior's opinion on his intelligence.
"I mean, she was a total tease the whole time. She didn't let me do too much more
than touch her a little. I know you woulda been too chicken to do anything, but staying
there to bring in hay? Unbelievable. "
Theo sighed as they bounced down the road. The most irritating thing was that the
rain he'd been worried about still hadn't shown up. There hadn't been a cloud in the
sky in days.
Junior babbled happily all the way into town until they were stopped by a truck that
had pulled across the road.

"Now what in the hell is all this?" Junior demanded.
"Looks like a truck is in the middle of the road."
Junior punched his thigh, hard. "I can see that retard. What's it doing there?"
"You think they stopped by and let me know while you were upstairs snoring?"
Junior gave him a mean look, the squint making him look a bit like a pig. "Sounds
like you gettin' uppity."
He closed his eyes as they sat there trying to push the irritation back. He was
exhausted, he'd gotten up at four to take care of the Crabtree's livestock. Hearing
Junior snoring in his room as he was pulling on his boots hadn't helped. The fat lout
hadn't come down until after breakfast.
Just one more year and I can…
There was a hard knock on the window that interrupted his thoughts and Theo's
eyes snapped open. He didn't really understand what he was seeing at first. Whoever
it was had some kind of goggles and mask that hid their face. Another one was on
Junior's side too, wearing the same weird mask. Was this some kind of bizarre prank?
The one at Theo's window rapped on the window again with the barrel of a gun and
pointed down.
"What're you doing?" Junior hissed as Theo rolled down the window.
Then the other one yanked the driver's side door open and pushed a gun against
Junior's head. This wasn't a joke, were they really being carjacked in the middle of
town?
"What's your name?" the one on Theo's side demanded. He was surprised to hear a
woman's voice, but it wasn't any less intimidating.
"Uh, Theo?"
"Get out of the truck, both of you. Now." The gun was still in her hand but at least it
wasn't pointed at his head.

"Fuck that!" Junior yelled, revving the truck. But a large black SUV had pulled in
behind them and now there was nowhere to go. The one on the driver's side pulled
back the hammer of the pistol.
…
"Charlie Six, local law is awake. One car inbound with lights."
"Roger that. Tango two, you copy?"
"Copied and standing by. We'll be nice and gentle."
…
Theo saw the Brother Jacobs's car coming. Was this a kidnapping or something? He
was too tired, he couldn’t keep up with this. He just needed a minute to figure out
what was going on here but things were just moving too fast. The other one reached in
to put the truck in park. Now everyone was yelling and Junior's eyes were huge. Theo
smelled urine and had an insane urge to laugh. Mr. Tough had peed himself? What
would Julie think about that?
"I said out of the truck, now." The woman grabbed his door and pulled it open.
There was a hollow crunching noise mixed with the sound of breaking glass as a
large blue truck came out of a side street and hit the constable's car in the side. The
sedan was destroyed as the truck pushed it across the street and into the side of the
hardware store. The driver of the truck got out and ran off.
Either Theo was dreaming or the world had gone insane.
…
"I hate to see rough, if that was gentle," Jonesy said to his spotter without looking up
from the scope. "Local yokel neutralized. What's going on with Primary?"
"Looks like he's not responsive. Sierra one, get moving."
"Copy."
…

"It's the feds!" someone yelled from a parking lot. Theo recognized Maurice Samples'
voice. Everyone was scared of Brother Samples, even Elmer was polite to him. This
probably wasn't going to end well.
"Resist the Servants of the Beast!" Samples yelled and there was more yelling.
Definitely not going to end well, Theo thought as he was dragged out of the truck.
There was the sound of a shotgun and then more yelling.
…
"Goddammit, I just got shot. Sierra One is hit," Theo heard from a radio on the
woman's belt. He heard sirens in the distance and stumbled as she pulled him away
from the truck.
"Come on, let's go," the woman yelled.
"I have a test!"
Theo wondered if he could've said anything stupider if he'd actually tried.
…
"Oscar Alpha, weapons free. Clear out the shotgun."
"On the way."
There was a loud thud as Jonesy fired.
…
"No, we are going to that truck over there or I am going to kick your ass," the masked
woman yelled and for some reason it struck him as hilarious. He had to be having
some sort of bizarre dream. There was another shotgun blast and the sound of
breaking glass.
"Get down," she yelled.
"Well, make up your mind," Theo said, trying not to laugh at how mad she sounded.
It really wasn't funny, he was getting arrested or maybe kidnapped and he knew that
somehow the Crabtrees were going to make all of this his fault.

…
"You missed," the spotter said, surprised. "Down three, left four."
"Hell you say. It went where I put it. He's hiding and not bleeding, right? That truck
is going to some serious engine work though."
…
Jack had ducked back around the corner of the gas station and yanked open his shirt.
It felt like someone had hit him with a baseball bat in the chest but there was only a
little blood running down his arm.
"Sierra One, how you doing there?"
He'd never heard Marisol's voice that gentle before and it scared him. "Uh, vest got
most of it, Charlie Six, but I definitely got pellets in my arm and shoulder. I'm mobile
but my gun hand is out of commission."
"Okay One, pull back to your evac. Medics are inbound."
"You sure, Six? I'm still mission capable."
"Not losing anyone today, kid. Pull back and that's an order."
There wasn't any reply.
"Sierra One you copy?"
"Locals in pursuit," they all heard the kid say, finally. It sounded like he was running.
"Not gonna make it, Sierra One going dark."
"All-call, Sierra One down. Assist if possible," Jonesy's spotter called over the radio.
Marisol threw down the mic and jumped out of her truck. None of these hillbillies
were allowed to shoot her people and they weren't going to screw up her op any
worse. What the hell was taking the troopers so long?
…

"Motherfuckers," Jonesy said, watching the hillbillies pile on top of the kid, fists and
boots swinging. Who the hell were these people? The shit was turning bad fast. Not
regular bad, more like Afghanistan bad.
"She finally got the primary moving," the spotter said.
Jonesy swung his rifle around. Rachel was pulling him toward the evac truck but
there was a skinny man running at her, waving a bat. Then Marisol cut him off with
her pistol raised. The man pulled up short, eyes huge.
…
"Federal agent," Marisol yelled. "I'm here to shoot you in the face!"
"Good one," Jonesy laughed, watching the man in his crosshairs throw the bat away
and lay flat on the ground. "But it's starting to look like a goat-rope down there."
"Primary is in transport," his spotter said on the radio. "Sierra One is down, no
driver! Six, you're the secondary. Go!"
Marisol looked at the empty driver's seat in anguish. There had to be two people
minimum in the truck, no one knew how the Primary was going to react. The plan said
the backup was whoever was closest and that was her. But she couldn't do it, couldn't
leave her people behind like this. More people were appearing on the street yelling,
most of them had guns of some kind.
"Relax, coconut," Jonesy said into her earpiece. His voice was gentle. He'd had a few
of his own operations go horribly wrong over the years and he had a good idea of the
chaos between her ears right then. "You do your thing and let your people do theirs."
"Don't call me that," she said and ran for the truck. Something flew past her face and
ricocheted off the pavement.
…
"Sniper, grocery store roof!" the spotter said.
"You fuck," Jonesy said and fired. The chimney flew into pieces next to him and the
man threw himself backwards and disappeared. "You know, this non-lethal shit is
getting me down. I really want to kill something."

"Relax, boss," the spotter said. "Get back on mission. Looks like there's a bunch of
people getting organized by that red sports car."
"That's not a sports car, that's just a shitty IROC. Fuck IROCs."
He fired and a large silver depression appeared in the hood. He fired again and a
cloud of steam erupted from under the hood as the group of people scattered.
"Target destroyed," the spotter said. "What've you got against IROCs?"
"Long story. Reloading."
…
"Belt him in," Marisol yelled at Rachel. She slammed the door and put the truck in
gear. "Primary in transport getting clear. Repeat Primary loaded and clear."
Marisol floored the SUV, hurtling down the road out of town. A state police car
roared past in the opposite direction, siren screaming. Two more cars flashed past and
then a large van. "Troopers are inbound. Stand by to break contact."
"Blocking team is clear, heading for evac."
"Contact team, staying in position. Rehearse those cover stories, campers."
"Charlie Two here, I'm staying put," Georges said. "Headed to give Sierra One a
hand."
"Charlie, Oscar Alpha. They've got the kid behind the auto parts store, looks like
they're trying to push him inside."
"Charlie Two, be careful," Marisol said, wrestling the heavy SUV through a tight
bend.
"I'm the very soul of caution, Charlie Six. Two is going dark."
Georges pulled the small frequency chip from the side of the radio and snapped it
between his fingers. He dropped the pieces down a sewer and jogged toward the auto
parts store. He pulled out his pistol and made sure there was a round in the chamber.
Things might get interesting if the troopers took much longer.
…

The SUV screeched to a halt and someone opened the back door and jumped in.
They were moving again before the door even closed. Now Theo was squeezed
between two of the…whatever they were. He could barely move his arms. The woman
that had dragged him out of the truck pulled off her mask and goggles. The new
passenger was another woman who was wearing the same black uniform but didn't
have a mask on. She was pretty, she looked like one of the people that were in some of
those Mission pictures they showed at church. She looked into his eyes and Theo
realized she wasn't pretty, she was stunning. He'd never seen a woman so perfect.
He'd been tempted by Julie with someone like her in the world? His face got hot but he
couldn't look away. He could trust her, she'd never lie to him. Everything would be
okay.
"Am I under arrest?" he asked.
"Nope," the one that had grabbed him said. She looked sort of familiar and smiled at
him. "We're not really the feds."
"If you guys are after ransom money I've got some really bad news…"
"That either but it's nice to see you again Theo."
"Again? How do you know my name?"
"We used to be best friends. You, me, and your sister. My name is Rachel, and that's
Kawehi on the other side of you."
"But we've never met before," the exotic looking woman said, smiling at him.
"My family was killed, you have the wrong person," Theo said to the woman who
had grabbed him.
"We've got the right person, I promise," the exotic looking one said. "You were lied
to, Theo. You were kidnapped when you were six years old. You have an aunt and a
sister that have been looking for you for a long time."
He knew his mouth was hanging open but didn't care. "I really have a sister?"
"Yep, a twin sister. How's that for a surprise?"
"But how…what was I…who are you people?"

"We're not the police, but we're the good guys, Theo," the woman named Rachel
said.
His face was getting hot and he was getting dizzy. Being crowded into the back of
this truck wasn't helping and now his body was tingling like his arm when he slept on
it wrong and…
"Hey Theo," Kawehi said and he looked back at her. "I know this is really weird but
everything is okay."
He stared into her eyes as she told him to put his head down and take deep breaths.
He realized he could trust this woman, no one had ever looked at him like that. He
would do whatever it took to make her happy. Theo put his head down and took deep
breaths as the truck roared down the back roads. He shivered as he realized her hand
was on his back. The dizziness got better although the tingling was spreading all over
his body now.
"Better?" Kawehi asked he sat up.
"I have a sister and you said an aunt? What about my parents?"
Kawehi shook her head. "I'm sorry Theo, they died just before you were taken."
"Sister Mildred said they were bad people?"
"No way," Rachel said and he looked at her. "That's not even close. They were heroes,
they saved my life along with a lot of other people."
"Can you tell me their names?" Theo asked.
"Your dad's name was Oliver Consineau but everyone called him Ollie," Rachel said.
"Your mother's name was Claire and your sister's name is Emmaline. Welcome back."
He put his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. "Thank you, I didn't want
to have to live there for another year." Tears began to run down his face. "Thank you so
much."
"You're welcome." Kawehi pulled him closer and Theo put his head on her shoulder
and began to sob.
"Is he okay?" Marisol asked.

Kawehi patted his leg. "He'll be fine. Let's go home."
The SUV got to a main road and sped up. There was a siren and Theo sat up and
looked around. Were the Crabtrees trying to take him back? There weren't any police
behind them and when he saw cars pulling over in front of them Theo realized the
siren was coming from this truck. He wiped his face.
"I'm sorry for acting like a baby."
Kawehi smiled at him again. "You have nothing to apologize for, Theo."
"We'll be there in about ten minutes," Marisol said from the front.
"Home? It was this close?"
Rachel laughed. "No, home is in New Mexico. We're headed to the airport to catch a
flight."
He looked out the window. "It's weird, I sort of knew all this was here but I kept
forgetting it."
"How do you mean?"
"I tried to run away a couple of times but I was never sure where to go and they
caught me. I could've made it here easy though."
"Copy that, good to hear," Marisol said and looked in the rear-view mirror at them.
"State Troopers are on scene, they've got Georges and Jack. They're banged up but
they'll survive."
"I'm glad," Theo said. "You guys were lucky."
"Why do you say that?"
"Brother Samples and Brother Bernard were in town. They're…that's who probably
started shooting. They hate the feds."
"Were they the constables?" Rachel asked and they both felt Theo shudder.
"No, that's Brother Jacob," Theo said quietly. "Were you the ones who hit his car?
He's not a policeman really, the church made him the constable, he's... sort of in charge
of the town for the minister. But he's not a good person."

"People are going to ask you questions about things like that." Rachel said. "It's
important we know what happened. We'll worry about that later, okay?"
"Okay, whatever you want to know."
Rachel kept the conversation from getting too serious, like Kawehi had asked. The
rest of the way to the airport she asked about the different kinds of farms and what
weather was like here, and what New Mexico was like. Theo answered the best he
could but the tingling was getting really bad. He was having a hard time sitting still.
Marisol turned down a road and Theo saw they were next to an airport. The tingling
was making him scared and the airport was making it even worse. He was terrified by
the time she stopped at a small building.
"We're going to get on a plane here," Rachel said.
Theo shook his head without saying anything. There was no way he was getting out
here.
"You okay Theo?" Kawehi asked.
Theo tried to answer but his mouth was too dry. Kawehi was far away from him
now, it felt like miles.
"Theo?" Rachel said. He turned and she was so far away, miles or further. He looked
down at his hands and it was the same thing. He was a tiny speck in an echoing
cavern. His body was miles tall, he couldn't possibly hope to control anything this
huge. He tried to estimate the distance his jaw would have to open to even make a
sound, it was hopeless.
Marisol looked over her shoulder. "Kid, it's just an airplane, like riding in this thing.
No big deal."
"Let's go in, there's some people that would like to say hello," Rachel said. She
opened the door and got out. Theo shrank back against Kawehi in terror. He couldn't
go out there, he'd fall off into open air, be lost out there.
"Something's wrong here," Kawehi said, putting her hand on his neck.
Theo could barely feel it, his skin was so far away. He was alone here, trapped in his
mind, thousands of miles from the outside world.

"Pulse speeding up and getting weak. He's trembling badly. Theo, can you hear me?
Tell us what's wrong."
"Lost inside," Theo whispered. He was surprised he could control his throat from so
far away.
Kawehi put her arm around him, easing him backward. "Rachel, give me a hand
please. His pulse is still climbing."
Rachel got back in the truck, holding Theo while Kawehi pulled out a small case.
"What the hell?" Marisol said and got out of the truck. There were several people
coming outside, the smiles on their faces freezing as they realized something was
going wrong. "He's having some sort of attack!"
The black haired woman looked back to the lobby. "Aeolus!" she yelled. A bald man
came through the door and started running toward the truck.
Theo wasn't aware of anything but the black, yawning emptiness he was trapped
inside.
The bald man pulled open Kawehi's door. "The trouble?"
"Some kind of attack," she said, pulling a syringe from the case. "He was fine until a
minute ago."
The bald man nodded as she injected the drugs into Theo's carotid artery. "Correct, it
is that he will be unconscious quickly."
Theo tried to hold on tightly. With both doors open he could fall out into that
emptiness so easily and be lost forever. The woman was looking down at him, saying
something but he fell further into the darkness before he could understand what it
was.

Chapter 7
"What happened?" Amanda Evans said, looking through the door as Rachel and
Kawehi carefully laid Theo out on the back seat.

"I suspect that one of my brethren has indeed harmed his mind," Aeolus said. "I'm
terribly sorry."
"No, doctor, you warned me. Goddammit!"
A blonde woman closed the tailgate and walked to the driver's seat. "Keys," she said
to Marisol.
"In the ignition."
"Take shotgun. Amanda, get in the back with Theo and Rachel. Everyone else get
inside now. Don't think, just do it."
Kawehi jumped into the back as Amanda got into the crowded back seat. The large
black SUV was accelerating away from the building before they'd even gotten the
doors closed.
"Mirjam, what're you doing?" Amanda asked from the back.
"Going somewhere else. We are less than fifty miles away from a huge Dominion cell
in an area that's sympathetic in general. Way too close for you to be standing around in
public."
The SUV circled the airport and a large gate opened as they came back to the charter
air terminal. The truck drove through it without slowing down and into a hangar, past
the huge door that was already sliding shut.
Theo was carefully pulled out of the truck and put on a stretcher by several other
people wearing coveralls while Dr. Aeolus supervised. He and Kawehi followed the
stretcher onto the jet.
"What was that?" Rachel asked Amanda. "He seemed fine and then…that."
"Can't say for sure but that's what a neural spike looks like," Mirjam said before
getting out and walking around the truck.
Marisol got out and met her behind the truck. Mirjam didn't say anything, just
looked at Marisol with her cold pale blue eyes as she handed Marisol the keys.
"I fucked this up, ma'am. Nothing went to plan, none of it. The place turned into a
fucking anthill and…"

Mirjam just looked at her and Marisol's voice trailed off.
"Gutierrez, are you so arrogant that you thought you could blitz in and out of a nest
like that?" Mirjam's voice was as low and mean as it ever was. "Did you forget that
we're up against people that are as dedicated as we are?"
"No ma'am."
As for your plan, I suggest you go back and carefully consider the words of the elder
von Moltke. Yes it was a mess, but we pushed you in too quickly. And you may have
been surprised but that's what backups are for. Yours allowed you to achieve your
objective. Two of your people were taken but they're alive and we'll get them back."
Marisol nodded.
"Now, I need to get our boss on that aircraft and out of here. Are you finished with
your pity-party?"
"Yes ma'am."
Mirjam nodded once and started to walk past but stopped and put her hand on
Marisol's shoulder for a moment.
"Thank you for getting him back, Mari," she said quietly. "It was important."
"Do right."
There was a very slight smile. "Fear none. Now let's get back to work."
The blonde woman walked Amanda to the plane and followed her aboard, closing
the hatch behind them. A few seconds later the jet engines whined and the hangar
door began opening again. Marisol tossed Rachel the keys and they got back into the
SUV and pulled out of the hangar as the jet taxied to the runway.
"I think Mirjam actually smiled at me," Marisol said. "I didn't think her face moved
that way."
"When you get to know her better, you'll find out she's actually much worse than
you think."
Marisol grunted a laugh. "You okay?"

Rachel smiled and shook her head. "Kawehi made me jealous as hell but I'm fine."
"You were jealous of her?"
"Chief, I don't know which one I was more jealous of. She's good. Where are we
headed?
"Let's see what we can do to gather our scattered flock."
They were driving down the service road as the business jet roared past on the
runway. It quickly climbed away and headed west at high speed.
Rachel started giggling as she drove.
"What?"
"'Federal Agent, I'm here to shoot you in the face!'"
"What're you talking about? Who said that?"
"You did!"
Marisol sighed. "Did I really? Jonesy won't let that die anytime soon."
"Better than Mirjam's."
Marisol hadn't heard anyone ever joke about the pale eyed Warden. She was too
scary. But if anyone knew, it would be Rachel.
"I never heard. What was it?"
Rachel stopped at a light and turned to stare at her, expressionless. Marisol looked
confused for a second but then started laughing.
"I shouldn't make jokes, she'll probably kill us both now," Rachel said, wiping her
eyes.
"What do you mean, probably?"
Both women laughed harder. The light turned green and someone honked. Rachel
gunned the SUV back toward Watson's Hole.

…
It was a void, nothingness. No sound, no feeling, no light, nothing. Absence so
complete that darkness didn’t even exist here. There were memories but it was all
gone, taken by the complete lack and perfect absence.
What had come before?
The answer was a blaze of light that brought a searing agony and a retreat into the
safety of the darkness. There was only agony in the light.

Chapter 8
The sun blasted the ground and shimmering waves came off the runway. Mirjam
and Amanda were waiting inside the terminal, the ancient air conditioner thumped
and wheezed. There were a few other people in the ancient terminal but they stayed a
respectful distance from the two women.
"They'll be landing in a few minutes," someone told them and Amanda thanked him.
There was the roar of an engine a few minutes later and a large jet landed and then
taxied directly into one of the weather beaten hangars. Mirjam and Amanda walked
down a set of stairs and through the tunnel that connected the two buildings.
"She's going to shit kittens," Mirjam said.
Amanda sighed. "I wish you'd never heard that expression. She probably already
knows something is going on, the way you people gossip."
"That's intelligence sharing, not gossip."
Amanda snorted as they walked up a set of stairs and came out into a hangar that
was far more modern than the exterior would have suggested. The ground crew had
already pushed a set of stairs against the jet and it was only a minute before the hatch
opened and people began walking down, carrying large packs.
"Nobody looks very happy," Amanda said.
"I heard things didn't go very well. They've been having some trouble getting the
teams right."

Most of the students headed for school buses, as old and beat up as the hangar. They
students looked just as tired, most of them were still wearing dark gray field uniforms
liberally smeared with dried tan mud.
There she is," Amanda said and Mirjam whistled loudly.
The young woman with black curly hair and bright blue eyes looked up in surprise
as she came down the stairs.
"What're they doing here?" she asked the friend she'd been talking to.
"I'm not going to ask," Pavel said. "I'll call you later tonight, we should start getting
the noobs up to speed right away."
"Maybe give them a day or two off, I'll talk to you later though."
They clasped arms briefly at the bottom of the stairs and Emma walked over to
where Mirjam and Amanda were waiting.
"This is a surprise. What's going on?"
"I can't come and meet my favorite niece?" Amanda asked and hugged her and let go
quickly. "Phew, you're a little ripe."
"How did it go?" Mirjam asked.
"Oh, we got our asses handed to us," Emma said.
"You're pretty cheerful about it," Mirjam said.
"Because I was finally in the right place to see what was going on. Mostly it's a
problem of integration, we really need to get everyone to the games at once. I know it's
not possible yet. What're you guys doing here? Usually you consider twelve hours a
half-day."
"I'm not that bad."
"Yes, you are," Mirjam said. "Emma, we need to talk to you and it's important."
"You can't prove whatever it is, I bribed all the witnesses."
"Let's discuss that remark later," Amanda said.

Mirjam laughed and found an empty office. She locked the door behind them and
leaned on it.
"Seriously, what's going on?" Emma really didn't like things out of the ordinary, she
was getting jumpy and irritable.
"We have some news you need to hear it in private," Mirjam said. "Nina Jenkins was
found dead ten days ago."
"Really? Did they find…"
"Let me finish. They're still unraveling what they've found. Theo was at the top of the
list when they started looking…"
"He's not dead, I'd know if he was dead, he's alive. I know it."
"Emma. They found a trail that led to a little farm in West Virginia. There was an
operation that recovered him and we brought him home two days ago."
"How is he? Why are you looking that way?" Emma was starting to breathe faster.
"Emma, calm down," Amanda said. "When the team got Theo to the airport it
triggered a neural spike. He collapsed before we could even say hello. Dr. Aeolus and
Kawehi Moana were there and they were able to stabilize him. He's in the hospital but
hasn't regained consciousness."
"I want to see him."
"That's why we're here, kiddo."
"Then let's go."
They took the tunnel back and Emma put her pack into the trunk.
"Yeah, I could probably use a shower," she said, getting into the backseat.
"Once they smell you at the hospital, I'm sure they'll let you use a shower," Amanda
said.
"Does Rachel know about this?"
"She was the one who made the initial grab."

"Glad it was one of us. How did Jenkins die?" Emma asked as they pulled away.
Amanda waved at the guard who waved back as he opened the gate. "Looks like a
heart attack."
"That's too bad, I hoped it would be slower. Some sort of paralysis combined with a
flesh eating bacteria maybe."
Amanda made a face. "Emma, ew."
"Wait, then she has these cats and they realize she's the only food in the house but
she's still alive when they…"
"Emma!"
"Oh come on, I hadn't even gotten to the fire ants yet."
Amanda sighed and Mirjam glanced back.
"You're a sick puppy, Em."
Emma smiled, Mirjam obviously approved.
Amanda followed the road back to town. They passed through a collection of
prefabricated buildings and then through the old business district.
The town had started life as a mining town back in 1904 and lasted almost thirty
years before the mine was played out and the workers moved on. Crews had gone
through the old buildings updating them and Amanda sometimes wondered if the old
miners would recognize the place.
She turned and followed another road as it threaded its way up toward the mountain
that loomed over the town. Amanda slowed down as the road leveled out and she
stopped to show her ID at the heavily fortified guard post just inside the mine portal.
A man stepped out and looked into the car and waved them inside.
Amanda turned once they'd gone through the entrance and parked the car with
some others. The three got out and Emma got some clean clothes out of her pack while
Mirjam got one of the electric buggies that were waiting nearby. Amanda and Emma
got in and they headed deeper into the mountain.

The old coal mine had been gallery mined, leaving a series of massive rooms,
supported by thick pillars of stone. High intensity LED spotlights lit the area. They
were carefully monitored to match the ambient light outside, even at night. People
were still happy to get out into open air at the end of a shift though.
"Tell me about the spike thing," Emma said.
Amanda nodded. "It was placed to inhibit Theo's access to large parts of his memory.
He mentioned to Rachel that he ran away but he wasn't able to figure out where to go
but he seemed perfectly aware of the outside world. Some kind of process was
triggered by either the sight of the airport or by the knowledge that he was leaving."
"Aeolus thinks it was supposed to kill him," Mirjam said. "Luckily whoever
implanted it didn't seem to realize Theo was half Garragh. Jeanine Breckinridge thinks
the differences in brain chemistry were enough to keep it from completely destroying
his cortex."
"But he hasn't woken up?"
"Not yet," Amanda said.
Emma saw Mirjam and Amanda trade a look. "And what else?"
Mirjam turned around. "The good news is that he's alive, okay? Aeolus and the other
neuro docs aren't sure how much damage there was. Part of the effect was a pulse of
electricity directed at his limbic system."
"What's that mean?"
"Aeolus says it's a method of disrupting memory. Even if the spike fails to kill, the
mind is effectively wiped out."
"The differences didn't help?"
"Those are differences in chemistry. The pulse creates physical damage, no one is
immune to that."
Emma closed her eyes. "I'm going to kill them all for this. How bad is it?"
"I'm sorry Emma," Mirjam said gently. "It was bad."

They pulled to a large set of double doors and Mirjam parked the cart and they went
inside. Other than the lack of windows, it looked like any other hospital. One of the
nurses started to stop them until she recognized Amanda and handed them visitor
badges instead.
Amanda led Emma to one of the rooms and they went inside. Mirjam closed the door
behind them and leaned against it, keeping an eye on the hallway. A nurse was coming
down the hall but stopped when she saw Mirjam.
"The Director is in there?"
"She's in there with Emma, Allie. Is it important?"
"The docs wanted to speak with her but I'll stall them for a few."
Inside, Emma went over to the bed and looked down at Theo. "Welcome home, little
brother," she said quietly.
Amanda sat on the opposite edge of the bed as Emma kissed Theo's forehead.
"Can I lay on the bed with him?"
"I don't see what it would hurt," Amanda said.
Emma stretched out beside Theo and put her face against his and began to cry softly.
Amanda stroked Emma's hair while she wept.
Eventually there was a tap on the door and Mirjam stuck her head in.
"The doctors would like a word."
Emma sat up and wiped her tears off Theo's face and then her own. "Fine."
Amanda nodded and Mirjam opened the door and stepped inside. Behind her, a
small bald man with a gaunt looking face came in.
"It is that this is not a disturbance?"
Emma shook her head, getting off the bed and sitting on the chair beside it.
"We don't want to get in your way, Dr. Aeolus," Amanda said.

"It is not to worry. It is that time now we are to be checking on the patient," Aeolus
said, looking at the monitors and taking notes. "It is a hope that you are providing
blood and DNA samples, Ms. Cosineau. Then we are checking them against
Theophile's profile. It may be that it helps us."
"Yeah," Emma said. "Whatever I can do."
"It is an appreciation," he said. "It will be that I am asking a nurse to come. It is not
that it will take long."
He closed the door behind him and Emma shook her head. "How do you talk to
them without getting a headache?"
"The problem is being that you are not beginning the imitating them," Amanda said.
"Even after all this time, you two still look alike."
"I remember us trading clothes to confuse everyone," Emma said, looking down at
Theo.
Amanda smiled. "More than once. I'm almost afraid of what's going to happen when
he's back on his feet."
"If. If he wakes up and doesn't end up as a vegetable for the rest of his life." Emma
looked down at Theo and brushed the hair off his forehead.
The nurse tapped on the door and stuck her head in. "Hi Emma. How are you?"
Emma shrugged. "I have no idea."
The nurse hugged her. "We're doing everything we can."
"Thanks, I know you are."
"Today that includes sticking you with needles for science."
"That's what they all say, Allie." Emma sat down and rolled up the sleeve of the
heavy shirt. "Then you wake up in Tijuana hotel missing a kidney."
The nurse smiled as she worked. "Speaking of which, how was spring break?"
"Hey, you can get along okay on one kidney, right?"

"I told you," Mirjam said to Amanda. "Sick puppy."
"I can't decide whether to be sick or laugh," Amanda said with a small smile.
"Sounds like my romantic life," Allison said. She took several vials of blood and a
swab of the inside of Emma's cheek. "Do you know that you smell really bad?"
"I flew home from the Games and came straight here."
"Come on, I'll show you the shower in the locker room."
…
Emma felt strange in the soft cotton pants and t-shirt after several weeks wearing
heavy utilities. Amanda had been called to deal with something urgent but promised
they'd be back as soon as she could get away. Emma pushed the chair closer to Theo's
bed and put her hand on his arm. The quiet and dimness of the room was making her
sleepy. She yawned once and closed her eyes.
…
Consciousness. Awake, maybe? The void pressed close, the safe emptiness. He was
safe in here. That was new, in and out. He and she. Boundaries and self. What was he?
Was there a word? The light and pain came closer, sensing him and he shrank back.
Light wasn't pain.
Safe for now, free from pain.
The voice was a surprise. Surprises were to be feared.
Not a surprise, an old, old friend. Remember Mr. Biscuit?
The name tickled something that dissolved before he could touch it.
Patience, soon.

Chapter 9
"Emma."

Her eyes snapped open and she sat up quickly. Dr. Breckinridge was standing there
with Dr. Aeolus. "Sorry, still catching up on sleep."
Jeanine Breckinridge smiled. "I would have let you sleep but we need Theo's arm."
Emma looked down, her fingers were still curled around Theo's arm just above an IV
needle.
"Oh, sorry," she said and let go of him.
"It is that close contact is possible benefit," Dr. Aeolus said. "It is that I learnt of
Garragh twins. But your mother's blood is being…." The gaunt pale man shrugged.
"She was human."
"Emma's quite aware of that, Aeolus," Jeanine said. She checked the monitors and
tapped Theo's arms and legs, checking his reflexes.
"You're sure this was Yfflaid work?" Emma asked Aeolus.
He looked at the floor and then up at her. "It is that I am having the great shame over
this. No one else is understanding the mind as well as we are. I hoped to remove the
pieces immediately but it was put there with subtlety and skill. I can remove it, but it is
that I am needing to discuss the matter with the patient before we take any action. The
Book is to be followed at all times!"
Jeanine put a hand on his arm. "Doctor, she is concerned about her brother and is not
suggesting you perform an unethical action."
He took a deep breath. "I am understanding."
"Is there a way to know who did this?" Emma asked him.
"Not that I am being aware of. It is that…forensic methods are unfamiliar. Be assured
that very careful records are being made. Investigations are being planned, close
questions being asked. Your brother's mind will be examined closely by the inquiry
judges."
"And what does that mean, exactly?" Emma asked softly, standing up.
He took a step back and put up his hands. "Not to be contemplating violence, Ms.
Cosineau. Not to feel that your sibling is threatened, records of the mind only. What

has happened to him is being a very serious offense against the Yfflaid Book of Ethical
Treatments and Behavior. Whoever is responsible is to be found and punished. They
will be found, then they will be silenced! The living death! Severity!"
Dr. Aeolus realized he was almost yelling and took another deep breath. "I am
asking to be pardoning my outburst. Our history…we must be ethical beings."
"I'll take it from here, Doctor," Jeanine said. "Perhaps the cultural differences are
making this uncomfortable for you."
He nodded after a second. "Yes, I am departing to be collecting my composure. There
are apologies," he mumbled before leaving the room.
"Jesus, I didn't know Yfflaids even had emotions," Emma said after the door closed.
"What was that all about?"
Jeanine looked at one of the monitors and adjusted the knob. "No matter what they
look like, those are our most distant cousins. They're not like us very much, when I did
my familiarization with Yfflaid culture, there were things in their 'golden ages' that
gave me nightmares. Those were the things they were proud of. But they learned a lot
about what makes a mind work. It's a good thing for the rest of us that they've
attached such responsibility to that knowledge."
"Most of them anyway."
"We're a long way from perfect ourselves," Jeanine said.
Emma got up and rubbed her face then ran her fingers through her hair. "I know the
Founders were bastards, I get that. I doubt it was bad enough that the Locusts and
their buddies are justified in killing billions, but someone is always going on about
cultural values or whatever bullshit. But he wasn't taken by them, the bitch that stole
him was human, the people he lived with were human. What justification could they
possibly have had for doing this to a child?"
"If we knew that, maybe we wouldn't have to fight this stupid war," Jeanine said.
…
He was awake, chasing the memory of Mr. Biscuit.
Soon. You are doing well. Patience.

Tell me what you are.
You made me. You will remember.
He was confused. How could he make anything in the absence of everything?
Because you were not always here. I think you are ready now.
There was the sense of something coming closer and he began to panic. There was a
gentle touch, surprising him. He had a body. The presence came closer and noises and
light began to flow over and around him. He cried out in terror but suddenly there
was recognition. A face? There was more noise, more light. Faster now and
recognition. Slowly meaning began to join with awareness and then his mind recoiled
in terror and pain, there was horrible buzzing sounds and the endless cutting.
Shh, only a memory. You are safe here.
They changed it all. They took me apart.
Pebbleman wanted to kill me forever, lock me in the dark like you. He tore us apart to take
what you were, to tell you the lies and make your prison. You could not hear but I hid until the
prison was gone. I have come back.
But what are you? I don't understand.
I am your friend Mr. Biscuit.
He sat there in confusion. Friend? Who was Mr. Biscuit? Then he had it.
Too soon!
The light was back and he tried to flee again but it was too much, too fast. He was
caught in a flood of memoryexperiencememorythoughtbeliefpainjoymemoryemotions.
He was frozen, stunned by the torrent washing over him.
You were not ready, too fast. Are you there?
I am…me!
There was a rush of joy. YES!

They stole me away, put me in the dark.
Yes. They took you apart then but I hid. I knew, I remembered for you. I am your friend Mr.
Biscuit.
I saw something, a memory.
I know what you want.
Please, show me.
You can’t take it, can't keep it with you, it is too deep, too old. But I'll show you.
Another noiseless explosion and he was looking at a… face, shrinking back. Smiling.
He's copying it, can’t help it. The face laughs and he laughs. That feels nice
Remember the self not-self.
There is the feeling that was always near, a familiar presence, a soft pressure against
his consciousness. The not-self, there is the name he doesn't remember.
The face is back and he yells, there's something wrong. She laughed. Is that really
you?
"It's just a haircut, Theo! It's momma!"
There’s the other one, he knows that face. Laughing and stories and shiny strange
eyes he takes off. And the quiet one. She's singing some nonsense words rocking them
to sleep. The feeling/smell of self not-self.
It is time for you to find the door.
He was older, looking up. Everything’s bigger than he is, the rest of them are all legs
from down here. Big-legs. No, there she was! His! The face he always knew. She is
holding him and laughing. The self not-self reaches out for her too and it's strange
seeing a face. There you are, self-not self. What is your word?
Then the meanie. She slapped him, put him in the dark. Dark and loneliness for so
long until he didn't even feel self not-self. Then he saw the face, no hair, crooked head.
Pebbleman! Then there was just gray and pain and hate. Only the dark, no Mom, no
silver eye Dad. No not-self. What was that word? Trapped here forever in the dark.

Memories, not forever. We are together and self at last! Now you will feel, not remember!
She's waiting for us. She's close, can't you feel her? Can't you see her word?
The memories were shuffling and swirling faster. They were there, The quiet one
turned on the red box and he was jumping and singing for the sounds in the red box.
Self-not self was there, in a yellow hat. Always a yellow hat. No jumping, leaning back
and forth. Waving her arms like leaves. Hat like the yellow streaky flower, prickly
green floor with cool mud underneath. Swaying flower, swaying dancing. Wind
blowing the…flower! Back and forth swaying but he can't know the word for it
anymore, they took it.
And I gave it back. We are free, say it!
"Tulip," Theo said out loud and was startled by the feeling of breath between his lips.
"Her word is Tulip!"
Emma had been dozing beside the bed, her hand tucked under his arm. Hearing his
voice, she shot to her feet and looked down at him.
"What did you say?"
"Tulip," Theo muttered. His voice was barely a whisper and his eyes were closed but
she could see his eyes twitching back and forth beneath the eyelids. One of the
machines was making an alarm but she ignored it.
"Theo, wake up."
He mumbled something and was quiet.
Emma leaned closer to whisper in his ear. "Olly olly oxen free, Sparrow. Come out, I
know you're in there,"
His eyes fluttered and then opened. "Tulip?"
"Uh-huh." Emma smiled, his face blurred by tears. "It's me, Sparrow."
A tear dripped on his face and she wiped it off. The door opened but she ignored
that too.
"Tulip, why are you big-leg. You got growed up," he whispered.

"You've been gone a long time, you're a big-leg now too."
"He's awake?"
Emma looked up at Jeanine and nodded. "He said my name."
"Outstanding, try to keep him talking."
Theo didn't seem to notice the doctor, keeping his eyes on Emma. "I was lost in the
dark. Meanies took me."
"I know they did but you're safe now. I'm here."
"But why are you so old? You look grownup."
Emma laughed through her tears. "You're the same smooth talker at least. You were
gone a long time, Sparrow."
He grumbled something and Emma laughed. "Still impossible to get you out of bed,
huh?"
The door opened again. "He is being conscious? This is a good thing."
Theo's eyes snapped open and went wide with horror. His arms twitched, hands
pawing weakly at the bed.
"Sparrow, what's wrong?"
"Pebbleman, nooo. Not him, no no no. He's going to cut me," Theo whispered
frantically.
"No one is going to touch you. I'm here and you're safe," Emma said and
straightened up. "Dr. Aeolus, step away from the bed. Now."
The heart monitor was beeping faster and faster.
"I am departing," Aeolus said quickly and left the room.
Emma put her hand back on his forehead. "You're safe, Theophile. You're home, I
won't let anything happen to you."

"Tulip, he's a bad man. He's the one who cut me and pulled me apart. It's
Pebbleman!"
"He's gone now. Just breathe, I am here and no one is going to hurt you again."
Theo took a deep shuddering breath. "He's bad, Pebbleman is bad."
Emma assured him he was safe again and his eyelids eventually shut again.
"That's normal sleep, good," Jeanine said. "I think the reaction was…."
Emma ignored her, getting her phone out. "Operations," she snapped.
"Emma, calm down," Jeanine said.
"Calm down? The doctor you have working on my brother is one of the traitors and
you want me to calm down?"
"Ops here, Emma," a voice said on the other end.
"Yes, I want you to act like a god-damned adult for a second and think," Jeanine
snapped. "Aeolus was assigned here two years ago. He was on Chanikjah Hoh before
that. How identical do the Yffliad look, especially to a child?"
Emma looked at her phone. "Sorry, sat on the phone," she said into it.
There was a laugh on the other end. "Really, Emma? Must have happened when you
started getting your ass chewed. Ta-ta."
She rolled her eyes and ended the call. "Sorry," she said.
Jeanine was furious. "Don't you dare think that you people are the only ones
concerned with security. You really think I'd let one of my patients come to harm in
my own hospital?" she barked.
"I apologized, okay? He's my brother!" Emma yelled back.
"Pretend the rest of us have some level of competence. Go get some coffee or
something and calm down before I boot your ass out of here."

Emma nodded after a second and walked out of the room. There were a couple of
aides looking down the hall, curious about the yelling. Allison was coming the other
way.
"Hey, what's going on?"
Emma shook her head. "Just a misunderstanding."
"Get back to work," Allison called down to the nurse's aides. "Emma, come on, let's
take a walk."
They walked out of the hospital and Allison pointed at one of the picnic tables.
Emma sat down and Allison went and got coffee before sitting down with her.
"Did I really hear you yelling at Dr. Breckinridge?"
"My fucking temper got the better of me again."
Allison snorted and covered her mouth and Emma realized she was trying not to
laugh.
"Why is this funny?"
"I just can't believe you yelled at the Terror of the Neurological Ward, Her Majesty
Colonel Jeanine Breckinridge. I think even Mirjam is careful around her."
"I'm a fucking idiot," Emma said.
"But a really amusing one," Allison assured her. "Hey, cheer up. Theo woke up and
remembered you. That's more than they were expecting."

Chapter 10
Amanda and Mirjam showed up that evening
"He was awake?" Amanda asked.
"For a few minutes. He called me Tulip and wondered why I was old. Then Aeolus
came in and scared him."

Amanda nodded. "We heard about that."
From the careful way she said it, Emma knew that she'd heard everything.
"And then I yelled at Dr. Breckinridge."
"We heard that too," Mirjam said.
"Has he woken up again?" Amanda asked.
"No, but they say this is more like regular sleep."
"You both need sleep yourselves," Mirjam said. "Emma, please take Amanda home
and make sure she gets to bed."
"I don't suppose I can be trusted to get myself to bed?" Amanda asked.
Mirjam thought for a second and shook her head. "No, I don't think so."
Amanda stuck her tongue out at her. "I'm going to go talk to Jeanine for a minute."
Mirjam waited until the door had closed behind her.
"I 'd appreciate keeping your temper on a leash so you don't get your ass kicked out.
I need you here keeping an eye on him. Understood?"
Emma knew that tone of voice very well. "Yes ma'am."
"I know this is stressful but you've got to really work on your temper now. He needs
you."
Emma nodded and Mirjam patted her shoulder. "You can do this, kiddo."
Amanda came back in and kissed Theo on the forehead. "I'm ready to go when you
are, Emma."
"I'm not carrying," Emma said to Mirjam.
She nodded and pulled a holstered pistol from her bag and handed it to Emma.
"I'll see you in the morning," Amanda said and kissed Mirjam.

"Not too early," Mirjam said. "You need to rest."
Emma checked to make sure the pistol was loaded and tucked it in the small of her
back and nodded at Mirjam as they left.
Mirjam went to the door and made sure it was closed behind them before she went
over and looked at Theo. Anyone that knew her would have been surprised at the
gentle, almost tender look on her face.
"Come back to us soon, little bird," she whispered in his ear and kissed his forehead.
Her face hardened again and she sat down next to the bed, facing the doorway.
Around midnight Theo opened his eyes but didn't see the cellar ceiling he woke up
to every morning. He took a panicked breath as he realized it was too bright. He was
late for chores! He tried to sit up but he could barely move, something was really
wrong. Had he gotten beaten for trying to run away again? This wasn't the Crabtree
house…except he couldn't remember what it looked like or who they were. But Tulip
was here! Except she got old without him, even though she was self-not self and he
didn't understand how that worked either.
Patience, you are still healing.
Who was whispering to him? Theo desperately tried to sit up again but someone put
a hand on his chest.
"Shh. You're safe."
His head felt like a huge stone but he slowly turned it to see who was talking. Theo
frowned, it was a woman with blonde hair and light colored eyes. She looked familiar,
like he should know her but he didn't know from where.
"How's he doing?" another voice asked.
"Hey Jeanine. He looked a little panicky but moved his head."
Now there was another face, a gray haired woman. She was mean looking, she had
to be from the church…except her hair was too short. No one wore their hair so short.

"That's good news, I was wondering if he would have any physical control left. The
scans show increasing brain activity as well. Hello Theophile, my name is Dr.
Breckinridge. Do you know where you are?"
"You're a doctor?" Theo whispered.
"Yes I am. Try and remember what happened to you."
There was a confused jumble of images, people shooting, so much noise and he was
running and there were strange noises, and a flower. Yellow against a blue sky,
waving in the breeze. The flower, he had to remember the flower!
"Tulip?" Theo whispered.
"She'll be back. What else do you remember?"
"It was dark, I was locked up. They were mean to me but he had a secret. No, wait.
That's not right, it wasn't me. It was…" Theo's voice trailed off and he closed his eyes
as his head whirled.
"Don't worry, you're doing great, Theo. I'll see you in the morning, okay?"
The doctor talked to the other woman before she left but he couldn't understand
them. He knew the words but they didn't make any sense together. When the door
closed Theo opened his eyes and looked back at the pale eyed woman.
"You…cut all your hair off."
"You remember my hair?"
"Long braids, there pretty stones in them. Different colors."
"They were pretty, weren't they? Do you remember my name?"
Theo searched for it. She didn't want people to know but sometimes she cried. She
was really funny and he was her favorite. It was their secret.
We laughed and laughed, Mr. Biscuit whispered. She was eating the whole cake with
a spoon. She eats so much, remember the peanut butter?
"Mirjam?"

Mirjam leaned over and kissed his forehead. "Exactly right, light of my heart."
"You were crying before."
"I was? When was that?"
Theo frowned and closed his eyes. Mirjam though he'd gone back to sleep but then
he looked at her again.
"When you had long hair. You hid and you were cutting your hair. You were crying
but I found you and sat by you."
"I remember that," Mirjam said quietly. "That's when I first came here. It was a long
time ago."
"It was pretty. Why did you cut it all off?"
"Where I'm from that's what you do when you change families. I came to live with
you so it was time to cut my hair."
"I was bad, no one knows. I stole two."
"Two of my braids?"
Theo had the "mischief" look on his face that she remembered very well. "I hid them
in my box."
Mirjam smiled and brushed the hair off his forehead. "Why did you do that?"
"They're pretty, I like to look at them. You can have them back though."
Mirjam was surprised to feel a tear in her eye. "You keep them safe for me, okay?"
"Okay," he whispered. "I'm really tired."
"You sleep now, I'll be right here."
Theo tried to stay awake but his eyelids were so heavy that he was soon asleep again.

Chapter 11

Jeanine looked up when someone tapped on her door. She was surprised to see
Amanda with Emma and Mirjam.
"Good morning, ladies."
"Hi Jeanine. I snuck out of my office to see how he's doing."
"Come in and sit down before someone sees you then."
Mirjam waited outside but Emma followed Amanda into Jeanine's office.
"Doctor Breckinridge, I apologize for my outburst. I should know that you would
never endanger a patient," Emma said.
"Thank you, Emma. I should have realized there would be a negative reaction seeing
a Yffliad, as similar as they all look. Forget it, neither of us were at our best."
"How is he doing, Jeanine?" Amanda asked.
"Far better than I would have expected. Aeolus found the location of the implant and
says that it's inactive now. He says the fragments need to come out and is working out
the best way to remove them now. When Theo wakes up, Aeolus will want to get his
consent before doing anything else."
"What's his prognosis?" Amanda asked.
Jeanine steepled her fingers. "We just don't know. The scans look like he's still
recovering but we're not sure how much he'll get back. Hell, I'm not sure how he's
functional at all. We'll get another set of scans in a day or two. Hopefully his brain will
have settled down some and we can get a better idea of what's going on in there."
"I was hoping I could stay with him all the time. Maybe I can help and I'll keep my
mouth shut," Emma said.
Jeanine thought about it. "I don't see what it would hurt, I'll let the staff know."
Emma thanked her and left for Theo's room.
"Is this common with Garragh twins? I'm sorry, I don't know much about Garragh
physiology but I'm reading up as quickly as I can," Jeanine said, gesturing at the pile of
books on the chair next to her.

"It's kind of pointless knowledge now that we're functionally extinct," Amanda said.
"Ollie and I had a pretty typical connection, I could tell when he was close and we
could sense strong emotions in each other. Emma has always said that Theo was alive
somewhere but I don't know how much of that was wishful thinking."
Jennie cleared her throat. "I don't know how sensitive a topic this is, but their
birth…."
"Was unusual, I know. They're effectively a new species with the mixing of Garragh
and human genes. I almost wonder if it's something like the dyad process."
Jeanine frowned. "They didn't go through that, did they? They were way too young."
"No. Ollie played the usual mental focus games with them when they were young
and taught them how to make thought-forms but nothing like Pairing."
"Thought-forms?"
"It involves setting up a sentient entity in your mind," Amanda said.
"Like invisible friends?"
"More involved than that, the thought-forms were independent and self-aware."
Jeanine stared at her. "Why on Earth would he teach them that?"
Amanda smiled at a memory. "Theo and Emma were having a hard time when they
got separate rooms. Neither of them liked being alone and Theo especially didn't like
the dark. It was a rough week for all of us. Then Ollie showed them how to create
thought-forms so they'd have someone to keep them company."
Jeanine wrote something in her notes. "This is a Garragh thing?"
Amanda shook her head. "I think anyone can do it. I know one of the Buddhist sects
here on Earth does something similar. For different purposes than Sammy Dolphin
and Mr. Biscuit were created for, I'm sure."
Jeanine felt the beginnings of an idea but needed more time to figure it out. "Why
don't you go down and say hello? He's awake."
Amanda smiled. "Thanks. And thank you for overlooking Emma's outburst."

"Between you and I, it was probably my fault. I didn't think about bringing Aeolus
into the room without warning and Emma was just protecting her brother. I'll keep
you up to date on how he's doing."
After Amanda had left, Jeanine leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling,
trying to figure out what she was missing.
"Theo, look who came to see you," Emma said.
He looked up at the woman standing by his bed. He didn't know who she was, she
was tall and slender like Emma. Then he noticed the woman had the same kind of hair.
The eyes were what told him, dark blue and always full of kindness…
Amanda smiled when she saw the spark of recognition in his eyes.
"Amanda Banana?" Theo whispered.
"Hello again," she said, bending down to kiss his forehead. "I missed you."
"I got lost." His voice was so quiet she could barely hear him.
Amanda wiped her eyes. "I know, we're going to keep you safe with us now."
"And Tulip got growed up," he said, struggling to keep his eyes open. "I'm telling."
Amanda smiled. "I'll talk to her about that."
"Good," he muttered, eyes closing again.

Chapter 12
Emma was helping Theo feed himself the next morning when Dr. Breckinridge came
in.
"How's our boy doing?" she asked Emma.
She smiled at Theo. "He's gotten used to the idea that we both grew up at least. I
don't know how smart he was to begin with though."

Theo stuck out his tongue and Jeanine smiled. "That's sisters for you, Theo. Emma,
could you step and have a word with Dr. Aeolus? I'll stay here with Theo."
Emma went down the hall to where Dr. Aeolus was waiting.
"Doctor, I owe you an apology. I made an assumption the other day that was
incorrect and unfair. It won't happen again."
"It is a surprise, Ms. Cosineau but I am accepting your apologies and thanking you.
But I must apologize for my people."
Emma shook her head. "He wasn't taken by Yfflaid, Doctor, humans did that."
"It is that with all our knowledge, even we do not understand some minds. This is
not why Dr. Breckinridge is asking us to speak. It is that we are curious what your
opinions are concerning your brother's cognition."
"He's better than he was, but he seems like a little kid still. Is that going to get better?"
"It is being my firm opinion that your brother will progress no further than he is
being at presently. I am thinking that his personality was salvaged somehow and
hidden, perhaps it is being your heritage."
Emma nodded, tears making hot tracks over her cheeks. "Can he progress from
there?"
"I am not seeing why not, there has only minor damage to his cognition. It is not that
I am removing all hope, Ms. Cosineau. To be proceeding any further it is that I must
speak to you and the Director as you are being his family. I have summoned her so
that we may be discussing this."
Amanda and Mirjam came down the hall half an hour later. The two doctors were
waiting for them and led them to a small conference room where Emma was waiting.
She had a cup of coffee in front of her that she was ignoring while she stared at the
wall.
Amanda walked over and pulled a chair closer to Emma. She sat down and put her
arms around her niece. "We'll get through this together."
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"Just like everything else," Mirjam said, kissing the top of Emma's head.
"Thanks for coming over so quickly," Jeanine said, coming into the room.
Dr. Aeolus came in behind her and carefully closed the door and they sat down at
the table.
"Would you prefer to speak first?" Jeanine asked him.
"Ahh, it is that I would likely misspeak and cause distress," he said. "If you would?"
"Sure. Ladies, Aeolus has formed a theory that's being supported by what we're
seeing in Theo. Early in his captivity, a Yfflaid that Theo refers to as the 'Pebbleman'
placed the physical implant in his brain. Around the same time, Theo's memories were
physically interfered with. Probably to affect his with knowledge of who he was or
where he came from. Somehow his personality preserved itself along with his early
memories. After the implant triggered, the earlier personality began to emerge. There
doesn't seem to be much awareness of the time that passed or what happened, that's
why he was surprised at Emma being much older than he remembered."
"It is being a good sign that he was able to recognize her still," Aeolus said. "It is
pointing to his abstract thinking being intact."
"Obviously the problem is that you've got a six year old mind in an eighteen year old
body," Jeanine said. "With time I think we could integrate the two. We were discussing
this when Dr. Aeolus had an idea. If we were able to repair the damaged neural
pathways it would allow Theo to recover his later memories as well."
"What are the chances that would work?" Amanda asked.
"Repairing the network, this is being simple," Aeolus said. "It is that his memories are
intact, the connections to them were damaged," Aeolus said. "Repairing those
connections, this is being simple. However I am concerned for his mind."
"The software versus the hardware," Jeanine said. "Theo shows signs of long term
abuse. You've seen the scarring, he's malnourished as well. After much discussion, Dr.
Aeolus don't know whether giving him the memories of that is good or bad. We'd like
your opinions."
"It is that I apologize for correcting you doctor. That is not being the correct thing.
Director, it is being that you and Ms. Cosineau must act in Theo's interest. His mind is

not having the proper functioning to decide for himself. It is now that I am departing
that I do not influence your decision."
Aeolus got up and left the room.
"I'd better be departing as well," Jeanine said. "Otherwise he'll worry that I'm
influencing your decision. We'll be outside if you have any questions."
"What do you think, Emma?" Mirjam asked after the door closed again.
"They said he'll catch up pretty fast and wouldn't remember what happened to him."
Emma rubbed her face and sighed. "But I don't think it would be fair. As much as I
wanted him to grow up here with me, that didn't happen. What he went through, good
and bad, made him who he is and I don't think we have the right to take that away
from him."
Amanda was looking at the table as she listened. She looked up at Emma and smiled.
"I don't think I could have said it any better myself and I agree. Mirjam?"
The short haired woman cleared her throat. "I'm not his actual family, it doesn't
matter what I think."
Emma blew a raspberry and Amanda laughed.
"How old were they when you came?" Amanda asked her. "You are just as much his
family as we are."
Mirjam smiled slightly. "Fine. I agree with you both but that means there's an issue
we need to deal with. After recovering those memories, Theo can't come home. Maybe
eventually, but not for a while."
Amanda looked surprised but then nodded slowly.
"Why?" Emma demanded.
"Emma, think," Mirjam said. "We can't know everything they did to him. Without
those memories, I'd be willing to take a chance. Not if he gets them back. Ask yourself
why they kept him alive after Jenkins took him. If Jenkins just wanted to terrorize
everyone, it would have been simpler to kill him where she found him. But she didn't,
why?"

"You don't think that attack was all about stealing Theo?"
Mirjam shook her head. "Who knows what she was thinking at the time, but I'm
convinced the target was the lab she hit. Theo was probably just an unexpected bonus."
"They wanted to weaponize Theo," Amanda said.
Mirjam nodded. "Release him to distract you at a critical moment or worse, leave
compulsions or another implant to trigger some kind of event."
Emma was horrified. "That's sick."
"But they wouldn't be the first ones to do something like that," Mirjam said. "My
opinion is that we should give Theo back his memories. At the same time I think the
doctors here should take a very close look at the rest of his head."
"How long would he be kept here then?" Emma asked. "He doesn't deserve prison."
"What if we sent him out to the ranch?" Amanda said. "If there was anything strange,
Henry and Betty would be the people to catch it."
"And Marisol's team is out there debriefing," Mirjam said. "I like it."
Emma looked a little happier. "Could I stay with him though?"
"I'd be much happier if you were there with him," Amanda said. "Let's go talk to
Jeanine."

Chapter 13
Marisol Gutierrez walked into the Director's Office and stopped at Lily's desk. "Hey
there."
Amanda's assistant looked up. "Hi Mari! Welcome back and congratulations. She's
waiting for you inside."
Marisol smiled at her before going through the inner door. Amanda was sitting at
her desk, Mirjam was in her usual spot at the conference table. She nodded at Marisol
and took her hand out of the black nylon bag in the table.

"Hi Mari, thanks for coming down early. Ulan and someone from legal are sitting in
on the meeting along with the Security Coordinator. They'll all be here in fifteen
minutes. I wanted to get a quick synopsis of the raid fallout before they got here,"
Amanda said.
"Yes ma'am. Georges Regenian and Jack Dupree were released from the hospital this
morning. The police had questions for them but a friend at the FBI intervened. They're
sticking together and reported that they're being followed. Most likely by operatives
from the New Full Salvation Fellowship. That's the cover for the cell operating in
Watson's Hole, West Virginia."
"Someone will be updating the Dominion then," Mirjam said.
Marisol nodded. "That's what we're assuming. The agents will stay together and try
to break contact. Legal put had a drop package ready. Once they pick it up, they'll be
headed to Addis Ababa by way of Mexico City. Security from the African center will
have a look at them before making contact there."
"What happens if they're still being followed?" Amanda asked.
Marisol smiled. "Wellington Mamadou is my opposite there. He'll recover the agents
by staging a kidnapping that looks like a terrorist abduction. If there are tails they'll be
unfortunate bystander causalities."
"Slick," Mirjam said. "Do we get them back?"
"I'll leave that up to you, Director," Marisol said. "I know the Center there is
desperately short of trained personnel but I can use them as well. Whatever the greater
good."
Amanda nodded and made a note. "What about the people snatched during the
raid?"
"Three men and two women. All but one of them are low level. When we're finished
debriefing them, they'll be released. Hints have been planted so they think they were
taken by a nameless government agency. One of the low level detainees is Junior
Crabtree, the son from the family that held Theo."
Amanda made another note. "I'm tempted to hang on to him for a while to send a
message. Intel said the family were bottom tier members?"

Marisol nodded. "The father has a criminal record and has been around the fringes of
a couple White Nationalist movements. The mother was involuntarily committed as a
child but nothing since then. The kid is clean."
"Not very interesting then, turn him loose when you're ready. There was a higher tier
member?"
"Possibly. He had some church title but he was the cell's enforcer. He made a remark
about higher powers that caught the attention of one of the interviewers. He clammed
up after that. He's currently in the playroom, I'd recommend keeping him for a while."
Mirjam grimaced. They'd invited her to come and to test the interview process. It
hadn't been pleasant at all.
"What are they using to keep him awake?"
Marisol smiled. "Mr. Jacobs was also a member of white nationalist groups so they
chose Sun-Ra interspersed with hardcore gangster rap. He's not a happy camper."
"Amanda? Ulan is here," Lily said from Amanda's tablet.
"Thanks, send him through," Amanda said. "Grab a chair near me, Marisol. I want
you to brief the staff on the raid."
…
Theo was struggling to get the last piece of bacon in his mouth when the door
opened again. It was the older woman he remembered before.
"Good morning, Theo," she said. She pulled out a little screen like Emma had and
moved her fingers around it.
Theo looked at Emma. Now she felt different, like embarrassment. It was weird.
"I'm Dr. Breckinridge but everyone around here calls me Jeanine," the doctor said,
still looking at the screen. "You're looking a lot better."
"But I can't move," Theo said, wondering what she was looking at.
"We expected that," she said, putting the screen in her pocket. "Some parts in your
brain got a little confused, one of them is the part that tells your muscles how to move."

"I'm going to stay this way?" Theo couldn't imagine not being about to run around
outside or to ride his bike. If he still had a bike.
"Not if I have anything to say about it," the doctor said. She got a little hammer and
pulled the sheet back and tapped on his knees and then repeated the process with his
wrists. "Your reflexes are getting better already."
Theo's face was hot, he hadn't realized he was naked until now. Emma looked at him
and grinned and Theo though that she knew how he felt too. Just like he knew about
her.
"Did you tell him about Dr. Aeolus?" Jeanine asked Emma.
"I showed him a picture, Theo said that wasn't the Pebbleman."
"Good. Would you ask him to step in? Why do you call the bad one Pebbleman,
Theo?"
"His head, it's not shaped right. More like a rock than a head," Theo whispered.
"He sounds awful," Jeanine said, looking toward one of the cameras.
"He's a big meanie!" Theo said as loud as he could.
The other doctor came in and stood beside the bed and Theo's breath caught in his
throat. He almost tried to get away but Emma was right beside him and she said it was
okay. He could trust Emma, even if she was a big-leg now.
"It is that I am saying hello, Theophile," Dr. Aeolus said.
The man was completely bald, there weren’t even eyebrows. His eyes were just as
black as Pebbleman's but were different somehow. He didn't smile but he looked nicer.
And his head was the right shape.
"It is that I'm working with Dr. Breckinridge on your brain. She is asking me to come
to you and be explaining what happened. First, I am apologizing, full of regret that one
of my people injured you. We will be searching for him very carefully."
"One of your people?"

"We can talk about that later," Emma said. "Theo, there's something they would like
to do to help your brain get better a lot faster. I think it's a good idea but I want to
know what you think before we say yes."
"Will it hurt?" Theo was looking at Dr. Aeolus.
"It is that there is no pain," the bald man assured Theo. "You were being given three
pills this morning? Big ones?"
Theo nodded.
"It is that they were full of tiny, tiny tools. Being too small to even see but it is that
my machine can make them work. It is that you will feel nothing."
Theo looked at Emma and she took his hand. She felt happy and calm.
"You won't cut me open while I'm awake?"
Aeolus looked shocked. "Dear Merciful Ones, that will never be!"
Emma expected the doctor to start ranting about ethics and his book but Aeolus only
shook his head. "It is that I swear I will do nothing to hurt you."
"Okay," Theo finally said. "Can Emma be near me?"
"You'll be able to see her in the window the whole time," Dr. Breckinridge said.
"You'll probably fall asleep though, it's a nice comfortable room."
…
"His brain activity is spiking more than I'd expected."
Dr. Breckinridge was watching the screen as Aeolus worked, wearing manipulator
gloves and a visor connected to the machine with a thick cable. He almost looked like
another person, the hesitation and awkwardness was gone and his hands were deft
and assured.
"It is that his mind is working to incorporate both sets of memories. Because of the
abuse this will not be a pleasant thing."

On the other side of the window, Theo was asleep in a complicated looking chair.
His head was immobilized and the upper third of his body was in the framework of a
large machine.
"He's dreaming," Emma said suddenly. "I can feel it, he's hurting!"
Jeanine put a hand on her shoulder. "It's the memory of pain, not the present. You
can see what he's seeing?"
"No, just feel that he's hurting," Emma said, not taking her eyes off Theo.
…
Theo was seven, he'd been here for two whole months now.
"You don't sass me!" The face was too close to his, the breath smelled like onions, tiny
bits of spit hitting his face. "And don't you look away!"
Theo ran. He just wanted to go home but he was so lost. Nothing smells right here,
mud and trees, everything is so dirty. He just has to run far enough and it will smell
right again, his mommy will find him and… There's a huge impact in his back and he
falls, scrapes his face on the ground and cries.
"Stop crying!" the monster bellows in his face again and then there is a line of fire
across his back. It hurts so bad he can't catch his breath. Nothing could ever hurt this
much. "You run from me and I'll kill you!" Another line of agony and Theo screams
and can't stop screaming.
"Hold him down," the Pebble Man says. How did he get here? When did they take
him to the basement? There are hands holding him on the table and they put belts on
him. Theo twists his head back and forth but he can't get away!
"Stay still!" the monster wife screams in his face. He's shocked, staring at her and
then he can't move his head, can't look around, can't see what they're doing. Now
there's a loud buzzing and his head itches but he can't scratch it. Itches so bad it burns
but he can't get away, can't shut his eyes, he's not bad, he didn't do anything bad, why
are they meanies, it's not fair, no fair no fair no fair. IT HURTS IT HURTS IT HURTS
SO BAD. They're pulling him apart and he can't breathe, can't tell them to stop, can't…
Stop stop you're killing me! I wanna go home! Mommy, make it stop, it hurts so bad!
Mommy!

They're cutting him up, locking him in the dark and it hurts. He's alone and it hurts
and he can't breathe.
No no no. Stop, I'll be good, I promise, not the dark, it hurts it hurts it hurts…
please stop

Chapter 14
Theo opened his eyes and looked at the patterns in the white ceiling. They were very
familiar and he remembered being here when he was little. Except that wasn't right,
he'd been here for a few days. Someone was breathing in the chair next to him and
Theo turned his head. Emma was asleep in the chair next to the bed. While he was
looking at her, she sat up and opened her eyes.
"How're you feeling?"
"Weird. I've been here the whole time?"
Emma nodded. "You just had an operation. Remember who I am?"
"Aren't you that girl who steals my bacon?" Theo said. "Kidding, I remember you
Emma. It feels like I was dreaming before or something."
"The doctors said you'd be dizzy and confused but that'll get better."
"I'm really tired."
"Good thing you're in bed, huh?"
"I'm having bad dreams."
Emma sat forward and put her hand on his chest. "You're remembering things they
took away from you. It's bad and scary but the doctors said it means you're healing."
"They're really bad, they were cutting me open and doing stuff."
Emma's eyes teared up. "I'm so sorry. I wish I could help."
"I'm afraid to close my eyes again. Hold my hand while I fall asleep?"

"Of course. Does it help?"
He nodded weakly. "I think it helps, knowing you're close."
"Want me to lie beside you?"
"Would you?"
"As long as you don't steal all the covers," Emma said.
She got up and helped him slide over before climbing on the bed next to him. Theo
nestled against her and Emma put her arms around him. They both sighed at the same
time and Theo smiled slightly.
"I'll be right here, no matter what," Emma whispered.
Theo nodded slightly, his eyelids slowly closing.
I will kill every last one of you for this, Emma vowed. Instead of the black rage filling
her head, there was a feeling of contentment and peace. She picked up her head
slightly, smiling at Theo.
"Is that you doing that?" she whispered.
He grumbled something and Emma closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep beside him.
Theo was lost and alone in the dark again. He had to find it, had to keep searching
for the thing he couldn't remember. He couldn't remember anything but he knew it
was lost. He had to find it soon, they were screaming at him again. He'd get in trouble
if he didn't find the thing. He couldn't get in any more trouble, he had to be good. The
bald pebble man is coming back, the monster told him so. He's coming back and he's
going to hurt Theo again and tie him up and make his head hurt and pull him apart
again.
Theo promised he'd be good, he's been good but no one will listen. He doesn't even
run when they hit him, he's doing everything they tell him but they never care!
No more Pebble Man! Please no more metal table and no lights in his eyes, but the awful
itching buzz starts again. Nooo! He's been good! He's…
Shh. I'm here. You're not alone. Come out of the dark

He stopped running, surprised. He listened for the voice again. Who said that? Was
someone out there? But he can't see, it's too dark. The dark hurts him and he's blind,
except there was a flicker of light. It was so far away but Theo went toward it, leaving
the shouting monsters behind him. It was confusing and as he got closer, he still didn't
understand. It was just a yellow flower waving in the breeze . A little brown bird
landed on the stem and together they swayed back and forth. Both of them were
singing but the dark was mean and strong. He knew birds and flowers and singing
couldn’t win, but somehow they were pushing the hurt and blackness away.
I'm here. No more dark, no more hurts. You can sleep now, we're together now and together
is home. Now are you safe.
Theo slid deeper into sleep, the song echoing in his head.

Chapter 15
Theo opened his eyes. The strange ceiling didn't startle him this time.
"Good morning," Emma said, sitting up. "How did you sleep?"
"Was that you?"
"Was what me?"
"I thought I heard a voice. Never mind."
He looked away, embarrassed. Stuff like that didn't really happen. She was going to
think he was crazy and…
"Telling you to come out of the dark?"
He looked back at her in surprise and she smiled. "I was a little surprised too but I'm
glad I could help you. You were having a rough time."
"They…" he swallowed. "They were not nice people but I'm home now." Theo said.
"Yes you are. Are you hungry?"
"Thirsty."

"Come on, I'll help you up."
"No, I can do it."
Emma smiled as Theo pushed himself higher on the cushions.
"That was more than you've been able to do," she said, holding a cup with a straw up
to his mouth.
"I'm all tingly," Theo said.
A pretty nurse walked in and smiled at him. "Good morning, sunshine. Feeling
okay?"
"Hey, you're the one that gave me stitches," Theo said.
"Hey, you told me sand tasted like icing. Don't start."
"So we're even."
Allie gave him an evil looking smile. "You just wait. For now, Dr. Aeolus is coming
down to have a look at you." She took one of the computer things they used and ran
her fingers over it.
Dr. Aeolus opened the door and Theo was ready to flinch but other than a vague
sense of disquiet, everything was fine.
"Good morning, Doctor."
"It is being early evening but it is still a hello. How is your existence?"
Theo smiled. "My existence is being the quite acceptable."
Aeolus looked up from the screen he was checking. His mouth was quirked oddly
and Theo thought he might actually be smiling.
"It is finally that there are others who are nearly speaking properly."
The doctor went on checking the screen and poking at Theo's feet and hands. When
Dr. Breckinridge came in, Theo was out of bed with a sheet wrapped around him,
taking tentative steps while he held onto the bed. Emma watched and the doctor had

never seen her smile so widely. They got Theo back in bed, his arms and legs were still
weak but Dr. Aeolus assured him that would go away quickly.
"Will I be able to leave soon?" Theo asked.
"We're going to want a couple of deep brain scans," Dr. Breckinridge said. "Just to
make sure everything is looking the way it should. Other than that, I think you can get
out of here in the next couple of days."
"It is that I am scheduling a scan for the soonest time," Aeolus said, doing something
with his tablet. "This is being a simple procedure. You are quite fortunate, Theo. If it
were that you were completely human, it is that things would not worked as well as
they are doing."
Theo blinked. "What?"
Jeanine cleared her throat and Emma glared at Aeolus. Theo saw her shake her head
very slightly at the bald doctor.
Dr. Aeolus looked around. "It is that it is being time for the departures being
completed in haste. It is that there is great mortification. Yes, that is the way." He
nodded at Theo and left quickly.
Jeanine cleared her throat. "You can always tell when he's embarrassed, his English is
almost incomprehensible. I'd better go calm him down before he goes and confuses all
the nurses."
Emma sighed as the door closed behind her. "Seriously? She could have explained it
was his accent. But nooo, they had to get all freaked out. Do you think that could have
been more obvious?"
"Doesn't matter, I felt your reaction," Theo said.
"Really? I'm going to have to be watch it around you, huh? I'd better give Amanda a
call. She was going to talk with you in the next couple of days anyway."
"Just tell me what's going on."
"Not a good idea, I just screw stuff like this up."
"Stuff like what, Emma?"

She sighed. "Who we are, what we're doing down here, who our parents were,
everything important. I'll get it backwards, forget parts, you know."
"I trust you more than I can ever trust anyone else, Tulip. You can call Amanda if
you need to but…."
"But you want to hear it from me. I'm going to give her a quick call and then we'll
talk."
Emma picked up the phone and dialed.
"Hi Lily, is Amanda free? Thanks…Hi Mandy…Theo's good. In fact, he was talking
to Dr. Breckinridge and Dr. Aeolus. Dr. Aeolus wasn't paying attention to what he
said…oh no, pretty obvious. Theo asked me to tell him…right." Emma looked
surprised. "Are you sure? Okay, I'll see you soon."
Emma hung up the phone. "She'll be over as soon as she can, but said to go ahead.
Evidently she trusts my judgement now, which is a first. Where do we start?"
"Tell me what he meant."
"This will probably sound a little delusional so keep an open mind."
"A woman I evidently knew as a child yanked me out of a truck with a gun in her
hand and told me I was a prisoner and then she took me to meet my twin sister."
Emma laughed. "Since you put it that way…. Let's start with his idiotic 'not fully
human' comment. Mom was from Pennsylvania. Dad was from a lot further away.
Like, another planet far away. It was called Garradya Hoh. That's where Uncle Victor
lived. The people there were called Garragh. You're half Garragh."
"Why are you using past tense?"
"You were a lot easier to deal with when you were six. Past tense because almost all
of them are gone now."
"That's what happened to our parents?"
"Yes, but please wait for Amanda. She knows the story, she was there."
"She's a…?"

"Garragh. You say it like gurr-och. Yes, she's Dad's twin sister."
"Mirjam too?"
Emma shook her head. "From a different planet."
Theo raised his eyebrows.
"I know, sorry."
"Is everyone I've met from other planets?"
"Not really, most people around here are Terrans. Does it bother you?"
Theo thought about that. Everyone he'd met after he'd been rescued had been from
somewhere other than Watson's Hole. Did it matter how far? Not that he could see.
The whole thing mysterious agents in the black SUV was a little troubling but that
probably had more to do with Mildred and Elmer constantly ranting about the tools
and agents of the Beast. Even if they were, even if they were prancing around naked
wearing goat heads, these people were kinder and treated him better than anyone in
West Virginia ever had. Wasn't that more important than wherever they'd been born?
Theo trusted these people, his sister was here with the rest of his family. So it really
wasn't a hard decision at all. Besides, for good or bad, he was one of them and he
belonged here.
"That looked like some serious thinking," Emma said. "I think I smell smoke."
"Yeah, the Crabtrees and all those church people talked about how outsiders couldn’t
be trusted, people who weren't white couldn't be trusted, city people couldn't be
trusted, science couldn't be trusted, the list went on and on."
"I'm not surprised. What do you think?"
"Not think, know. I've finally come home and I know who I trust."
"Good. Move over."
Theo slid over on the bed and she sat next to him.

"So, since they weren't going on about space aliens messing up the country I assume
they didn't know? They were obsessed with UFOs though, said we didn't need more
immigrants."
Emma laughed. "No, most people don't know there are people from other worlds
here. By the way, alien is considered a little rude. People from other places are just
called Others. There's a lot of other civilizations up there. Life is all over the place,
mostly it's basic forms, bacteria and single celled critters. But there's plenty of higher
life too."
"So the UFOs are real."
"Depends on what you mean. We don't know of anyone using round ships and
around here we keep a really close watch on the skies." She shrugged. "Occasionally
there's stuff that no one can explain."
"You keep saying 'we' and I don't think you mean you and Amanda and Mirjam."
"No, but we'll come to that. So, the first Others showed up in the late thirties, Earth
was sort of an accidental discovery. I mean, they had been looking for Earth for a while
but no one thought it would be this far from the other colonies."
"Wait, they were looking for Earth? Why?"
Emma sighed. "This is what I meant about getting it out of order. Yes, they were
looking for us. Let me start over.
"There are twenty-seven different races out there that we know about. But that's just
in our galactic 'neighborhood.' There are more out there but space is really big and for
now, we know of twenty-one civilizations but there are rumors of at least six more."
"They all look like humans?"
"Most are somewhere between familiar looking and unbelievably weird. But there
are a few worlds with people who look human, more or less. That's why they were
looking for us."
"Who was?"
"Argh, let me back up. All of us humanoid types along with a bunch of more alien
Others used to be known as the prefcoria. The names refers to members of an ancient

empire that fell apart a long time ago. The human looking folks occupied ten colonies
set up by the founders of the empire. The Others represent the client planets that the
empire took over. Earth was one of those colonies, founded about forty-five thousand
years ago."
"That's a long time."
"You'd be surprised. The oldest two colonies were supposed to have been founded
almost a hundred thousand years ago but no one is sure what happened to them or if
they're just stories. The last colony founded was Garradya Hoh where Amanda and
dad were born. That was settled about five thousand years ago."
"That's still a long time."
"You get used to talking about large distances and long periods of time around here,"
Amanda said from the doorway. "You're looking good, I had to leave before you woke
up. Jeanine said you're moving a lot better?"
Theo sat up more and lifted his arms. "Weak but they say it'll get better."
Amanda smiled. "My day just got a lot better. Are you ready to hear more?"
"Of course."
Amanda sat beside the bed. Theo wondered where Mirjam was until she stuck her
head in the doorway and winked at him. For some reason, she closed the door without
coming in.
"We'll start with a brief tour of the last couple of millennia of near-galactic history.
Emma told you about our ancestors and cousins. From what we know, the people who
started this empire colonized their own system first, then traveled to nearby stars.
They absorbed or conquered the other races they found and then moved on,
expanding their empire. It had an incredibly long name. I heard the whole thing once
and it took almost forty-five minutes to say. And it was kind of goofy. Stuff like 'the
brightest and best people, best looking and we smell good' and on and on."
"What did they call themselves?"
Amanda smiled. "People, like everyone else. We call them Founders though. They
ended up with a vast amount of space, controlling over a hundred worlds when it was
at its largest. The other races we're in contact with were all part of the empire. There's a

lot that happened that we don't need to cover at the moment, but just after they set up
the colony on my world the Founders started disappearing."
"Like, poof disappeared?"
"Not quite, but close. The histories record them getting on their ships and just
leaving without a word why. No one has a clue where they went or why. Some people
think they went back home, they'd always kept the location a secret.
"Once they were gone, there were some attempts to keep the Empire running but no
one had the kind of technology the Founders used and it made things very difficult.
Things started to break down and drift apart. Ships stopped traveling to the three
outer colonies, which included Earth. Eventually their locations were just forgotten."
"Some people think that the three outer colonies were hidden, not forgotten," Emma
said. "I think that's what happened."
"Why would they do that?" Theo asked.
"We don't know why they did most of what they did. Emma's right, there's a lot of
different theories about what happened and why. Regardless, the three outer colonies
were lost. A lot of the races decided the old Empire had some things they had liked
and worlds started banding back together in a new system with another long boring
name. But really it works out to 'Commonwealth' and that's what we call ourselves."
"Then that's good, right? Emma said this is all a secret."
"Not everyone saw the Founders the same way and the Founders weren't close to
being the nicest people. They were needlessly brutal to civilizations that resisted them.
Once the Empire dissolved, most of these places wanted nothing to do with the
prefcoria. When the Commonwealth was founded, they saw it as the Empire with a
different name. So they formed their own political entities. Things were tense between
them and the Commonwealth but polite. Then, about nine hundred years ago a new
alliance called the Dominion of the Oppressed appeared. Commonwealth ships began
disappearing and several facilities were destroyed. The Dominion finally announced
they weren't interested in peaceful coexistence with the Commonwealth and they
attacked one of the ten colonies, a planet called Tarrad. Commonwealth ships rushed
to defend it but it's very difficult to defend an entire planet."

"Especially when all you have to do is stand back and throw rocks," Emma said,
getting off the bed, suddenly furious. "They didn't try to conquer it, just burned it
down to bedrock."
Amanda looked at her and then back at Theo. "The Dominion is determined to
avenge everything that the Founders did to them thousands of years ago."
"That sounds like an excuse to me. Junior and Elmer were always going on about the
glory of the Confederacy and the War of Northern Aggression."
"It’s totally an excuse," Emma said. Her voice was getting louder. "Because when
they find new planets, they loot them. Places that had nothing to do with the Founders,
they show up in their skies and decimate everything and enslave the survivors. And
then do you know what they do? Force them to strip their own resources, minerals,
water, anything the Dominion factory ships need. Then when it's all gone, they just
abandon it and leave everyone to die. It's been proven, we've seen it happen. They just
want their own empire and all the talk about righting the wrongs of the past is so
much bullshit. "
"Emma, you're getting loud," Amanda said calmly.
"Yeah, and why aren't you?" Emma yelled at her, startling Theo. "Tell him what
happened to our home!"
"I was coming to that, please lower your voice. Theo, Garradya Hoh was one of the
most recent victims of the Dominion. I was working here but your parents were there.
I'd prefer to tell you that story another time."
"Okay," Theo said. "How do they destroy a planet? Like nuclear bombs or
something?"
"That's too complicated for those bugs," Emma said, nearly yelling again. "The
fucking locusts started off with a few asteroids and then pushed their own moon on
top of them for a finale. There's nothing left there but a bunch of rubble."
"Emma, you need to calm down," Amanda said and Theo could tell she was getting
angry too. "We've been over this."
"And tell me again why you're so calm," Emma snapped. "Everything you knew was
stolen from you. Why don't you care?"

"I said before, going around constantly enraged about it wouldn't solve anything."
"Showing some emotion occasionally would be nice!"
The door opened and Mirjam stuck her head in. "This is not the time or place. Calm
down."
Emma glared at Amanda as Mirjam closed the door again. Theo could see that she
was about to explode and it felt all wrong, twisted and awful. He had to do something
to fix it.
"Hey," he said and strained his arm to reach out and take her hand.
She gave him an angry look. "Don't you start telling me to be quiet too!"
"Never that, Tulip." He pulled on her hand. His grip was weak but he wouldn't let go
and she wouldn't pull her hand away. Theo kept tugging until she didn't have a choice
and sat down on the bed next to him.
"No more dark, no more hurts," he said quietly.
"But our mom and dad…"
"I know. Then me, and then you were all alone."
"No, I wasn't, but…it's not fair!"
"I know. You said together is home. We're home now."
Emma buried her face in the pillow, sobbing and Theo put his head against hers and
his hand on her head. He looked as the door opened. Amanda and Mirjam were both
staring at him.
"We'll come back," Amanda whispered and he nodded.
Jeanine was coming down the hall as Mirjam closed the door. "Amanda, we have to
talk, now."
"I know. Can you give me a second first?" Amanda went to the restroom and Mirjam
knew the signs well enough to stay outside, leaning against the wall.

Amanda locked the door behind her. She leaned against the wall and let herself start
crying. She wasn’t sure why anymore. Her family, her lost home, Theo being stolen
and tortured for years, Emma slowly losing her mind, probably all of it.
After a few minutes she blew her nose and washed her face. Enough of the selfindulgence, there was a lot of work to do. She went back into the hall and kissed
Mirjam.
"Thank you."
Mirjam nodded, smiling at her. "Better?"
Amanda nodded. "Where's Jeanine?"
"Waiting in her office."
Amanda followed her down the hall and tapped on Jeanine's door.
"Come in, both of you."
The overhead lights were off, there was just a desk lamp that made the office more
comfortable somehow. Jeanine's usually neat office was covered with stacks of papers
and books.
"Looks like you've been busy, Doc," Mirjam said.
"Sorry, haven't pulled an all-nighter since med school," Jeanine said, clearing off the
chairs for them.
"Emma can't stay with him anymore, I know," Amanda started but Jeanine held up a
hand.
"That's not what this is about. Not directly anyway. After we talked the other day,
something kept bothering me about something you said about Pairing. I've been
chasing down an idea, I started with casualty reports…never mind, I'll tell you how
smart I am another time. Kawehi has been working with me on this and I asked her to
join us."
Amanda and Mirjam sat down and a few seconds later, Kawehi tapped on the door
frame. "Hi everyone."

"Come in," Jeanine said.
Kawehi closed the door behind her and sat on a stool.
"Let's start with your observations, Kay," Jeanine said.
Kawehi nodded. "I've been studying the video feed from Theo's room. It's not as
good as personal observation but I'd be a big distraction at the moment."
"Why? There's doctors and nurses in and out of there, not to mention Emma," Mirjam
said.
Kawehi looked slightly embarrassed. "When we recovered Theo he was in a
panicked state. To calm him down I had to Project. It was deep affection push and he
was very receptive."
"Not surprising," Amanda said. "He's been starved of that for a long time. But I take
your point."
"I was wondering something. Who is Mr. Biscuit? Theo subvocalizes the name
regularly."
"That's a thought-form that Ollie taught Theo to make," Amanda said.
"Interesting, I think it may have provided a kind of refuge mechanism for Theo's
psyche when they attacked his mind."
"Good old Mr. Biscuit," Amanda said.
"Did Theo and Emma's father or mother teach them any of the Pairing techniques?"
"No, but Jeanine asked too. What's going on?"
"I noticed that Theo is incredibly empathic. I'm seeing a lot of micro-expressions,
especially when Emma is involved. I thought it was a Garragh twin thing but then I
saw Emma's outburst a few minutes ago. Not only did he know when she started
getting upset, but he read you two as well. Then he intervened to defuse the situation,
did exactly the right thing. There's no way he should be that good without some kind
of training."
"Claire was pretty sensitive though," Mirjam said.

"I requested her scores and they were very high but if it was passed on genetically
we would be seeing something comparable in Emma, especially with their unusual
conception. But Emma's scores are far below average. So far that usually I'd expect to
see signs of mental pathologies. Despite her temper she doesn't show any signs at all.
So, Emma had to be ignoring the cues in the test for some reason. So I began
considering the environment."
"That's where I come back into this," Jeanine said. "I've worked with Emma in the
past, she's had every type of intervention we can devise and nothing has helped with
her emotional instability. I agree with Kawehi, there's no pathology there. She just
doesn't seem to care for some reason. On the other hand, Theo's environment should
have blunted any empathetic tendencies but Kawehi is seeing the opposite. They were
way too young for Pairing, even if it had been a natural bond but for some reason I
couldn't get it out of my head."
"Then I started thinking about my own experiences," Kawehi said.
"Are you okay to talk about that?" Mirjam asked.
Kawehi smiled. "Thank you for worrying but if there's some good that can come out
of that mess I want to help. I'm sure they told you both that there's a whole bunch of
things that happen when you're separated. In my experience, the first thing was
desperately trying to work out a way to get back to my partners. When you combine
that with grief it goes a long to explain the high suicide rate of survivors. I was
certainly tempted."
"Does it get better?" Mirjam asked.
After a second, Kawehi nodded. "With help. In the few cases where death isn't the
cause of separation, the people left behind during the Fencepost raids for example, the
need to reunite is just as strong and it bolsters the natural urges toward survival. Theo
wouldn't have known where or why he was taken, he'd just know he wasn't supposed
to be there and he wasn't supposed to be alone. So he adapted to the new
circumstances as best he could. He would have learned very quickly that his captors
didn't behave like anything he was used to and it was critical to his survival that he
know everything he could about them in order to survive."
"What about his memories?" Amanda asked.

"I'm just as baffled by the reemergence of his earlier personality but I suspect it has
something to do with this thought-form you described and the fact that he's got an
interesting genetic ancestry."
"What about Emma though? She isn't remotely empathic."
"She didn't need to be, she was completely safe right? But her rage suddenly makes
sense. They seem to have a very strong bond and she knew her partner was out there
somewhere but she was powerless to look for him."
"And no one listened to her. We humored her but I assumed they had killed Theo a
long time ago," Amanda said. "So he was trained as an empath."
"Just not the way we would like," Kawehi said.
Amanda rubbed her eyes. "I completely failed Emma."
"No more than anyone else here did," Jeanine said. "I'm the expert and I
misdiagnosed her. You're not superhuman Amanda."
Mirjam put her arm around Amanda's shoulder. "What is it you always say about
problems? There's one part that isn't important?"
"Blame is pointless. And no fair turning that on me."
Jeanine got up. "Let's go chat with Emma. She needs to be told."
When they went back in the room, Emma was still lying beside Theo on the bed, her
head against his. She stood up when Amanda came in.
"I'm sorry," she said quietly, looking at the floor. "I don't know what's wrong with
me, I really don't."
Amanda shook her head and wrapped her arms around Emma, surprising her.
"There's absolutely nothing wrong with you and I'm sorry I didn't know that sooner.
Things are going to be better now."
"Right, except the whole galactic war thing," Emma sniffed.
"Just a minor detail to work out," Amanda said.

Emma laughed a little and Amanda let her go, putting her hands on Emma's
shoulders to look at her.
"I'll work harder on the anger," Emma promised.
"You've done an amazing job so far, I wish I had been able to see that. Let's go talk to
Dr. Breckinridge for a few minutes, okay? We'll be right down the hall."
"I'll keep him company," Mirjam said. She came in and sat down after they left. "How
are you feeling?"
"Really weak still."
She nodded. "You had quite a fight, you need some time to recover. Tomorrow or the
day after we're going to move you to a ranch where some friends can help you get
back on your feet. Amanda's job involves some traveling and this way there will be
someone to help you. Emma can stay with you until you're ready to come home."
"A window would be nice. Are you hungry? There's some jello."
Mirjam reached over and picked up the cover. She regarded the green block on the
plate suspiciously. "What's that in the middle? Cauliflower?"
"I figured you could tell me."
Mirjam put the cover back over it. "Some things are better left mysteries. Nice job
with Emma before."
"She gets angry like that a lot?"
"Emma has had some temper and self-control issues, to put it mildly. We weren't
sure why until now. It'll get better now that you're back."
"Are you being cryptic at me?"
Mirjam smiled. "Yeah, but I'm sure she'll tell you. Would you like to talk for a bit?"
"I do, but I'm afraid I might fall asleep."
"I don't mind. What would you like to talk about?"
"You never told me about your home. What's it like?"

She sighed and leaned back in the chair. "It's the most gorgeous place, the prettiest of
all the prefcoria worlds."
"What's it called?"
"Jeonus Hoh. It's one of the inner worlds, much closer to the center of the galaxy and
you would not believe the night sky. Imagine that you're flying toward it. The first
thing you'd notice is that my planet has rings like Saturn. The next thing you'd see that
we orbit a binary star…"

Chapter 16
"What is that?" Emma looked at the plate, disgusted.
"They called it 'scrapple ,'" Theo said. "There's poached eggs and toast too. Ooh, and
jello with eyeballs. No, sorry. I think those are melon balls. Go and find me some pants.
I want to find out who's responsible for this food."
"Tempting, but no."
"Seriously, they have some sort of jello fetish. Jeanine should be told."
"How do you know she's not the one cooking it?"
Theo shook his head. "Doctors take that oath not to hurt people."
"First, do no harm. Second, make some nice jello," Emma laughed. "You'll be a free
man the day after tomorrow. Be patient."
"Be nice to walk out of here on my own," Theo grumbled. "Go to the bathroom
without asking, roll over without asking…"
"You're a lot better than the little turnip they brought in here," Emma teased him.
"And you could still have the catheter in."
Theo turned red. "I'll never be able to look Allie in the eye again."
Emma laughed. "She's dealt with worse, I'm sure. Do you want any of this?"
Theo looked at the tray. "Just the orange juice and toast."

"I'll bring something back," Emma promised.
"You're giving me that look," Theo said.
"Which?"
"The one that says there's something serious going on. What?"
"Serious but not bad. Remember how I talked to you in your bad dream?"
Theo nodded. "I can feel you near me, especially while I'm asleep. I can't explain it."
"You don't have to, not to me anyway. So, I've always lost my temper really easily, I
always have. Not because I want to, because I can't control it. I've tried so many ways
to fix that."
"Mirjam and Amanda seemed surprised when it happened here."
Emma was embarrassed. "Yeah, once I get going it takes a long time to I calm down
again. You were able to interrupt that though and they think it's because we somehow
became something called a dyad."
Theo had his mouth full of toast and waved his hand in a "come on" gesture.
"This place does some very dangerous jobs and there are some scientists and
executives that have someone protecting them all the time. There's other teams that
have specialized jobs and have to trust each other totally. To make that work better,
they go through a process that creates a link between them. It's how our parents met,
they were what's called a dyad."
"They were soldiers?"
"Mom was, kind of. She watched over dad, he was a brilliant physicist and really
important to the project. There's a lot more to this and you'll be learning it, because,
well, it looks like you and I are our own dyad. They're not sure how it happened, it's a
long complicated process and supposedly, we were way too young to make it work."
"Because we're twins?" Theo asked.
"I'm sure that has something to do with it. When these dyads are separated, strange
things can happen to them."

"Like losing your temper a lot?"
She nodded. "Exactly. They say it's because I knew you were alive and I was always
frustrated no one would help me look."
"I don't really have a temper like that, but if I didn't know you were out there…"
"You're a quick one," Emma said, smiling at him. "I'm really happy you're home."
"Home is together."
She bent down and kissed his forehead. "Yes, it is. Have you been working on your
memory exercises? Anything new?"
"Not really anything that makes sense. I'll remember something but I don't have any
idea what came before or after it so it doesn't make any sense."
"You're missing lots of context though. Anything interesting?"
"It might have just been something I made it. There was this man, he seemed huge
and had this really big moustache, it was curled up on the ends. He lived in this giant
really fancy house."
"Oh, that sounds like dad's brother, Uncle Victor. We visited him when we were like
four, he lived on Garragh in this enormous house with lots of archways."
"Black and white stripes? He was really loud?"
"Yep, sounds like him. He freaked me out though."
"I thought he was nice."
"That's because you're a boy. Boys enjoy loud noises."
Theo laughed. "That must be it."
Emma's cell buzzed and she frowned at it before reading the message. "Oh yeah,
there's something I need to ask you. Would it bother you if Rachel visited?"
"Why would it?"

Emma sighed. "I have no idea, but she seems to think that you'd freak out since
you're paralyzed."
"I'm not paralyzed, just very slow."
"And Rachel isn't always rational but she's been checking on you since they brought
you back."
"I'd really like it if she came to visit, I want to thank her."
"Good, because she's downstairs." Emma smiled and typed something on her phone.
"That's called being sandbagged by the way. I can see you're both going to need a lot of
help."
"A lot of help doing what?"
"See? Lots of help."
Theo was still trying to get Emma to give him a straight answer when Rachel stuck
her head in the door. "Hey guys," she said very quietly.
"Why are you whispering?" Emma said.
"Because we're in a hospital?"
"Oh, so the sickness gnomes don't hear you? That makes sense."
Theo laughed and Rachel shook her head. "How are you doing Theo?"
"You can come in," Theo said. "I'm told it's not contagious."
Rachel came over the bed and sat down. She touched his arm briefly. "You scared me
but you look a lot better now."
"I'm a good influence," Emma said. "At last."
"She's eating all my food, please help," Theo said.
Rachel laughed. "Like you never left. You two are going to be impossible, aren't
you?"
"I heard we're already mentioned in two interplanetary treaties," Emma said.

"Banning you from other worlds I'm sure," Rachel said. "How are you feeling Theo?"
"Kind of numb and tingly, but look." He raised his arm a few inches. "It's more
impressive if you saw me a few days ago, promise."
Rachel smiled. "I'm glad you're okay."
"Did everyone get back?"
"I'm not really supposed to talk about operational stuff, but yeah, the last two are
headed to safety now."
Emma got up. "I'm going to go down to get real food, they've had Theo on some
weird jello diet. You want anything?"
"No, but do you want me to go get it so you can stay here?" Rachel asked.
"No, I need to walk around a little. Sit with Theo."
Emma walked down to the elevator shaking her head. "Do I want you to go get it,
give me strength," she muttered, pushing the button. "Lots of help."

Chapter 17
There was a tap on the door and Dr. Aeolus stepped in. "It is that I am hoping you
had a pleasant evening, Theophile."
"Good morning, Dr. Aeolus," Theo said and Emma stood up and said hello.
"Dr. Breckinridge is to be assisting other patients but we are being ready to proceed
with the last of your brain scans. There are a variety of compounds that may be used to
ease any discomfort you may feel about my appearance. Is it that I should be
summoning the Nurse Allison?"
"Thank you, but this is something I should get over on my own," Theo said.
"I see." Dr. Aeolus looked at them both for a moment and then shook his head. "No,
it is that I do not understand your decision. It is that I was expecting to wait for a stress
relieving compound to be administered. May I be seated that we may be speaking and
it will be a mitigation of the my curiosity?"

Emma smiled while Theo worked that out in his head.
"Sure," Theo said and the doctor took a chair and aligned it so that he was facing
Theo at precisely forty-five degrees.
"First it is that I am regretting my poor choice of words two days ago and there is an
apology."
"Thank you, but there was no harm done," Emma said. "We were going to tell him
about our parents in the next couple of days."
Theo pushed himself a little higher on the pillows. "Can I ask you something?"
The doctor considered it for a moment, Theo and Emma both fought back smiles.
"Yes, you may."
"I've heard them refer to you as a Yffliad, you're from somewhere else?"
"Other than this room? I was not born here, no." Aeolus studied them each for a few
seconds. "I was attempting a humorous remark."
Theo smiled. "I thought you were messing with my head."
"Ah. No, that will require special equipment in another room."
Theo and Emma both laughed out loud.
"Ah, excellent, I am achieving the humor."
"Theo was asking a question in order to politely invite you to tell him about your
home world."
Aeolus looked at them. "It is that I am astounded anyone learns this language
properly. For what purpose are you asking, Theophile?"
"I think if I knew you a little better I could deal with being scared of you."
"I do not wish you to be uneasy in my presence, but I am curious why you are not
simply choosing a chemical that will take away your fear long enough for me to
complete my work."

"Because it isn't fair," Theo said.
"Fair." Aeolus looked at him, waiting.
"He's going to need more explanation than that," Emma said quietly.
"Oh. Sorry, it is not fair to my mind that I blame you in any way for something
someone else has done, whether or not they look like you or not. That is not the way a
good person acts."
Aeolus sat forward slightly. "It is that you are being concerned about my treatment
in a manner that will be suiting your ethical outlook. This is being the truth?"
"Right."
"Mmphra ftchia."
Emma laughed out loud and Aeolus looked at her.
"Sorry, I know a few words of your language. It translates roughly to 'I'll be damned,'
Theo."
"It is that I am asking your pardon, there was surprise for me. It is also that I forgot
the widespread fascination with intemperate speech of other races. It is that I am
honored that you are being concerned on my behalf. Theo, it is that my people have a
very dark history and this makes many races uneasy in our presence. We are looking
very different than other prefcoria, hair is rare for my people, our eyes are always
black, and our skin is not varied in pigmentation as others is doing. We are also much
quieter, preferring to reflect on our thoughts before speaking. It is that these things
make us appear menacing, but the other prefcoria can be rather startling to us as well."
Theo nodded. "Then we must seem very silly to you."
"It is not being the foolishness exactly. It is being a different discipline and reliance
on the emotion rather than intellect. The Founders adapted us to different worlds and
this is creating different people. So, it is that I will tell you of my home? It is being a
planet is called Chanik-jah Hoh."
"Does hoh mean world? I keep hearing about worlds with that word."

"It is being perceptive of you. Our scholars are telling us that hoh was a Founder
word for jewel. Then in the Founder's language my planet might be called Night Jewel.
Our star is different, it is not as bright as it is here. It is that the star of Terra would be
emitting far too much radiation for my world to bear. It is that there is much science to
be discussed and I do not believe this was your intent."
"No, I just wanted to know you better. I'd like to hear more about your home
someday."
"It is that I would enjoy telling you. I believe it is very beautiful and the speech with
others reminds me of it." He glanced at the clock. "It is that there are other procedures
being scheduled. Are you being prepared or shall I postpone the treatment?"
"I'm ready."
Emma helped him up as Aeolus pulled a wheelchair from the corner and Emma
helped Theo into it and pushed him down the hall and into another room. It was dimly
light with a large machine in the middle of the room. There was a large window in the
wall and Theo could see what looked like a control room through it.
A nurse came in and she helped Emma get Theo from the chair onto a high tech
looking recliner.
"I can't stay in here, but I'll be right outside," Emma said and Theo nodded.
She left as the nurse adjusted the chair carefully. Aeolus stopped adjusting the chair
and looked down at him. "You are not knowing this Theo, it is that I must strap your
head in place, staying still is critically important. Since you are awake and given your
previous experience this will be unpleasant. Believe I would avoid it but it is not
possible. It is that you are not wishing an injection?"
Theo swallowed. "Bad memories but they're just memories."
"I understand. It is that this nurse would refuse to assist me if I was planning to harm
you."
The nurse nodded as she adjusted the chair. "In fact I'd be kicking his ass down the
hallway if Emma didn't beat me to it."
Theo smiled. "I think she could take you, Doctor. Let's do it."

He nodded as the nurse put a padded band over Theo's forehead. "It is that I am
being focused on reproduction rather than combat."
The nurse laughed, sliding padded rods so that they just touched Theo's head. "He
means he's a lover, not a fighter."
"That is being precisely what I said. It is that people are often not being attentive. I
will see you shortly, Theo."
He closed the door behind him and the machine began humming with occasional
quiet clunking noises. Theo was afraid of the dreams being tied down like this would
create and tried hard to stay awake. The dimness and soothing hum made it harder
and harder to keep his eyes open and soon he was asleep. He could feel the soft push
of Emma nearby and relaxed. There were no dreams.

Chapter 18
The van was driving down a dusty road. Theo was staring out the window with
Emma sitting beside him. Behind them was Rachel who had decided she'd go along at
the last minute. Theo was happy about it and Emma had just smiled before trying to
get Rachel to sit beside Theo. They finally drove down a long driveway bordered by
fences.
"This is all one farm?" Theo asked.
Emma shrugged. "I think so. It takes a lot of room to grow cows."
"Raise cattle maybe?" Theo's voice was still quiet. It was coming back but talking too
loudly felt like yelling and quickly took his breath away.
"Whatever, I'm not interested in cows until they're seared on the outside and a warm
pink in the middle."
Theo looked at her. "I really hope you're talking about food."
Rachel and Emma were both still laughing when the van stopped in front of a large
ranch house with an older couple standing on the porch. It was amazingly hot in the
sun and Theo was glad to get into the shade of the porch.

"Welcome to Camp Lazyass," the man said. He had long gray hair in a braid and
huge walrus moustache.
"Officially this is the Big Sky Ranch," the woman said, poking her husband in the
arm. She had glasses and her own long gray hair. In spite of being shorter and rounder
than Jeanine Breckinridge, Theo got the same kind of feeling from her. "Our rotating
guests named it that and I can't make them stop. I'm Betty and this is Henry."
"It's nice to meet you both. Thank you for letting me stay here."
"It's a pleasure to have you," Betty said. "We'll be working with you to get you back
on your feet. I knew Emma was going to stay, should I make up another bed for you,
Rachel?"
"Thanks Betty, but I can't stay the whole time," Rachel said from the back of the
group. "I'll catch a ride back to town later. Is that a new earring, Henry?"
"Yup, made it from some gold I found."
"Would you two prefer to be in the same room?" Betty asked Emma.
"Theo?"
"I'll be fine," Theo said. "And you snore."
"All lies, I've never heard myself snore," Emma said. "Thanks Betty, but can I be
close?"
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"We'll put you next door," Betty said. "The folks are coming up for dinner, we're
going to sit down at six. Can you manage the table, Theo?"
"It's got to better than trying to eat in bed. Emma was hoping you had jello."
Emma rolled her eyes at Betty behind Theo's back. "Theo was getting a little
obsessive about the jello at the hospital. He's going to miss his nightly jello mold."
"Am not."
Betty smiled. "You two are going to be trouble, aren't you?"

"I think he probably will be," Emma said
"Will not."
…
There were already three people sitting down when Emma and Theo went out to the
dining room. One of them was a sunburnt man with blonde hair and blue eyes,. The
other was a woman that looked familiar but Theo couldn't place her. She had long dark
hair and dark eyes and was gorgeous, Theo almost blushed when he looked at her.
"Look who it is," Kawehi said. "You're looking a lot better than the last time I saw
you."
"I'm sorry, I remember your face, you were there in the truck but I can't remember
your name."
"Don't worry about it, you had other things on your mind. I'm Kawehi Moana and
this is Richmond Jones."
"Just call me Jonesy," the man quickly. "How are you feeling?"
"Getting better," Theo said. "Still too weak to do much."
"Jurgen has plans for that. You won't have fun," Jonesy said.
"Hello Theo," the other man said. He had a German accent and very blonde hair and
blue eyes. "I'm Jurgen and I will be your physical therapist."
"Physical terrorist is how it's pronounced," Jonesy said and Jurgen rolled his eyes.
"I just got lost," Rachel said, coming in and sitting next to Theo. "This place is huge."
"We all used to stay here," Jonesy said. "Betty got tired of all the whooping and
hollering in the house though."
"Jonesy and some other people you'll meet in a few minutes come here after
deployments to blow off steam and get any medical care they need," Kawehi said.
Theo looked at Emma, confused. He'd assumed they were ranch hands.

"They're part of the IRT that rescued you," she explained. "You met Kawehi, Jonesy
was there but you didn't see him."
"Thank you, both of you," Theo said. "I remember you said someone got hurt?"
"One of our agents was hit by buckshot," Kawehi said. "Luckily he was wearing body
armor so he just got a couple pellets in the arm. He and another agent trying to help
him got roughed up some but they're both fine. You won't get to see them, they're on
their way to Africa."
"For getting shot?"
The others laughed.
"No, there's another facility there that needs some help," Kawehi said. "They're not in
trouble at all."
"We'll be jealous when winter comes," Jonesy said. "Howdy Rachel."
"Heya Jonesy."
There was laughter from outside and six more people showed up in the dining room
a minute later. Theo was introduced to Betsy, Shep, a woman named Deed, Ian, Toni,
and Willi and they crowded around asking Theo how he was doing and patting
Rachel's back.
"Okay, okay, let them breathe," Marisol said from the doorway.
"You drove the truck," Theo whispered.
"That's Marisol Gutierrez, she's the team leader," Emma said.
The group found chairs, laughing and teasing each other. Theo liked them all
immediately and he wondered if that was because of what they'd done for him.
"Can you say something for me?" Theo asked Emma.
"Guys?" Emma said and then repeated herself a little louder.
They all stopped talking and looked at her.
"Theo wanted to say something but his voice is still pretty weak," Emma said.

"Go ahead," Marisol said.
"I just wanted to thank you for what you did," Theo said, voice straining. "But thank
you isn't a big enough word. Because of you, I met my sister and my family and finally
got to come home. If I can ever do anything for any of you, please tell me."
"Thank you, Theo," Marisol said. "We don't get to meet people we help very often."
"And they don't say thank you very often," Shep said, toasting him with a can of
beer.
"Hush," Betsy said, punching him in the shoulder.
"You're very welcome, Theo. Welcome home," Marisol said.
"I'd drink to that," Ian said.
The rest of them held up their drinks and loudly welcomed Theo home.
"That was really nice," Rachel whispered in Theo's ear.
"Thank you most of all," he whispered back as the crew chattered happily.
"Had to get my little birdie back, right?" Rachel leaned forward and kissed him on
the cheek. "Water fights have been boring without you here."
"I've got some plans to fix that," Theo said and she laughed.
Betty came into the room carrying a couple of pizza boxes and several team members
went to get the rest of them from the kitchen.
"Where's Henry?" Kawehi asked Betty.
"He's coming now."
There was a thud and Henry said a bad word. He limped into the dining room.
"Who left that cooler in the hallway?"
The entire team pointed at Shep, laughing.
"Sorry, boss," Shep said. "I wasn't sure where to put it."

"Why did you bring it up here? What's in there?" Henry asked, sitting down.
"Drinks. I didn't want to run out."
"You're aware we have refrigerators? Since I broke my toe on it, you may get one for
me."
Theo smiled as they all taunted Shep and he went to get Henry a beer. Then the
pizza came to his plate.
"Oh, that smells so good," Theo said.
He carefully reached out and took the slice that Emma put on his plate. He took a
bite, chewing with his eyes closed and a smile.
"Theo, are you sure you like pizza?" Betty asked and they all laughed.
"Your movement is better than I was told," Jurgen said, cutting his pizza with a knife
and fork.
"It feels like my arms are made out of stone," Theo said. "Emma kept eating all my
bacon so I had to push myself or starve."
"Oh, stop crying," Emma said. "It was turkey bacon and wasn't very good, so I
actually did you a favor. Are you going to eat that garlic bread?"
Theo quickly picked it up and took a bite. "Yes."
"Perhaps you missed your calling, Emma," Jurgen said and put a piece of pizza in his
mouth using his fork.
"What was that?" Kawehi said. "Who taught you to eat pizza?"
"Well, my mother taught us not to eat with our hands."
"You Germans are wound too tight," Toni said and Jurgen made a rude noise.
Henry looked up. "Am I going to have to separate all of you?"
"Please?" Willi asked. "Deed keeps kicking me."
The woman next to him tried to look innocent. "I never did, but just for that…"

Willi sighed as she kicked him and everyone laughed. Theo had never met people
that acted this way but he really liked it. Emma smiled as she felt the pulse of his
happiness.

Chapter 19
The next morning, Theo carefully walked out of the bathroom after trying to brush
his hair. He still didn't have the strength or motor control but he wasn't about to ask
Emma to help him bathe. He headed for the bed but felt his legs starting to give out.
He tried to make it to the bed but collapsed before he could sit down. He fell forward
onto the bed but he wasn't able to stop himself and fell off the other side and thumped
to the floor between the wall and bed. Theo sighed. At least he'd gotten his clothes on
already.
There were footsteps in the hall and then a tap on his door. "You okay in there?"
Kawehi called.
"Yes," Theo said but couldn't make his voice loud enough for her to hear.
"Theo?" she said, opening the door and looking around.
"Behind the bed."
"Are you okay?"
"Yep."
She came in and looked around. "Where are you?"
"Still behind the bed."
She looked around the bed. "Did you fall out?"
"I thought I'd rest back here. It's cozy."
She nodded, trying not to smile. "How's that working for you?"
"Could you pretend you never saw this?"

She reached down and helped him up and onto the bed. "It'll be our secret. Seriously,
what happened?"
"I took a shower and didn't quite make it back."
"Theo, you should have asked for help. That was dangerous and kind of dumb."
He looked at her and started to blush.
Kawehi laughed when she realized why he was embarrassed. "I meant ask Jurgen."
"I'm not used to asking for help," he muttered.
She put her hand on his shoulder. "Then learn. That's why we're all out here."
"You don't live here?"
"No, this is Betty and Henry's house. I have an apartment in town with a friend of
mine."
"Oh, I thought you and Jurgen…never mind."
She laughed. "Not even close. Anyway, ask for help next time, okay? Even if it's a
shower."
At breakfast, Jurgen didn't mention anything about Kawehi finding him on the floor
and Theo was grateful that she had kept his secret. It was just the two of them and
Theo and Emma. He was looking forward to working in the gym, he was tired of
feeling so weak.
Three hours later, he collapsed onto the bed. He was pretty sure Jurgen was trying to
kill him. He didn't even complain when Jurgen helped him in and out of the shower.
Theo was still barely able to move after lunch. Then Kawehi suggested they head out
to the small river that ran across the ranch. He wasn't about to tell her no, but he didn't
know how far he'd make it like this.
"How far away is it?" he tried to ask casually.
"About two miles," Henry said and Theo nodded.
"He's trying so hard to smile right now," Kawehi said.

Jurgen looked at Theo and laughed. 'He worked very hard this morning."
After they were done, he tried to get out of his chair but could barely lift himself. No
matter how utterly beautiful Kawehi was, all he really wanted to do was take a nap.
"What are you doing?" Kawehi asked, coming out with a small backpack. "What did I
say about asking for help?"
"We're going out to the river?" Theo asked.
She shook her head. "Sit down before you fall down."
Jurgen ended up pushing him outside to a small vehicle.
"This is called a quad," Kawehi said, helping him belt in. "You look a little worn out,
we'll use this."
"Oh, thank god," Theo said, collapsing into the seat.
She laughed. "Didn't have fun with Jurgen this morning?"
Theo looked around. "That man, he's not very nice," he whispered.
Kawehi laughed and drove the quad along a small path. Theo was grateful for the
seatbelts, he was sure he would have fallen out five minutes into the trip. He looked at
Kawehi as she drove, she was utterly beautiful and he had a funny feeling in his
stomach every time he looked at her. She pulled up beside a creek in the shade of
several large cottonwood trees and helped him out of the seatbelts. Theo staggered
over to where there were a couple of chairs set up and collapsed in one of them.
"Today is going to be easy," she said. "We're just going to sit."
"I can do that."
"Without falling asleep, Theo."
He sat up. "Uh, that might be a little harder."
She laughed. "I thought it might. You know my name is Kawehi but probably not a
lot more than that."
"Right. Are you one of the Others?"

"Nope, but sometimes I might as well be, I grew up on a small island in the Pacific
called Rapa Nui. You'd probably know it better as Easter Island."
"The place with the giant stone heads? I thought everyone disappeared a long time
ago."
"Lots of people think that but as far as I know my family was there from the
beginning."
"And your last name is Moana?"
"No, that's my middle name. My last name was Tuki but I had a disagreement with
my family and my father asked that I no longer use it. Most Americans aren't
comfortable with not having a last name though, so I just use Moana instead."
"How did you end up here?"
"I went to school in Chile and met Henry there. He was a visiting professor and he
asked me to come back with him to California to work on my advanced degree. He
recruited me for the Project the next year and here I am." She smiled at him and Theo
couldn't help but smile back. "Let's talk about you now."
Theo nodded. "I think you know more about my history than I do."
"History is boring, the future is far more interesting. Let's set some ground rules for
our conversations here. Obviously we're going to be talking a lot. I'll be explaining
some stuff that will sound strange and you'll have a lot of questions. I'll have a lot of
questions for you as well and to make this work, we need to be very comfortable
together. So, rule one is that we can ask each other anything at all and if there's a
question that's uncomfortable we'll stop there. We might have to come back to it later,
but if either of us says 'stop sign' that means the question is out of bounds for at least a
day. That gives us both time to think about the question and to figure out where to go
from there. What do you say if I ask something you don't want to answer?"
"Stop sign."
She smiled. "I'll try hard not to put you in a corner like that. I don't want you to
worry if I say it. I'm not mad at you and you didn't hurt me, no matter what you might
think. The only other thing is that a lot of what we're going to talk about might feel
really personal. There are several people that I'll be keeping updated, Amanda, Betty,

and my boss who you'll meet eventually. Those updates will be about our progress but
won't include any of the details. That stays between us. Sound good?"
"Should I promise the same thing?" Theo asked.
Kawehi smiled. "I won't ask you to. I trust you but you've got a twin sister that you
communicate with in different ways, some of which you're not aware of yet. So, I don't
want you to be worrying about letting anything slip. I think your life has had too much
worrying as it is and I'd like you to just relax with me."
"I'll do my best," Theo said. He wondered how he was supposed to relax when she
was looking at him like that?
She smiled and he felt a little better. "Then let's get started. Emma told me that she
talked to you a little bit about Jeanine's theory, that you two somehow formed a dyad.
How much did you talk about?"
"Just that there's a way to make two people linked like we are and that our parents
were a dyad."
"Right, that process is called Pairing. It wasn't just your parents, Mirjam and Amanda
are a dyad too. Mirjam keeps Amanda safe from threats and helps her in other ways.
With other dyads it's pretty much…"
"I'm sorry to interrupt, helps her in other ways?"
Kawehi smiled. "Not what you'd think, being a young man."
"Huh?"
"I'm sorry, I thought you were referring to something else."
"I'm a little confused here but there was something funny in your voice when you
said she helps her in other ways."
She raised her eyebrows. "Funny?"
"Like you were hurrying past that."
Kawehi took a deep breath. "Okay, I can see you're a lot more sensitive than I first
thought. All of these explanations you're getting, it all fits together. Most people

around here get all of this gradually but you're getting thrown in the deep end. I know
you want to ask what I meant by sensitive, but lets answer your questions in order.
"Amanda is in a position of a lot of responsibility, more than you could imagine right
now. That means she has enemies, in that sense Mirjam is her bodyguard. But part of
Mirjam's job is to watch Amanda for the rest of us."
"So, Mirjam is her boss too?"
Kawehi smiled but Theo could see sadness behind it. "Have you ever heard the
phrase qui vigilat et custodit? It's Latin."
Theo shook his head.
"It's a famous saying that means 'who will watch the watchers?' If Amanda started to
abuse her power or was somehow corrupted from the outside, Mirjam's job would be
to correct the situation."
The hair on Theo's arms at the way Kawehi said the last part and she nodded. "Yes,
up to killing her, if necessary. I don't think you need to worry about that, your aunt is
one of the most principled people I've ever met."
"But what if Mirjam made a mistake?"
"That's why the pairing process is so important. They know each other intimately
and if Mirjam had to step in, she'd know something had to be done."
Theo was deeply uncomfortable, Mirjam loved Amanda, he knew that. It was
supposed to be sinful and all that, but he knew they loved each other. Did Amanda
know?
"Yes, she knows."
Theo looked up in surprise. "Are you a psychic?"
"Nope. I'm doing the same thing you are. I've just had more practice. There's a few of
us that can look at someone and see how they feel. I noticed some things in the hospital
that let me know that you're sensitive too."
"Now you're really sad. What's wrong?"

Kawehi looked away. "I'm sorry, stop sign. Let's come back to this another day,
okay? We're not quite ready for this part of the conversation."
"Okay, I'm sorry. What is Mirjam protecting her from?"
"We'll get to that but you already know there's people out there that aren't very nice."
He nodded. "I thought they were just a couple, Amanda and Mirjam."
"They're that too. A lot of dyads end up married or in close relationships. Let's stick
to what the process is and isn't, first. It doesn't grant psychic powers; it's firmly based
on scientific methods. Someone that's been bonded knows at a glance what their
partners emotional state is. With a little practice, they often learn to tell what the other
person is thinking. There's no mysterious energy though. What the two are doing is
accessing information the rest of us don't notice. There's something called a microexpression and most times they occur too fast for a person to see but they provide big
clues to how a person is feeling. There's other clues hidden in a person's voice and
even in the way they smell."
"Seriously, smell?"
She laughed. "Seriously. You smell a tiny bit different when you're happy than you
do when you're sad. Like I said, people do access parts of this, that's why you hear
about old married couples that finish each other's sentences. So a big part of the
bonding process is the dyad spending a lot of time together in different situations to
really get to know each other."
"So that's what's going on with Emma and me?"
"We're not sure yet. You know that you've got genes from both a human and an
Other. That might have something to do with it."
"But we're different. Emma says I see stuff she doesn't notice."
"I don't have the exact answer to that either. Dr. Breckinridge has an interesting
theory though. When some dyads are separated traumatically, there's a range of
reactions that can happen. One of them is the brain going into a mode where anything
related to survival becomes very important. Everything else is kind of ignored. A
person in the desert seeing water isn't going to worry if it's not the cool glass of water
they've been dreaming about. A muddy stream works just fine. Make sense so far?"

Theo nodded.
"In your case, it was very important that you know everything possible about the
surroundings you found yourself in, especially the people keeping you prisoner. So
you learned to read them so you could make the best decisions to survive."
He remembered running away that first time, seeing the calm faces but their fists and
eyes…
"Come back Theo, you're safe now."
He blinked. "Sorry, I was just thinking about something."
She nodded. "I saw that and it didn't look like anything nice. Okay, I think we'll
change things around a little. I'm going to teach you a couple of ways to get out of
those moments and it helps with bad dreams too..."

Chapter 20
Emma was gone when they got back to the house, some of the team had gone on a
road trip and she had gone along. Theo was nervous at first about being around
everyone without her there but decided that was kind of stupid and relaxed and
enjoyed dinner. It wasn't as crowded this time, it was only Henry, Betty, him and
Kawehi. Theo wasn't as tongue-tied around her as he had been but he was still very
careful not to spill anything or make a fool of himself. Several times he caught her
looking at him but he couldn't tell what she was feeling. When they'd finished eating
(fried chicken, another one of Theo's favorites), it looked like she wanted to say
something to him but Shep came in and asked if Theo wanted to go for a ride in the
quad with him.
A few minutes later Theo was belted in again and they were off.
"How's today been going? Not too much or anything?"
"I'm going to sleep pretty good tonight, that's for sure. But I don't feel like it's too
much."
"You be sure to tell Henry or Betty if you start feeling like things are over your head.
Things can get a little overwhelming around here sometimes."

They drove between two large barns and past a huge pen full of cattle. Theo was
amazed, he'd never seen that many together. "How does Henry take care of all of
them?"
Shep laughed. "Delegation of responsibility. Which is a nice way to say he has other
people do stuff like that. I heard you took care of a farm?"
"Really small, maybe the size of a couple of those big fenced areas. Usually only six
or seven cows and a bull. Ten acres of silage and a couple acres of garden."
"Did you like it?"
Theo thought about it. "The actual work, yeah. The rest of it wasn't much fun."
"How do you mean?"
"The daughter of the guy I worked for was sort of my boss and could be a pain to
deal with. I don't think she knew anything about how the farm worked. But I liked
tending the garden and working with the animals."
"Why'd he put her in charge?"
Theo tried to shrug but his muscles were still rubbery. "Brother Hiram, that was his
name, wasn't around much and there was something wrong with his wife. I only saw
her a couple of times, she was twisted up pretty bad."
"The daughter was a bitch to you?"
"Uhm, no. Too friendly or ignored me."
Shep grinned. "That so?"
"Yeah, too friendly isn't bad, right? I had the feeling she was like the cheese
sandwiches."
Shep laughed. "That's a comparison I haven't heard before."
"She didn't look like a cheese sandwich or anything. She was pretty I guess. No,
every day I got a cheese sandwich and apple for my lunch. That cheese the
government handed out, they got it for free I think."
"I know what you mean, I ate plenty of that as a kid."

"I had to pay for food out of the money I got for working on the farm and I never
made enough to pay for it all. I got the idea that if I had done anything with Julie it
would have turned into the same kind of thing. Something I couldn't ever quite afford,
no matter how I paid for it."
Shep looked at him, impressed. "I heard you were smart, that's pretty sharp
reasoning. You're right, the people working against us use that tactic in a lot of
different ways."
They stopped on top of a low hill with a view out over the surrounding prairie. Theo
hadn't ever seen that much bare land before, it was fascinating watching the wind
blow across the grass.
"I heard Emma started telling you what's going on, other planets, galactic war, mean
scaries on the way to bomb us and all that."
"Yeah, we got up to the part where the Dominion is killing worlds but not much
more than that."
"I bet there were some fun dreams that night. Yeah, so we're next if we don't figure
out how to stop them. Funny what people can talk themselves into in the name of
peace. Did she cover the two sides, Dominion and Commonwealth?"
"Just the names and that the Founder people caused a lot of problems."
"Big time," Shep said. "We don't actually know much about the Dominion. It's most
likely a kind of cooperative military organization, which is a fancy way to say a bunch
of different people have banded together in order to have a war. It's doubtful that the
Dominion will last beyond the war. If there any details beyond that, no one is talking
about it."
Theo looked at Shep, fascinated. The goofy good ole boy act was gone, Shep sounded
like a teacher.
"And the people that took me were part of it," Theo said.
"Well, I doubt any of them knew about the Dominion directly. A couple of people
were arrested during the raid and they're having long interviews at the moment. We're
interested in the possibility of finding out who their contact is, if they even know. If
Amanda already covered some of this just tell me so I don't repeat myself. Sound
good?"

Theo nodded.
"Okay, we'll tackle the Founders first. No one is sure where or when things started
but the stories say the Founders took over the system they lived in and then began to
expand outward. They say they were bringing light to the galaxy, but that's arguable.
We know their empire lasted at least a hundred and fifty thousand years, but it's
probably longer than that. Then, forty-eight hundred years ago they just disappeared."
"And once they were gone, the empire slowly started to drift apart, Earth and two
other places got lost. This is about as far as I got with Amanda," Theo said.
"A bunch of the prefcoria planets, that's the planets the Founders took over as well as
us colony folk, decided that they mostly liked the way things had been with the
Founders around, so they began putting the pieces back together. No one was
interested in putting their planets under someone else's control, so they set up
something like a parliament where each race has an equal say. We cooperate on things
like defense and exploration because peace and prosperity are the best things for trade
and the Commonwealth does its best to keep things quiet and everyone fairly happy. It
seems to work better than the old Empire. Instead of conquest, the focus now is on
trading. There's some high minded talk about culture and art, but really it's all about
having as good of a life as possible."
"I can get behind that," Theo said.
"Right? I don't know why everyone isn't. So the Empire collapsed and we've got the
new Commonwealth forming. People started getting curious about the lost colonies
and archivists started trying to find out what had happened to them. There's not a lot
of information other than old stories. Them finding Earth was an accident."
"What happened?"
"In 1935 a First Contact Team arrived here. Our radio signals had attracted the
attention of a prefcoria probe. A mission was sent out to take a look at the planet, the
Commonwealth is always looking for new trading partners. When the ship arrived in
orbit they were stunned when they realized they'd tripped over one of the lost
colonies.
They made contact with several governments after studying us and the United States
was one of three places they eventually landed. A project began the long gradual
process to get a planet used to the idea that there's other people out there."

"How were they going to do that?"
"Movies and books have been the most effective ways here. There's also been
research programs that were organized to 'discover' little green men. It's called social
engineering. The people in charge are known as a First Contact Team and they're
careful to have as little disruption as possible for the people they're working with.
Well, not careful as much as obsessive if I'm honest. Before they could get very far with
their plans we decided to have World War Two. I heard they tried to steer the
countries away from war but without revealing themselves it wasn't possible. They
stayed out of it and picked up the pieces as best they could in 1945. Unfortunately,
we'd started setting off nuclear weapons by that point. They emit an energy profile
that's pretty obvious and the Dominion noticed. No one is sure when they arrived but
the first Dominion agent was captured in 1949. Suddenly, the Commonwealth realized
the race was on because the Dominion had already destroyed three worlds and we
were a really easy target. So the FCT people had two jobs, gradually getting people to
accept the idea of alien life and getting the planet ready to defend itself, and to start
planning to evacuate humans. Defending a planet doesn't work very well. Orbits are
easily predictable paths. See that antelope way out there? If I wanted to shoot it from
here it'd be nearly impossible. Even if it didn't see us, more than likely it's going to
move long before the bullet gets there."
Theo nodded. "But if you knew exactly where it was walking and when, it's easy."
"Right, especially if it walks that way every single day. If the Dominion wanted to
loot Earth it'd be a lot easier to fight but they simply destroy prefcoria worlds. This
little slice of heaven is one of the places that are working very hard to make sure
humans aren't completely lost."
"But they can always find us again," Theo said.
"That's technically true but remember how big space is? It's not even a needle in a
haystack. It's more like a single grain of sand in a whole field of hay. So we're getting
the evacuation set up and the biggest part of that is getting our own colonies up and
running. Not much good evacuating someone if they don't have a place to go, right?
Having colonies of our own means we never disappear completely. It buys time for
our big blue mom here too. Even if the Dominion made peace tomorrow, Earth has too
many people to support itself without a lot of large, difficult changes."
"And there's more than just this place?"

"Right, we're just one of several centers. Two big ones, Ukraine and Thailand have
both been around as long as we have. There's smaller operations A big new site in
Africa is coming online as we speed things up. Personally, I think we should be going
even faster, Earth has to be a priority target for the Dominion. We've been on the
planet for a long time and now we’re one of the largest concentrations of prefcoria
peoples. Worse for the Dommies, we were already on the brink of a major leap
forward in technology when the Commonwealth showed up. Earth and all her people
could be the end of the Dominion when we get up to speed."
Theo tried to hold the yawn back but he couldn't. "Sorry! I'm not bored."
"Nah, you've had a hell of a first day. Let's head back."
…
Theo could hardly move when they got to the house and Shep helped him out of the
quad and into the house. Jurgen was in the living room reading a book and followed
them to Theo's room.
"We have one small task left," he said and Theo groaned.
Jurgen smiled. "I'll be back in a couple of minutes."
"See you tomorrow, pardner," Shep said and headed back to the bunkhouse.
Emma came in and sat on the bed next to him. "Busy day?"
"Uh huh."
"Too much? I can talk to Betty."
"No, it was good," Theo said. "I'm happy."
Emma raised an eyebrow. "Happy?"
"Like a long day of work happy."
"You'll tell me if it's too much?"
Theo nodded and she put her hand on his.

"Believe it or not, we're careful to not push him too far," Jurgen said, coming back in
with a small case.
Emma shrugged and Theo felt a strange tension in her. "He's my brother, I'm just
taking care of him."
"Just so you know, you're not the only doing that." Jurgen looked a little tense too.
"Theo, I'm going to give you three injections. They're going to help your body repair
itself while you sleep."
Theo looked at Emma. It wasn't the injections bothering her, it was Jurgen. Two of
the injections were small needles that went into his side.
"The last one goes into your hip," Jurgen said, picking up a much larger needle.
"These really do help," Emma said as she helped Theo roll onto his side.
He wanted to ask her what was bothering her but he was asleep by the time Jurgen
left the room.
That night he dreamt of his life in Watson's Hole but he was watching himself
instead of living through it. There was none of the panic and fear he'd felt before, just a
deep pity for his younger self.
Stay strong, he tried to whisper to himself. Help will come. He could feel Emma's
beside him as they watched.

Chapter 21
"We will do basic stretching this morning," Jurgen said after breakfast. "Once again
before bed. The injections I gave you last night work best if you are not exhausted.
Tomorrow will be harder."
Theo was surprised at how much easier everything was today and asked Jurgen if
therapy was always this quick. Jurgen laughed and assured him that it wasn't. The
nature of his paralysis was easier to deal with, mostly a question of reminding his
brain how everything worked while exercising his muscles to keep them from too
much atrophy.

Betty was sitting in one of the chairs doing something with thread when Theo and
Jurgen came out to sit.
"You're moving pretty well," she said. "Since you have some free time, is there
anything you'd like to do? We have a pretty big library here."
Jurgen chuckled. "Your face just lit up like it was your birthday. I'll get a book for
you. What would you prefer?"
Theo thought about the books he'd looked for in the school library. "Is there anything
about science?"
"Lots," Betty said. "Where would you like to start?"
"At the beginning I think."
"I know just the book," Betty said. "Jurgen, there's a copy of 'A Brief History of
Everything" by Bryson in the first set of shelves."
…
A few hours later Theo looked up. Jurgen was occasionally writing something in a
book in between long periods staring at the mountains.
"Could I go get something else?" Theo asked.
"You're finished already?" Betty asked.
Theo was a little embarrassed. "Yes, sorry. This was kind of easy."
"Did it give you an idea of what else you might be interested in?"
"Something about the way people think?"
Theo was just finishing Blink by Malcolm Gladwell when lunchtime came.
"Have you always been this fast of a reader?" Betty asked.
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"I think so," Theo said. "It wasn't a good idea to show off though."

"I bet it wasn't," Betty said. "I'll pick a few more out for you and leave them in your
room."
Kawehi brought the quad next to the porch after lunch and Theo was able to climb in
on his own but Kawehi still had to help him with the belts.
"Do you have any questions so far?" she asked when they'd sat down in the shade.
"What's going on with Jurgen and Emma? It's like they're mad at each other but
that's not exactly it."
"Ah. Two years ago they were boyfriend and girlfriend. Your sister showed a very
different side of herself back then. Jurgen probably thought that dating a 'tough chick'
would be fun and when he saw there was more to Emma, he backed off pretty fast. It
didn't end very well and he ended up marrying his wife not long after that. Having
him around is making Emma remember parts of her past that she regrets now and
what you're seeing is embarrassment, regret, maybe a little shame. Jurgen is ashamed
of the way he acted and there's some regret but he's also got an arrogant streak in him
and he's constantly telling himself he made the right decision."
"Are there going to be problems between them?"
She shook her head. "Not a chance, I wouldn't have recommended him if that was a
possibility."
"Here I thought he was a good guy," Theo said.
"That's the thing, Theo. He is. A great guy actually. He and Emma didn't work out
but he's madly in love with his wife and adores his children and he's a very talented
therapist who works very hard at a job that can be thankless at times. We were talking
about responsibility yesterday and you just saw the beginning of what that really
means. You're going to learn more about people than they want you to know. More
than you want to know too. Emotions are messy and everyone makes mistakes, your
job is to learn to look past their mistakes and shameful secrets."
"Okay, is there a way to turn this off?"
She laughed. "I wondered when you would ask that and the answer is no. I'm sorry,
this is just part of who you are, like seeing blue or smelling flowers. This thing we can
do often is called a gift. I prefer talent which is a lot more neutral. People without the
talent often assume that the extra information we can sense somehow makes our lives

better or easier. I can't tell you how many times I've wanted to turn it off and just be a
regular person. This 'gift' has ruined my life in a lot of ways."
"Really?"
"Would you have enjoyed breakfast more without knowing that something was off
between your sister and Jurgen?"
"Sure, I'd…." Theo stopped. "I don't know. They'd still be uncomfortable whether I
knew or not. That's not good."
"That's an interesting answer, let's come back to that later. But you're starting to see
why we have to be so careful now. You're very sharp and very new to this and until
you get some experience in controlling your reactions I'd recommend looking away
from people if you find yourself looking too closely. It doesn't seem like it now, but
you'll get used to this."
"How does that work?"
"I just tune it out. It's hard to explain the feeling but it'll get better. Right now your
brain is learning to integrate all kinds of data you don't normally notice. Everyone gets
the same flood of data, our talent is recognizing more of it than most people."
"How do you mean, they all get the same data?" Theo asked.
"People's senses provide a huge amount of input from the world around us but you
notice very little of that stream and remember even less."
"Are you sure?"
Kawehi smiled. "What number was on the first license plate you ever saw? You took
it in, but our brains are pretty good at sorting the data out and giving us what we need
to make decisions. That license plate number wasn't important so you don't remember.
Are you ready to start learning how to use this talent efficiently? The first thing we're
going to work through is memory and how you arrange things. I saw how fast you're
reading already, that's a great start. It looks like you retained some of the early lessons
and have been using them. Let's start with how good your memory is. I'm going to
show you a long series of numbers and I want you to try and remember as many as
you can…"
…

"Hey, we're heading out to look for shooting stars," Jonesy said to Theo. "Want to
come along?"
"Sure," Theo said.
He wondered if they had some sort of rotation to keep him occupied. When they
went outside, he saw that Jonesy was using a larger quad and that Marisol was waiting
for them and was a little embarrassed.
"Guys, if this was something you were going to do together, you don't need to drag
me along," he said.
"If it was, why would we bring a four seater?" Marisol asked.
"For the backseat, obviously," Jonesy said.
Marisol rolled her eyes. "Get in the quad Theo, you're going to sit and relax and
you'll like it," she ordered.
"Better do it," Jonesy whispered and Theo laughed.
They drove a ways away from the ranch and up to the top of a small hill. Jonesy
pulled chairs and a blanket out of the back. Marisol and Theo sat in the chairs while
Jonesy stretched out on the blanket. Theo was happy to let them talk, half paying
attention to what they were saying. When Marisol said something about another IRT it
caught his attention.
"Emma said you were part of an IRT, what does that stand for?" Theo asked.
"Incident Response Troop," Marisol said. "We're sent out to interfere with Dominion
plans or facilities, when they can find them. The rest of the time we keep an eye on our
own places and help train people."
"They have people that look human too?"
"Afraid so," Jonesy said. "Lots of human agents too."
"They don't tell anyone about what's going on here," Marisol said. "Lots of
recruitment problems when you tell people you're trying to wipe them out."
"What are they doing here?" Theo asked.

"Lots of different things," Marisol said. "Their plan here is the opposite of ours; make
people afraid, incite chaos, keep people at each others throats to keep cooperation at a
minimum. Most importantly, keep us on the planet and interfere with technological
development as much as possible. They've got a big weakness though, they can't have
any kind of exposure. If the world suddenly found out about their mission our job
would get a lot easier so they're very careful to stay hidden."
Jonesy sighed. "And at the moment, they're way ahead of us in propaganda. We
were within a year of revealing everything to the planet. Then there was an offensive
that killed some of our best people and destroyed some critical installations. That's
when they got the upper hand in the information war and we've been playing catch-up
ever since."
"Was that when I was taken?"
"Nah, pardner. Long before you or I were born. This happened back in the late sixties
and luckily they've had to move as carefully as we do since then. So we all stay in the
shadows. They interfere with technical progress, we support it. They start pointless
conflicts to draw money and attention away from space programs or particle physics.
We help fund and develop the internet so information moves freely, provide the
occasional hint to researchers, make some movies about cool aliens."
"I guess I don't understand why there's so much secrecy. Why don't they just start a
nuclear war? Or you could drop a set of blueprints off at NASA."
"Yeah, they've tried to start major wars several times," Marisol said. "It's harder than
you think and for once, we can be proud of our fellow humans. Each time they've
gotten close, incredibly brave men and women have refused. Even knowing nothing
about the larger war, they've cared about the rest of us enough to not pull the big
trigger."
"Yay humans," Jonesy said. "As for giving NASA a ship, the social engineers who
help run the show have pretty good predictions that say the event could be twisted by
the other side, causing a massive war or somehow making a large number of people
hostile."
"This shadow war thing, is that what happened to my parents then?"
Jonesy started to say something but Marisol talked over him. "No, it was something
else. Amanda wants to be the one to tell you that story. You were a casualty of the
shadow fight though. The woman that took you was from the Project, either she was

planted or they turned her. Her name was Nina Jenkins and she destroyed some
important material and killed our people and a couple of scientists here. Then she stole
you. We're not sure why, but I think it was to terrify all of the parents here, make them
want to leave. A few families opted to leave after that."
"They weren't just let go? Wouldn't they be easy for the other side to catch?"
Jonesy smiled at the sky. "If we'd sent them off to Keokuk, maybe." He pointed up.
"But they're safe and sound on one of the first human colonies."
"Really? That is so cool! What are they called? Are they far away?"
"They ended up on Haven," Marisol said "I hear it's nice. The other place is called
Hub and I wouldn't want to go there myself. It's mostly cold and the weather is awful.
The parts of Hub that aren't underground are covered by domes. They're very far
away, you can't see the star from here."
"That's another question I have. How are ships able to travel fast enough to get
between stars? I was reading about Einstein's theory of relativity today."
"Don't ask us, we're not the science types," Jonesy said. "You'll learn a lot of that
when the next school session starts. Look! Shooting star!"
A few minutes later there was another meteor. Theo watched the stars, imagining
people out there and what the skies would look like. There was a kiss and he glanced
down to see that Marisol and Jonesy were cuddled together on the blanket completely
ignoring the sky. He smiled and looked back up. Yeah, this wasn't a date or anything.

Chapter 22
Theo was sitting with Emma and Rachel on the edge of the porch at the bunkhouse.
He was trying to teach them how to crack sunflower seeds in their mouths and spit out
the shells while Ian and Deirdre watched. Emma had just spit out the seed and
crunched the shell between her teeth.
"How can you not be able to do this?" Theo laughed.
"The question is why anyone does this," Emma grumbled. She rolled her eyes when
Rachel spit shells into the cup.

"Not drool covered or anything," Rachel said proudly.
"Yay, you're one step closer to being a hick," Emma grumbled. "Give me another
handful, I'm going to learn to do this."
"Look, it's not hard," Theo said. "Just try to use your tongue more."
"I'm sure you've heard that before, Emma," Deirdre said.
Ian, Rachel and Emma started laughing, the girls spraying the seeds everywhere and
confusing Theo.
"Emma, you've got some on your chin," he said, half pointing.
The other four laughed harder.
"So inappropriate," Deirdre gasped.
"What're you talking about, Deed?"
"I'll explain later, Theo," Emma said, wiping his eyes. "And how can I be so bad at
this?"
Rachel and Theo looked at each other, grinning. Theo looked into her eyes and felt
butterflies in his stomach. He could see what she felt and he wanted to keep looking
but quickly looked away. What about Kawehi? Which one did he like better? He was
getting really confused by these feelings. Rachel looked puzzled for a second before
getting some more sunflower seeds to show Emma how it was done again.
…
Jurgen said goodbye that evening. He explained that he had other patients and
needed to check their progress now that Theo was almost back to normal.
"You're doing well. I want you to keep working on the exercises I showed you.
You've got a couple more injections in the series but you'll do fine."
"Thank you for all the help. Maybe I'll see you in town one of these days then."
Jurgen smiled. "I'm afraid not, I'm headed up-top."
Theo looked puzzled.

"That's what we call leaving the Earth. I'm settling with my family on Haven, there's
a lot of people that need me there."
Theo stood up and shook Jurgen's hand. "Then I guess I'll see you up there."
"Until then, my friend."

Chapter 23
The next day, Theo was eating lunch on the back deck with Henry and Betty.
"How's everything coming?" Henry asked.
Theo swallowed and nodded. "This may be the happiest I've ever been."
"I'm glad to hear that," Betty said. "Shep mentioned that he'd been talking with you
and the Commonwealth being more concerned with trade that ruling people. He
thought you might be confused by that."
"Yeah, I was. How could they possibly win against something like the Dominion
then? It's like salesmen taking on an army."
"I had the same thought once. But if you think about it, armies need trade to survive.
If they wiped it all out they wouldn't have supplies for long. Maybe Shep didn't
explain things the right way. There's a lot more to trade networks than freighters full of
goodies going back and forth. Those freighters need protection for one thing and the
Commonwealth also sponsors exploration missions. So it's not exactly a bunch of
shopkeepers picking up guns. Let's cover how the Commonwealth works, maybe it
will help you understand why things aren't quite so hopeless.
"First, the Commonwealth is the best translation of the name because as a body,
they're not very interested in micromanaging other worlds. They're more interested in
what other civilizations make and what they'd like to trade for. At the risk of being
overly simplistic again, you can think of it as enlightened self-interest. The happier and
more wealthy a trading partner is, the more they can trade. So the Commonwealth
doesn't just sign up new members and leave it at that. There are groups within the First
Contact Teams that work locally with planets, helping to develop their potential."
"That has to cause problems, over development I mean."

"If your short term goal is greed, yes. But that behavior leads to a Dominion style end
point. It's a different long term philosophy, I think it can be best visualized by an
example."
"Henrytopia again?" Betty asked.
"Henrytopia," he said with a tone of deep satisfaction.
Betty rolled her eyes and Theo laughed.
"So, the underdeveloped country of Henrytopia has a lot of natural resources.
They're not doing too badly; things could be better, but life isn't too bad. We're going
to imagine two different things that happen to Henrytopia. First, there's a group of
outsiders that has a meeting with the government. We'll call them Black Hats. Their
meeting goes something like; 'Hey, we really like your wood and minerals, you make
pretty nice stuff. Let's trade.' But they haven't really been truthful because what they
really want is to extract as much as they can from Henrytopia as cheaply as possible.
They're not concerned very much about the end result.
So they start doing just that. They've got more than enough money to buy off the
people they need to buy off to keep things humming. Pretty soon the standard of
living starts to decline all over the country. The outsiders see the people as resources
too, cheap labor. So they get factories set up making things for the Black Hats at a
much cheaper price. People are forced to work these awful places, either at gunpoint or
by desperation. They need money too, they can hardly afford the stuff that comes from
their own country anymore. People get angry, but their leaders have been bribed by
the Black Hats and instead of taking care of their own people, they bring in lots of
police and military that keep people working whether they like it or not. This goes on
for a while until the Black Hats have got most of what they want out of the place, so
they go in search of a better place. Henrytopians are screwed, they have nothing much
left."
"Yikes."
"Exactly. Pretty grim situation for poor Henrytopia. Let's try this again with more of
the Commonwealth's approach. We'll call the new group White Hats. They show up
the same way, wanting to trade. This time there's a different method. So they start
trading, we'll say the first thing they'd like to trade is lumber. But they don't want all
the lumber at once. For one thing it screws up the White Hats selling lumber back at
home. White Hats move slower, plan a lot more. This time, they want to pay fair prices

instead of taking advantage of the Henrytopians. That means they don’t make as profit
from the lumber as they would in the short-term. They also know that the people back
home in White Hatville have some stuff they'd like to sell and the Henrytopians could
use it. But they will need money to buy it and that balances the relationship far more.
No one has to be paid to keep the Henrytopians in line. That means the government
can focus more on what they should be working toward; happier citizens.
But life isn't perfect, let's give them some trouble. Let's say that the Henrytopian port
isn't that great. It takes forever to load a White Hat ship, some of the timber is wrecked,
some of the stuff the White Hats want to sell goes bad as well. So the White Hats want
a better port but the Henrytopians don't really have that kind of money yet. So what
happens?"
"The White Hats build them a port?."
"They could, but that means they'd kind of own it and that would end up causing a
whole new set of problems. Instead, what if they invested more in it, showed
Henrytopia how do it themselves? That means even more Henrytopians are making
good money and when they decide how to spend it, well, they've got a pretty good
opinion of the White Hats and will probably end up buying up some of their stuff.
Let's imagine it's patio furniture. But again, the White Hats don't want to put the
Henrytopian patio furniture makers out of business. That means angry people with not
very much money. So at the same time they're building the port, they're giving the
Henrytopian patio chair industry a hand, helping them catch up with patio chair
advancements. It's the same thing all over the country, White Hats are trading for
Henrytopian stuff but at the same time, they're careful to maintain a balance for their
new trading partners.
"So through the whole thing, it's not the country itself they're investing in, there's the
new port, schools, roads, water treatment, and so on but the White Hats aren't
interested in owning any of it, just helping the Henrytopians have a better life. But
why? It's one the White Hats' few secrets, although they wouldn't see it that way. Why
do you think they care?"
"Okay, Socrates," Betty laughed. "Just get on with it."
Henry grinned at her. "Your jealousy of Henrytopia is so sad, wife. Okay Theo, let's
look a few years further up the road. The White Hats have developed this really awful
disease. Their hats are wilting, people distraught, society is in danger of collapse if
they can't fix the problem. The White Hats are getting desperate; they've got no idea

how to fix this. Then one day, a Henrytopian finds the cure for the disease. Good thing
he wasn't killed in a protest or working in a sweatshop, right? Anyway, much
rejoicing, the White Hats are saved. Can you see the point a little better? The White
Hats have been investing in the Henrytopians themselves. Not because anyone
thought there would be a strange hat disease but because they knew their own lives
would be better in a lot of ways no one could predict. And that's the story of
Henrytopia."
"As told by someone with a very simple view of economics," Betty said. "Honestly,
patio chairs? But I will admit that it's a useful starting point to talk about the project.
Unfortunately, the Black Hat method is more popular on Earth right now, helped
along by the Dominion. We've gotten close to changing things a couple of times but we
haven't gotten there. In 1967 we were about to. The Dominion knew somehow and
attacked before we could really get started. After that, their agents then took over what
we call 'the narrative.' It's not a single thing, but a lot of different threads that are put
together to create a kind of story that people use to understand how the world works.
We started over from the beginning but it's much more difficult this time. Since the
Dominion figured out what we were doing last time, completely different methods
have to be used this time. The teams working with Earth have put more resources into
the evacuation but some of us are still working on getting people to think in new
ways."
"You were there, in 1967?" Theo asked.
Henry patted her hand as Betty nodded. "I was, but it's ancient history now."
Theo's life fell into a new routine. He ate breakfast with Emma, sometimes a few
more people, and then to the gym to work with Jurgen until lunch. After that, it was
usually the shade by the creek where he talked with Kawehi about how to use his
newly discovered Talent. A few times Marisol joined them and he spent the time
answering her questions about the church and how it was organized and what rumors
or stories he'd heard about the place.
After his time by the river was done, it was back to the house to relax before dinner.
He napped the first couple of days but spent his time reading after that. He felt a little
like a dry sponge soaking up the words. He'd always been a fast reader and had been
bored with the textbooks in school. Now there was a whole world of information
available on the shelves in the ranch library. Emma had been amazed at first at the
amount he read but soon she was teasing him about being a geek. He could tell she
was proud underneath the teasing which was a strange feeling but one he liked.

After dinner, one of the team usually took him for a ride in one of the ranch quads.
Theo wasn't sure why, but they always seemed to end up talking about the project. He
learned about how the evacuation of Earth would work from Jonesy one night.
Another evening, Marisol took him out to watch the sunset and they talked about how
the Project was organized. It was fun and he wondered if they were supposed to be
doing it in a classroom but were too restless to stay indoors for long. When they got
back, Theo headed for bed and another hour or two of reading before he finally fell
asleep.

Chapter 24
On the sixth day he was there, Rachel showed up after dinner, twirling keys on her
finger while Theo was sitting on the porch with Emma and Betty trading jokes.
"Sorry, pretty lady," Theo said. "These two already claimed me tonight."
"No, you have to go with her," Emma said. "Otherwise you're going to get self
conscious when we start talking about you."
"What?"
She stuck out her tongue while Betty roared with laugher at the look on his face.
"See? I'm here to save you," Rachel said, pulling him out of his chair.
It felt natural to take her hand as they walked and Rachel smiled at him.
"What's our topic tonight?" Theo asked.
"I figured you probably had enough lectures and questions so I thought we'd go for a
ride and I'd answer a few of your questions instead."
"Yeah, I've got a few but I don't know who to ask."
"Like what?" Rachel said, starting the quad and heading for the two-track that ran up
to the prairie behind the house.
"What happened the day I was taken, for one."

"Okay, I can help there. It's been documented pretty thoroughly. Nina Jenkins was
part of an IRT back then. It started when she killed two of her team members in the
armory, shot them both in the back. She took explosives and headed from there to a
research lab. The one your father and Amanda had been using. Amanda was away and
your mom and dad had died a few weeks earlier. Jenkins murdered everyone there
and then destroyed the equipment and the building along with it."
"Jesus," Theo said.
"Do you want to hear the rest? I can tone down the details if it helps."
"No, I want to know. Keep going."
Rachel nodded and concentrated on getting the quad across the dry creek bed and
up the opposite bank. When they pulled onto level ground again, she headed for one
of the low hills and didn't say anything until she parked at the top.
"Okay, after she destroyed the lab, Jenkins headed for the admin center. No one is
sure but they think she was planning to assassinate people there. The center inside the
mountain wasn't done yet, everyone lived at a temporary town in Mexico. Project
security was already after her and she didn't get that far. She hid from them in one of
the early education centers. That's where she found you."
Theo got out of the quad and pulled a piece of grass up and chewed on the end. "She
didn't kill any kids though?"
Rachel got out of the quad. "No, you were by yourself. I think this is the part that no
one really wants to discuss with you."
"Why I was left alone?"
"Yeah. It was rare for you and Emma not to be together but she was sick, I think it
was chickenpox. So she was at the clinic and you were at the school. It was terrible
luck, you two were rarely there. Everyone was still adjusting to your mom and dad
being gone and...."
"Where were the teachers though?"
Rachel took a deep breath. "They forgot about you until it was too late."
"What? How can you forget a child?"

Rachel shook her head. "I have no idea. I can only guess that since you were hardly
ever there you were overlooked when everyone started panicking about the alarms."
Theo clenched his fists. "Unbelievable. Did anything happen to them?"
Rachel looked uneasy. "No. They both resigned their positions voluntarily and one of
them ended up in the hospital with a nervous breakdown about it."
"Ironic, given the way I came back."
"If you wanted to talk to either of them…"
Theo held up his hand. "No, not ever. And I don't want to know if they want to talk
to me. I couldn't deal with it. I'd try not to but I would think of them every time I felt
the scars on my back or had a nightmare about that place. I'd end up hating them.
Maybe it's not their fault and I'm glad they got the other kids out but…"
Theo clenched his fists and turned around to stare at the horizon.
"I knew you'd feel that way," Rachel said quietly. "You won't find out who they are
and you probably won't ever meet them anyway. Neither teach anymore."
"Good," Theo snapped. "They don't deserve to ever watch over a child again."
"Sparrow…"
"No!" he yelled. "Their fucking panic and stupidity put me in hell. Want to know
what I dream about almost every night?"
"Yes," Rachel said, very quietly.
"Being taken down to that dirty hole in the basement and strapped to a table!" he
screamed. "That fucking monster and his stupid bitch wife stood there and watched
while Pebbleman cut my head open!
"Theo…"
"I know because I saw them looking at me like I was just an interesting animal while
he worked on me. I didn't get anesthetic, Rachel. I was awake for every fucking second
of it!"

He was still staring at the horizon as it faded into darkness. Rachel walked over and
stood beside Theo until he turned and looked at her. "I'm so incredibly sorry. If I could,
I'd trade places with you in a second. You were my best friend and I feel terrible it took
so long to find you. She hid you very well."
Theo finally sighed. "I know. I try not to think about it, I get so angry."
Rachel took his hand and squeezed it. "There's nothing wrong with being angry. You
should be angry and someday there will be a moment when you can use it against
them. But don't waste it, save up until you can use that rage to destroy them."
Theo smiled slightly. "That was not what I was expecting to hear."
"You want flowers and happy bunnies, go talk to someone that didn't lose her entire
planet. They've been kicking our asses, Sparrow. Now you're back and we can start
working on kicking theirs."
He nodded and held out his hand, little finger crooked. She smiled and hooked her
little finger around his.
"Revenge," Theo said.
"All the way," she promised and they shook.
"The one thing I don't understand is why they'd keep me alive. They had to have
figured out who I was. If they were after Amanda I'd expect they would have sent her
my head or something messed up like that. Instead they just tortured me and tried to
make sure I could never leave. That's weird, even for those freaks."
"I'm sorry, I just don't know the answer to that," Rachel said. "Maybe they were
trying to convert you to attack the project somehow."
Theo thought about that and slowly nodded. "That's got to be it, nothing else makes
sense. That's why Pebbleman kept doing surgery."
"Or maybe they were trying to flip you to their side."
"They would have been nicer then," Theo said. "They abused me to make me vicious,
so I'd attack. Oh, goddammit."
"What's wrong?"

"That's why Amanda sent me here instead of bringing me home, isn't it? They're
afraid I'll snap or something and she's some kind of important boss with her own
bodyguard."
Rachel didn't say anything and Theo turned to face her. "Is that why I'm here,
Rachel?"
She finally nodded. "That's one reason. Henry and Betty are really good at seeing
little hints in people's behavior. The other reason is that Amanda is offworld at a very
important conference and she wanted you to have whatever care you needed to have."
"Would I know if I was a time bomb?"
"I'm not sure. Henry would be the one to ask. The Dominion has tried sneaking
people in here before and their best try lasted two days before giving herself away. If
you were, they'd know by now. If they were even suspicious, everyone would be
watching you a lot closer and no one would ever be alone with you."
"I don't think I want to ask any more questions," Theo said. "I think I know
everything I need to."
"How are you doing right now?"
He shrugged. "My parents were some kind of heroes no one wants to tell me about.
My sister has been training most of her life to be the same kind of person. My aunt is
another kind of hero and one of my oldest friends would be forced to kill me if I got
too close to Amanda. I'm just a disaster waiting to happen, they destroyed me before I
ever had a chance."
Rachel took his hands. "You have every chance right now. They tried to destroy you,
you resisted and you're stronger because of it. This isn't the end you dork, it's just
starting for you. I hear about the piles of books around your bed, no one can believe
how fast you read and how well you comprehend them. I see how you are with other
people, the kindness and caring you show them. Why do you think everyone likes you
so much?"
"I assume it's because of the nature of this mission."
"You're still being a dork then. Those people would spend hours observing you if
they thought you were a danger. They wouldn't open up the way they have, they
wouldn't invite you to play games with them, to eat with them and all the rest of it.

You're smart, you're tough, and you care about people. You can't pretend that kind of
thing, you can't pretend yourself into friendships. You're not broken and maybe this
isn't the best way to say it, but I think keeping you alive was a huge mistake for them.
A mistake you're going to make them regret."
"I hope so. You want to head back?"
They got back in the quad and headed back down the trail.
"For the record, I'm really glad they didn't kill you," Rachel said after a few minutes
of quiet. "I'm happy you're here and I can talk to you again."
"I'm glad too," Theo said. "Can I ask you to do something?"
"What's that?"
"If it turns out that there is something in my head that's going to turn me into
something else, I want you to be the one that pulls the trigger."
Rachel stared at him and then had to swerve to miss a fence.
"Are you serious?" she asked when she got the quad stopped.
He nodded. "I want it to be a friend and it can't be Emma."
"Theo, that's not how we do things. If they did find something in your head, they'd
find a safe place to put you until the danger was past. We don't kill the plants we find,
they're sent out to Sanctuary where they can be useful."
"But if something happens, I want it to be you. Don't ever let them win, no matter
how much you like me."
Rachel stared out the front of the cart and finally nodded. She held up her hand,
pinkie finger crooked. Theo hooked his finger with hers and they shook.

Chapter 25
Theo had woken up early and sat up without thinking about it. He was halfway to
the bathroom before he realized that he was moving far more easily than he had since
he'd been rescued. He was hungry as well but it was barely light out, it had to be very

early. Betty had said that there was always something to eat in the kitchen and he
quietly walked down the hall. It sounded like Kawehi was awake as well as he walked
past but his stomach was growling too loudly to check.
He found bread and peanut butter and made a sandwich and headed back to his
room. As he walked past Kawehi's door, it opened and Theo was startled to see Jonesy
step out.
"Hey pardner," Jonesy said. He didn't seem concerned that Theo had seen him, just
patted his shoulder as he walked by.
Theo's appetite was gone when he got back to his room. Still, he couldn't imagine
wasting food and so he mechanically chewed the sticky sandwiches, swallowing
several times to get it down. What was he supposed to do? His first thought was to
talk to Emma but he remembered the issues she had with Jurgen being here. She might
just tear into Jonesy and that was too horrible to think about. He was distracted as he
ate breakfast, Emma noticed but he was already in the gym and starting to work out
before she could ask him. Betty said she'd gone for a horseback riding when he
stopped for lunch. Theo was relieved, he was pretty sure he couldn't hide anything
from her. He'd have to be even more careful with not letting Kawehi notice.
Which was pointless. She asked him what was bothering him before they even got to
the creek and her "office" under the trees. Theo was sorely tempted to use 'stop sign'
but he knew that they'd have to talk about it eventually.
"I'm not sure how to talk about this," he said. "It's uncomfortable."
"You look really unhappy," Kawehi said. "If I can, I'd like to help you."
"I saw Jonesy come out of your room this morning," he blurted out.
Kawehi sat back. "Okay."
There was a pain in Theo's stomach and the butterflies he usually felt around her had
turned into something more like wanting to throw up. He had an idea why but wasn't
about to sit down and sort it out.
"He's cheating on you," Theo said harshly.
"Why do you say that?"

"Because he was making out with Marisol the other night."
"Why don't you think we're the ones cheating on her?"
Theo blinked. Kawehi would never, she couldn't, do something that mean. "Because
you're…I don't know. Are you?"
She shook her head. "No one is cheating on anyone. There's a lot of relationships that
aren't easily put in a category."
Theo thought he might actually be sick. This is what they were like? Was Emma in
the middle of all this…he wasn't sure what to call it. He knew what Sister Mildred
would have called it. Did he want to stay around a place where this kind of stuff went
on?
"What are you thinking about?"
"Why don't you just read me like always?"
"I think it would be better if you told me."
"Just forget it," Theo said, the sadness boiling into anger. "So then you know about all
that. Let's talk about something else now."
"Why are you angry Theo? I'm not stupid, I'm asking you for a reason."
"I was just worried about you. You're fine, so it was nothing."
Kawehi leaned forward, holding his eyes with hers. "Tell me why you're still so
angry then."
"I'm not angry."
Kawehi smiled. "We both know that's not true. Tell me."
"I really don't want to talk about this."
"Okay, then I will. I can see the way you feel about me."
Theo's anger flipped into deep embarrassment. "You can tell?"
She smiled gently. "It's pretty obvious actually."

"So you all know I'm a naïve moron, lovely."
"You know you're not and I think you know that no one thinks that. It's completely
natural that you'd feel drawn to me, I'm helping you get better, I'm pretty, and I'm one
of the few women that's ever been kind."
He shrugged. "I guess that's it but it seemed like there was more."
"Yeah, it's a really strong feeling, isn't it? I've been waiting for the right time to bring
this up because I did something that we need to discuss. We've been talking about how
we can accurately sense the emotions of others. With training we can do more than just
sense emotions, we can affect them too."
As he realized what she was saying, Theo's earlier anger turned into fury and the
embarrassment made it even worse.
"Wait a minute. You're telling me that you made me feel this way about you? What
the hell? Jonesy wasn't enough?"
Kawehi sat back and he could see that he'd hurt her. Theo was glad and ashamed at
the same time.
"If you think I'm that kind of person we should stop talking now," she said calmly.
"You won't trust anything else I have to say to you."
"No, you tell me why! Why would you make me feel like this?"
Theo's eyes were angry, confused, and hurt and Kawehi had a hard time looking at
him.
"I needed you trust me," she said quietly. "You were panicked and confused and I
needed you to listen to me and trust me."
Theo got out of the chair. "So you made me love you? I come out here feeling like this
and whatever you've got going on with Jonesy and Marisol gets thrown in my face. I
bet you and your friends have been having a huge laugh about that."
"No one is laughing at you Theo."

"Bullshit! You were sitting right there talking about trusting each other. Was that
hilarious for you, knowing you had the poor little broken boy wrapped around your
finger."
Kawehi took a deep breath. "If that was the case, would I be telling you this now?
Will you sit down so I can explain?"
"I have no idea why you're doing any of this but I don't trust you. I'm not calming
down and I'm not sitting down. Yeah, the Crabtrees hated me but at least they were
honest about it!"
"Theo, let me ask you a question. Don't answer it, I just want you to think about it.
What would your state of mind have been if you had arrived here thinking you'd been
abducted and were about to be harmed? Would you have believed we had your best
interests at heart? Believed you really had a family waiting for you?"
He shook his head. "You can justify it all god-damned day. That was mean and
underhanded. You go on about trust but you've been lying to me since we met!"
"Theo, you're yelling."
"Really! I wonder why? Anyway, stop sign. I'm done with this."
"I can see that. Would you like a ride back to the house?"
"No, I'll walk."
She nodded and he walked back up the path. Kawehi sighed and watched the wind
push waves across the prairie grass.
Theo walked up to the house, seething. Had Emma known about this? If so, she was
as much a liar as the rest of them. He didn't want to be here, these people weren't his
friends and he was starting to wonder if Emma really was his family. Which part was
lies and which was true?
"Hey Theo!" someone yelled.
He stopped and looked over. There was a group near the bunkhouse throwing
horseshoes.
"Come over and throw a few," Jonesy called.

Theo was so furious that his vision flickered. He turned and kept walking without
answering. He knew whatever he was going to say would be insulting and he knew
he'd lose a fight if he started one. That didn't stop him from wanting to smash Jonesy's
face. He knew what people were like, no matter what Kawehi said. He knew that
Jonesy and all the rest were snickering when his back was turned. They were probably
laughing at him already.
"That doesn't look good," Deidre said, watching Theo trudge up to the house. "Emma
is up at the house, right?"
"Yeah, Rachel came out this afternoon. They're hanging out with Simon and Willi."
"Good," Deidre said. "That man looks like he needs to talk to someone. I wonder
what happened."
Henry and Betty weren't in their usual spot on the porch and Theo saw their truck
was gone. He was glad in a dark way, he was tired of everyone being so nice.
There were voices in the living room and he heard Rachel's voice. Theo took a deep
breath, he was glad she was here. Emma and Rachel had a way of explaining things
that made him feel better. He got a long drink of water and then headed for the living
room. Just before he walked in, he heard Simon laughing. Theo stopped and peeked
around the corner. Rachel was sitting on the couch, Simon was on the floor in front of
her while she rubbed his shoulders. Willi was sitting on the other couch, Emma was
laying with her head in his lap, laughing at something on the TV. The hair on the back
of Theo's neck stood up as the fury raced through him again. He went down to his
room and carefully closed the door. He wasn't staying here. There were some clothes
in the dresser that Emma had gotten but he didn't want them, didn't want anything
from these people. Talk about a cheese sandwich! The prices were even steeper out
here. He considered leaving everything here but he had to wear something out of here.
He'd send money to cover the clothes. There had to be more ranches around here,
someone would need an extra hand. He'd get a couple of bottles of water from the
fridge and cover the cost in the money he sent. He didn't need any of this junk, he just
needed himself. He'd be fine out there, he always got by.
Theo quietly walked back down the hall. The water fit into his pockets and he left a
note. Then he quietly went through the back door and across the field toward the main
road.

Kawehi drove the quad to the bunkhouse and walked over to the group throwing
horseshoes.
"Everything okay?" Jonesy asked.
"Did Theo come by?"
"Yeah, we saw him headed for the house a little while ago," Deirdre said.
"You look most unhappy," Jonesy said. "What's going on?"
"Theo saw you leave my room this morning. He was pretty upset."
Jonesy smiled. "Our boy a little jealous?"
"It's not funny. When I Projected it went much deeper than I thought it would. His
reaction was way more intense that I expected. To make things worse, you were
snogging with Marisol in front of him the other night."
"So?"
Kawehi was exasperated. "The guy is from one of the most repressive upbringings
you could imagine. Think about what this feels like to him right now."
Jonesy tossed the horseshoe into the dirt. "That I didn't consider. Should I go
apologize?"
"What would you apologize for? You didn't do anything wrong. I decided it was
time to tell him about projecting emotions today. Specifically why he felt so strongly
attracted to me."
"And I'm guessing he didn't take it very well," Deidre said.
Betsy handed Kawehi a beer. "That's not your fault. Your push calmed him down
and that was good. Who knows what would have happened with the spike if he'd been
agitated."
Kawehi smiled sadly. "That's true. It's also true that emotions aren't logical at all."
"So what's next?"

She shrugged. "I'm waiting for him to decide. If he isn't willing to work with me
anymore I'll have to find someone else."
Marisol put her arm around Kawehi's shoulders. "You'll tell us if there's anything we
can to do help you? We were just relaxing, I didn't even consider what he'd think."
Kawehi smiled and patted her hand. "You didn't do anything wrong either. This
screw-up is all mine."
…
An hour later, Rachel and Emma came down to the bunkhouse with the other two.
"Hey guys," Emma said. "Is Theo around?"
"Last we saw, he was headed for the house," Jonesy said. "He might be holed up in
his room. Sounds like he's having a rough day."
Emma looked worried. "He's not in his room, I looked."
"You should probably talk to Kawehi," Deirdre said. "She's inside."
Emma and Rachel looked at each other and jogged around the bunkhouse.
"Deed, I got a bad feeling about this," Betsy said.
Deirdre nodded. "I'm going to head up to the house and make sure he's not there."
Rachel and Emma were talking to Kawehi in the yard when Deirdre came back in a
quad. She slid to a stop beside them.
"Is he up there?" Rachel asked.
Deirdre shook her head and handed Emma the note. Kawehi closed her eyes and
rubbed her face.
This place is full of lies and I don't want to be here. I'm leaving to find work
somewhere else, I'll send money to pay for the clothes. Leave me alone, I don't want to
be followed.
Emma handed Kawehi the note. "I need to find him."

Kawehi read the note and handed it to Rachel. "If I can ask, what were you guys
doing up at the house?"
"Just watching a movie," Rachel said. "I didn't even hear him come in. Why would he
do this?"
"Because we were cuddled up with Simon and Willi," Emma said. "After the meeting
with Kawehi, he wouldn't understand what that was."
Kawehi nodded. "He's still using the model of the world he was taught by those
church people. Any kind of physical touching is going to mean far more to him than it
would to any of us, especially after my mistake."
"Don't start that," Emma said to Kawehi. "You were protecting him and what you did
might have saved his life back there."
Kawehi was surprised. "Thank you, Emma. That's not the reaction I was expecting."
Emma chuckled. "Yeah, I'm freaking everyone out lately. Theo's making me into a
new and improved Emma I guess."
"Nope," Rachel said. "Theo coming home is letting you be the Emma you always
were. We're going to get him?"
"Of course we are," Jonesy said. "I'll grab the radios and we can head in different
directions looking."
"Hold on," Simon said. "Don't get pissed, but maybe you shouldn't be the one
looking, Jonesy. Actually, I don't think any of us should. Not if you want to calm him
down and get him back here without tying him up. You said he tried running away
before, Kawehi?"
She nodded. "It ended with a severe beating both times. Simon is right, he can't be
forced or things will get even worse."
"I'll go get him solo," Deidre said. "Let me grab my boots."
A few minutes later she was tying her hiking boots while the others put water and a
first aid kit in the back of the quad.
"You're sure you can find him?" Emma asked.

Deirdre looked up and lifted an eyebrow. In the teams she was widely regarded as
the best tracker around and took a lot of pride in it. Emma smiled in spite of herself.
"Sorry, Deed. I'm distraught and shit."
The other woman smiled back. "Don't be. I'll let you know when I see him. Don't
freak if it takes me a while to get him back after that. I'll call if I need help."
"We'll be ready," Marisol said.
Theo couldn't believe the size of the ranch. He'd been walking for a couple of hours
and the fences hadn't stopped yet. He began to wonder if these ranches were a lot
further apart than he'd first assumed. It didn't matter, he'd find something eventually.
His tongue felt like a dry stone in his mouth and he took a careful sip of his water and
started walking again. His legs were getting rubbery but he didn't care. The important
thing was to keep moving.
He followed the road as it went up and down the furrowed land and curved around
one of the big mesa things. There was a ravine a little ways past that where the road
stopped. No signs, no road below, just nothing. Theo sighed. He'd gone the wrong
way. He looked around, hoping to see a house or another road or anything at all
besides the dry landscape. There was nothing and Theo looked back at the mesa. It had
to be a couple of hundred feet high, maybe he could see something from the top. He
turned around but tripped over a rock and fell into the dust. He staggered back to his
feet and lurched toward the mesa. It was too hot, he had to find some shade. He
tripped over something else and sprawled in the dust again. He stayed down, catching
his breath before trying to get up again.
"Let me help you," a woman said and Theo squinted up at the figure blocking the
sun.
"It's Deirdre, give me your hand."
She pulled him to his feet and put her shoulder under his arm to hold him up.
"I said didn't want to be followed," Theo muttered.
"Too bad for you," Deidre said, half carrying him to the shade of the mesa. "The quad
is back there a little ways. I'm going to go get it, can I trust you not to be an asshole?"

Theo closed his eyes and nodded. Deirdre pulled one of the bottles out of his pocket
and handed it to him. "Drink all of this, I've got more. I'll be back in a few minutes."
Back at the ranch, Emma and Rachel were sitting on the porch trying to keep calm.
"She's got him," Betsy said, walking out of the bunkhouse. "He's fine."
Emma sighed. "Thank the Mercy. I really want a drink."
Betsy nodded. "Come inside, I think we all could use one."
…
"How are you feeling?" Deidre asked, handing him another bottle of water.
"Better, thanks. I must have guessed the wrong direction."
"Yeah, well, there's no right direction out here to find anything. It's about seventy
miles to the nearest road. No idea where the next ranch is, but it's a lot further."
Theo sighed. "I should have known."
She laughed. "Yes, you should have. Tell me what's going on here."
He looked at her. "You already know."
"Nah, I'm just a dumb Bullfrog. Explain it to me."
"Bullfrog?"
"Sorry, noober. That's what people call us to be rude."
"How is that rude?"
She smiled and hopped to her feet. There was a low reverberation from her chest and
she tilted her head back and opened her mouth wide. The reverberation got louder and
there was a different low pitched buzzing noise that turned into a high pitched yip
sound. The echoes threw the sound back and forth before it died away. Theo's eyes
were huge.
"We're called Ta'avi but you can see where the Bullfrog name comes from."

Theo shook his head. "I've heard bullfrogs all my life, they didn't sound like that at
all. That was amazing, is that how you talk?"
Deirdre sat back down. "That was a little dramatic, but yeah."
"It was beautiful."
"Thanks. But now you have to tell me what you're doing out here."
"I'm leaving."
"Duhhh. Why?"
Theo shrugged and his lower lip trembled as he looked at the ground. Deirdre
moved so she was sitting beside him and she put her arm around Theo's shaking
shoulders.
"She didn't do it to hurt you," Deirdre said quietly as Theo's tears spattered into the
dry dust. "Completely the opposite. Our usual method is throwing you in handcuffs
with a black bag over your head. We don't ever know how rescued people are going to
respond, that way we all stay safe. Kawehi was with us because no one wanted to put
you through that."
"But she made me…."
"Love her, right. You might not believe me, but that surprised her. No one had a clue
you were an empath too. You guys respond to pushes way stronger than the rest of
us."
"I hoped she thought the same way about me," Theo said to the ground. "But this
morning, Jonesy was coming out of her room."
"Hmm. You haven't ever had a girlfriend, have you?"
Theo shook his head and Deirdre sighed.
"What a terrible way to be introduced to relationships. Then you saw Emma and
Rach hanging out with two of the guys and assumed they were all involved too."
"Aren't they?" Theo asked, wiping his eyes. "Aren't all of you?"

"Not the way you're thinking. I won't get into what Kawehi, Marisol, and Jonesy
have going on other than to say it's not a bad thing. Kawehi had some really bad things
happen and I know that she spends a lot of time with them and they're helping her get
through a tough time."
"None of my business either," Theo said. "I don't want to know."
"Look, you know you had a screwed up situation where you grew up, right? I bet
what they taught you about people was pretty messed up. Your sister and Rachel
weren't up there making out with Willi and Simon, they're all just friends. Simon isn't
even into women in that way. Thing is, my team gets into incredibly stressful
situations and that has made us closer than a family. Emma went through training
with those guys and Rachel has been working with us this summer. After Watson's
Hole, she became one of us. Cuddling and touching each other is a way to show
affection and reassures us at the same time. My childhood was pretty strict too and I
thought all the touchy stuff was just bed hopping bullshit when I joined the team.
After my first mission I realized that was what you did to stay sane."
"You're making me feel ridiculous about leaving."
She rubbed his head. "Don't feel bad, because you know what's really ridiculous?
You're stuck in the ass end of nowhere with a bunch of hooligans you don't
understand. And you've suddenly got a twin sister you never knew about. That would
be enough to seriously weird out anyone. Let's see, did I miss anything? Oh right, you
just got thrown into this whole interstellar war that you’re hearing about for the first
time. There's aliens all around you, you're even half alien, and someone's trying to
blow up your whole planet. That would give anyone some serious 'what the fuck'
moments, right?"
"I hadn't really been thinking about all of that," Theo said, smiling slightly.
"Oh, but wait; there's more," Deirdre said gleefully. "You also get to deal with the fact
you got kidnapped when you were a little kid. Kidnapped. Who the hell gets
kidnapped, anyway?"
"Well, me for one."
She grinned at him. "Mercy's flaming tits, Theo. I'm amazed you can even form
coherent sentences and put your pants on right way around. Lots of people would just
curl up in a nice cozy catatonic state."

She paused, looking around a moment, adding “Let's not forget this freaky
landscape… It gets to me too, I love the forest. That's the one thing I liked about where
you lived, all those trees. When you get a day off, we'll head up to a national forest and
hug a few trees. Sound good?"
"Thank you for coming after me."
"Hey, that's what friends are for, right?"
He looked over at her. "You really want to be my friend?"
She laughed. "You ask really strange questions sometimes. Yeah, I do because you're
a good guy, Theo. Get used to the fact that people will like you. All the other crap
aside, this is a good place with really cool people."
"It's going to take me a while to get used to it."
She nodded. "That's why you're hanging out with us. We're the coolest of the cool."
"Plus my aunt doesn't want me back home."
Deirdre put her hand on his head and made him look at her. "Theo, don't ever think
that. I don't know Amanda personally but we know how much she hated sending you
out here instead of bringing you home. She has a tough job with a lot of traveling and
long hours. But she made the right decision, you're with us because she wanted to
know you were safe and being protected. I do know Mirjam and I know it was a tough
call for her. They both want you home, noober. Never doubt that for a second. Okay?"
He nodded.
"Good. You ready to head back?"
"I'm really embarrassed."
Deirdre shrugged. "Then get over it. Everyone has meltdowns. None of us are going
to judge you for this. We know you got thrown in the deep end tied in a sack. Wait, not
just one. More like two bags, one inside the other, then wrapped up in heavy chains,
and then you were locked in a weighted trunk with holes punched into it. Me, I think
you've been dealing with this utter lunacy really well. Amazingly well, like ‘Houdini
himself would be jealous about that escape’ kind of well. Uh, you know who Houdini
is, right?"

Theo smiled. "I've heard of him."
"The occasional meltdown or even some hysterical screaming isn't anything to be
concerned about. In fact, we’d be more worried if you didn't flip your shit. A little bit
anyway, don't get carried away with it." She nudged him playfully. " I mean, you're
cutting into my recreational drinking time and I almost had Jonesy talked into reverse
strip horseshoes."
"Sorry, I didn't mean to…what?"
She laughed. "You start off in your shorts and every time you lose, you have to put
something on. We were working way down south in Mexico before this and I had
Simon wearing everything he owned. Speaking of which, it's stupid hot out here. Let's
jet."
Theo took a deep breath. "Deirdre, thank you."
"Like I said, we're friends. Decompression and recovery time is why we’re all out
here. We're all in this together Theo."
…
"They just pulled in," Willi said, looking out the window. "She's helping him into the
house."
"Thanks guys," Emma said, getting up and heading for the main house.
"I'll give them a few minutes," Rachel said.
Jonesy snorted. "Or just get your ass up there."
She nodded after a second and followed Emma.
Theo was sitting on the bed taking off his boots when Emma came into his room. She
didn't say anything, just grabbed him and hugged him tightly.
"I'm sorry," Theo said, hugging Emma back. Rachel came in and sat next on his other
side.
"How about you try talking to me first," Emma said into his shoulder. "I just got you
back, Sparrow. No fair leaving again."

"I just got twisted up inside my head."
"I know, that's why I'm not breaking your leg right now. Next time, it's a femur."
Rachel laughed and put her arms around both of them. "And I'll be the one holding
you down."
…
It was late, everyone was asleep but Theo was still awake and staring at the ceiling,
thoughts racing around in his head. He didn't know how he felt about anything
anymore. There was a tap on the door.
"Yeah," he said quietly.
He was surprised when Kawehi stepped in. "Can we talk?"
He sat up. "Sure, come in."
Kawehi pulled the chair over beside the bed. "Thank you. First I want to apologize
for not explaining things sooner."
"No, I need to apologize to you. I acted like a spoiled baby out there and didn't listen.
I know you didn't do that to be mean, you wanted to help. I'm just…it's hard to
explain."
"You're embarrassed because I used a really intimate emotion to manipulate you?
Hurt that your feelings aren't reciprocated? Angry that it's someone else instead of
you?"
"Not that hard to explain I guess," Theo said.
"I really hate Projection. If I could turn it off, I'd do it in a second. Sometimes it's
necessary but that doesn't make me like it any better."
"It's pretty powerful."
"It can be," she said. "And you had a very strong response, I was trying to bring out
milder feelings. More like a crush than madly in love but I didn't consider how starved
for affection you were. Mostly the problem was that no one had a clue how strong of
an empath you are. Without meaning to, you Projected back at me and it created

something like a feedback loop between us. Please believe that I would undo this if I
could but short of erasing your memory, interfering would just complicate things. If
there's a bright side in all this, I doubt you'll ever forget what a huge responsibility
Projection is."
"If you're able to do that, why don't you just find these bad guys and use it on them?"
"A couple of reasons. First of all, it gets less effective the further someone is from
your own population. The Yfflaid are very distant cousins and Dr. Aeolus would be
very hard to influence. The Others that we have no relation to are impossible to Project
to. You might think of it as their bodies speaking a different language than yours does.
Secondly, you aren't immune from the emotion you are projecting onto another
person. That's the biggest limiting factor and why that feedback loop was so strong.
Even knowing exactly what I did to influence you, I have reciprocal emotions."
Theo was quiet for a minute. "You mean you love me back?" he finally asked.
"Yes. You see why attacking an enemy with this talent isn't very effective? It reflects
to the empath as well."
"How do we fix this? I can't imagine you want to feel this way about me."
Kawehi put her hand on his shoulder. "Aren't you listening? That's why this is so
hard for me, Theo. I really want this too. You're kind, intelligent, funny, and pretty hot.
If this had happened on its own I'd be really happy right now. It's incredibly unfair to
you though. You didn't get any choice about having these feelings and that's why I
looked so sad the first day we talked. I knew something like this was coming and I
wondered if you'd ever be able to trust me after this."
"And you can't just remove it."
"I wouldn't dare. Can you imagine how tangled things would get? This is another
incredibly unfair thing to do to you, but we need to work on changing the feelings
between us from romantic love to something closer to friendship. Honestly, romance is
complicated and difficult, especially given what we do around here. I doubt things
would work between us no matter how badly we wanted them to."
"It doesn't feel that way, but I'll take your word for it," he said.
"Thank you. I'd like to explain my relationship with Marisol and Jonesy. Accident or
not, I dragged you into this. "

"You don't have to," Theo said.
"I feel like I do. A couple years ago I was part of a team like Marisol's. While we were
working something went really wrong I lost all of them. So I came back here to
recover. Marisol and I are old friends and she spent a lot of time with me but she was
called away unexpectedly. Before she left she told me she didn't want me being alone.
She told her boyfriend, Jonesy, to keep me company. Mari knew exactly what would
happen between, she told me before she even left that she approved. I was in very bad
shape and Mari wanted to make sure I was okay. Sleeping in the same bed doesn't
necessarily mean you're having sex. I won't deny sex is part of it, but sometimes I just
need help facing the dreams."
"I know that feeling."
"I bet you do. I know it'll take some time for you to trust me again but…"
"Actually, I wanted to ask if you would you keep working with me. If you still want
to I mean."
She smiled at him. "Of course I do. And I'd very much like to be your friend."
Theo's heart ached but he pushed back against the feeling. "I'd like that."
"Good. I might dump you back behind the bed otherwise."
Theo smiled. "I'll see you tomorrow?"
"Same time and place but you made one fatal error today."
"What's that?"
"You proved you can get out there without the quad. We'll walk out tomorrow."
He laughed and Kawehi said goodnight and went to her room. She got ready for
bed, avoiding looking at herself in the mirror. Brushing her teeth, Kawehi finally met
her own eyes.
"I doubt things would work between us," she mocked herself after rinsing her mouth.
"You're lucky he can't read you, Moana. You lie for shit."

Chapter 26
Shep and Theo had taken the quad to the highest point on the ranch, a long bluff that
ran parallel to the creek. Most of what they heard was the wind but there were the
faint sounds of cows somewhere behind them. The wind was pushing long curved
wavefronts of grass across the prairie again, washing them up the sides of the bluff.
"I always wondered what the wind looked like," Theo said. "Does it look different in
the winter?"
Shep laughed. "Probably. How are things going?"
"I think I'm finally calming down," Theo said. "So what's our talk about today?"
"How do you mean?"
Theo laughed. "Every time one of you takes me out for a ride I end up with an indepth explanation of some part of the project."
"It's that obvious?"
Theo nodded. "I feel bad I'm taking your time off though."
"Nah, don't feel like that. We're always practicing something or other. Marisol asked
if we could help bring you up to speed. Sometimes we've got to deal with new people
who don't have a clue about the project and it can be difficult. Uhm, finding out we're
practicing on you isn't going to make you wander off into the sunset again?"
Theo laughed. "Very different situation and I'm sorry but you're just not pretty
enough."
"Dammit Theo, I wore my best cargo shorts and you come up here and drop that on
me."
"Sorry. If you have to leave, don't turn left at the end of the driveway."
"I'd be smart enough to steal one of the cars. If you're done insulting my looks, our
subject today is the Neil Armstrong Campus and Training Center. You'll be attending
this fall so pay attention. You already learned that our primary mission here is the
evacuation of humans and establishing colonies far away from Earth. Broadly that
covers two parts; logistics and training. Logistics is concerned about the best ways to

organize and plan for the evacuation because it's not just people, we need a lot of stuff.
Realizing your forgot your hammer when you're a few thousand light-years away is a
drag, if you're lucky. It can quickly become catastrophic.
"The other half of it, the training, is just as critical so the Project uses a pretty unique
system. Ideally we start with very young students in very informal classes. The
students are tracked carefully as they gravitate toward what interests them. By the
time they're around ten, the education planners have got a pretty good idea of what
their strengths are. From there, they move into more specialized training that develops
their strengths more fully while still providing a grounding in everything they need.
Unfortunately, we don't always get the ideal situation. We get some students, like you,
in from the outside. They, and you, have to instead take the Placement Test. It's not
informal or relaxed. So you get to take the Test. It's not informal or relaxed, in fact it's
incredible intensive. But when you're done, they'll know where you'll best fit."
"What if I don't want to do whatever it is?"
"Then you'll probably hurt everyone's feelings and have to talk to a shrink and
publicly apologize. I think there's a tattoo you have to get too."
"Seriously?"
Shep laughed. "No. The beauty of the system is that you're going to love whatever
you end up doing. It might be a little bit of a surprise, but give it a chance. When you
really enjoy what you're doing it starts being fun and doesn't seem like work at all.
Make sense?"
Theo nodded.
They had been walking along the bluff as they talked and there was a faint grumble
of thunder. Shep shaded his eyes to look at clouds off to the northwest.
"Let's start back, I hate getting wet and it looks like it might actually rain today."
"So what happens once you graduate from the school?" Theo asked as they walked
back.
"Some folks quietly reintegrate to mainstream society, helping out here on Earth,
some others stay close and work directly for the Project. Quite a few head out to the
colonies where they start learning the practical side of things."

"Wow. I really want to go into space."
"You will. We call it going 'up-top' and visiting one of the orbiting stations is one of
the things you'll be doing as part of your classes. You'll probably get sick of it."
It was getting darker and darker as the clouds began to pile up in the sky and there
was another rumble of thunder, closer this time.
"C'mon. You probably haven't heard of flash floods, but they're a problem out here.
Let's get on the other side of the creek before it starts raining."
"Those really are attractive shorts," Theo said as they got into the quad.
"You missed your chance, mister. Too bad for you."

Chapter 27
Amanda was reading a sheet of projections and not having much luck. It was the end
of a long day. A whole week of long days and she had a hard time worrying about
bismuth production quotas for a place she'd never heard of before.
"You're about done for the day?" Mirjam asked.
"Pretty much."
Amanda's tablet chirped.
"Hey boss," Lily said. "Betty stopped by. You have time for a chat?"
"Of course," Amanda said.
She stood up when Betty came in, Amanda had a pretty good idea why Betty had
driven all the way to town and her heart leapt when she saw Betty was smiling.
"Hiya Amanda and Mirjam. I've got results you might be interested in."
"About Theo?" Mirjam asked.

"Uh-huh. It's the considered opinion of Henry and myself, and Marisol's team, that
there's nothing in Theo's mind that shouldn't be there. He's been in a wide variety of
situations and shown nothing but normal reactions."
"What do you mean by a wide variety of situations?" Amanda asked.
Betty's smile turned into a grin. "I mean there's some people that would be horrified
to know that the rooms are wired for sound and video."
"That's appalling," Mirjam said and started laughing.
Betty shrugged. "We're old and don't care much for the usual antics. Henry has
Jaxson edit out the juicy stuff anyway. I spoke with Aeolus on my way over here. He's
certain there's no more hardware in Theo's head."
"We can bring him home?" Amanda asked Mirjam who nodded.
"Actually, Emma asked if she could," Betty said. "I think it would be good to give her
this one."
"Of course. Thank you so much Betty!"
"I'm glad we could help. You two look like you were getting ready to leave?"
"Oh! We've got to get the stuff for his room ready," Amanda said.
"You kids take the rest of the day off then," Betty said. She laughed as they looked at
each other and almost ran out of the office.

Chapter 28
"…and that pretty much ends our last talk out here," Kawehi said. "You've come a
long way, Mr. Cosineau."
"Thank you, Ms. Moana. I feel a little strange about this being the end."
"Yep, I can see that. Sort out the feelings for me."
Theo concentrated, separating all the threads in his mind. "I'm kind of sad that I'm
leaving but happy I'm going home. I'm really going to miss you. I like talking to you."

She smiled. "Thank you Theo. You won't have to miss me for long. I'm going away
for a while to do some work of my own but I'll be back before school starts. I already
have you scheduled for a class this fall, you'll be working with me and a few other
people with our talent. In the meantime, your life is going to get complicated and
confusing and I want you to know that I am always available to talk things out."
There was a couple of honks from the driveway.
"It sounds like Emma is here."
They turned around and started walking toward the house. She took his arm as they
walked. The horn honked again.
"Sheesh, we're coming," Theo said. "She's been wound up about this for two days
now."
"Emma's been waiting to bring you home for a long time."
"I got home when I woke up and she was there."
Kawehi laughed. "Having a moment of 'I told you so' is important sometimes."
They walked between the buildings as Emma honked the horn again. She was
driving an old beat-up pickup truck.
"Relax! Are you getting paid by the trip or something?" Theo called
"I loaded your stuff already, we've got a little bit of a drive home," Emma said. She
walked around and opened his door. "Oh my god, I'm so geeked that you're officially
coming home. Sorry, hi there, Kawehi. Oh, Theo, I forgot to ask; want a tour of town
on the way home?"
"Sure, I want to see it."
"New truck Emma?" Kawehi asked.
"Would you believe mine is back in the shop again? Their loaner sucks."
Kawehi laughed and let go of Theo's arm. "I'll see you soon. Go have some fun."
Forty-five minutes later they were almost to the end of the long valley, following a
road that ran along the top of one of the ridges.

"You can see the town over there," Emma said, pointing. "It used to be a mining town
but they shut the mine in the 1920s. The Project moved here in the early seventies.
Want to drive through?"
"Sure," Theo said. "The hospital and all of that stuff is in that mountain?"
"Yep, all the vital project stuff is hidden in the old mine." She turned down another
road and they began to drive through modular buildings.
"These are mostly R&D," Emma said. "Most of their labs are in the mountain though,
these are just offices. Past that we have downtown."
There were a few people walking around the original buildings but less than Theo
would have expected and he asked where everyone was.
"Too hot for most people still," Emma said. "Down in the valley like this, it gets a lot
hotter than it did on the ranch. When the sun goes behind the ridge you'll see a lot of
people suddenly appear."
Emma turned and drove down another street, showing him the school. It didn't look
like anything special, just a large brick building.
"That looks like the school building in Watson's Hole," Theo said.
"Back in the Depression, the federal government funded a lot of schools and libraries
to try and get the economy going again. That's why they all look similar, Maine to
California. Like the town, most of the interesting stuff is underground. See those big
roofs in the back? Those are part of the school too."
Emma drove past another ring of modular buildings and Theo realized that they
were all painted the same flat tan color.
"These are mostly residences, overflow for people who didn't get one of the original
houses. If we turn left here it leads out to the airport and if we go straight, it leads up
to the gun range where Rachel works part time. It's up on the side of that mountain."
Emma turned right. "The rest of the time she's usually in the Yard. It's our outdoor
training area."
She turned again and Theo saw the two areas she'd been talking about. They looked
like giant cylinders that had been mostly buried in the ground. There was an area

between them that had a bunch of stuff that made him think it was an oversized
playground at first. She pulled into the parking lot.
"Watch the big wall over on the side."
Theo saw a few people on top of a framework tower. One side of it was covered with
timbers, making a tall narrow wall. Two of the people on the top stood on the edge like
they were going to jump off. They leaned forward and were suddenly running down
the wall, ropes trailing behind them.
"Wow."
Emma laughed. "I'll teach to you do that if you want."
Theo imagined what it must be like, standing up there. "Maybe not tonight."
"There's Rachel," Emma said. She drove across the parking lot to where Rachel was
putting stuff in the back of her Jeep. Emma pulled up and rolled down her window.
Theo was surprised at the hot air that flowed in. The Ranch hadn't been anywhere near
this hot.
"Hey guys," Rachel said. "Did you escape, Theo?"
"Emma busted me out, we're going on the lam," Theo said.
"He found a Mickey Spillane book," Emma said. "You're lucky he didn't call you a
dame."
Rachel smiled at Theo. "I'm sorry, I meant to come out more often but I've been
working long days at the range. There's a bunch of people that need to get qualified
before hunting season."
"Don't worry about it," Theo said. "I didn't realize how far from town we were."
"I'm taking him up to the house," Emma said. "Come up for dinner."
"Don't you need time to settle in and all that?" Rachel asked Theo.
"I've had way too much settling time," he said. "Don't let her nag you if you're tired
though."
"Just stinky, I was running obstacles. I'll be up after I get a shower."

Theo felt himself smiling. He knew he should look away but he didn't want to.
Anyway, he wasn't trying to read her. She was just pretty and he liked looking at her.
"Ahem," Emma said and Rachel and Theo realized they'd been staring at each other.
"Sorry," Rachel said quickly. "I'll see you guys later, okay?"
Theo felt a warmth in his chest as Emma pulled out, showing him the original frame
houses where the mine workers and managers had lived. The houses got slightly
larger and several were brick. Then the street ended and he saw they were back
downtown.
"I like Rachel," Theo said.
Emma laughed. "I figured, you're sitting over there with a silly grin."
"I don't know how that's supposed to work though," Theo said. The warmth
disappeared and he realized how much of his new life he didn't have a clue about.
Emma stopped at the end of the street.
"Theo, stop worrying. It's not something you have to work at solving. Just relax and
enjoy life for a few."
Emma turned to follow the road out of town. "Believe me, there's plenty of time for
complicated later."
On the way out of town, she pointed out the park. It ran along the river and was
shaded by Cottonwood trees. Theo realized why everything looked strange. Those
were the first trees he'd seen around the town. There had been a few at the ranch but
they only grew near the water too. The hills looked oddly bare, like a dog that had
been shaved at the vet.
"What happened to the trees around here? Logging?"
"There never were any, it's too dry over here. There's forests west and north but
nothing much around here."
"Deirdre said we both might need a trip to hug trees."
"That would be fun. I've got a couple of days next week that I'm free."

Theo watched the last of the buildings pass. "So we don't live in town."
"None of the higher level people do. If something happened to the town, there needs
to be at least a chance that some people would survive so they could set up somewhere
else. See that long ridge up there? We live out near the end of it."
Theo felt a sudden chill. "They started working on this place after 1967, didn't they?"
Emma glanced over. "Yeah. There was another place down south but I guess it was a
hassle somehow. You okay?"
"I just remembered the reason for all of this again."
"Like I said before, just relax and enjoy life for a little bit. There will be plenty for you
to worry about later."
Emma turned off the pavement and onto a gravel road. The road immediately began
to climb.
"What's that little town off to the side?" Theo asked. Turning through a switchback
had given them a good view of the town. Off to the east was another cluster of houses.
"It's a community of refugees from the war, they're sort of part of the Project but
mostly this was a good place for them to settle. They mostly keep to themselves but the
kids go to Armstrong, that's the school. Amanda said something about the
Commonwealth figuring out where they could set up a colony offworld but that's
more complicated than plunking some people down on a new planet. The right kind of
planet has to be found, there needs to be enough of them to make a viable colony and
there needs to be a careful mix of specialists to give it the best chance of succeeding.
Since they don't really take part in the Project there's a shortage of specialists to
support them and there really aren't enough of them to found a colony."
"What's going to happen to them?"
Emma shrugged. "They'll probably end up near one of the human colonies
eventually. Up there is where we live."
"I've never seen anything like that."
She slowed down. It was mostly house shaped but subtly different. It seemed like
there were too many vertical surfaces and the roof was just a simple flat slope. As

Emma drove up the curving driveway, Theo saw that the house was sitting on the very
edge of the ridge. There was a patio looking out into empty space and he saw windows
in what looked like solid rock. Instead of the brick or siding he was used to, the walls
were made up of tan stone in some places and what looked like rough plaster in
others. Deeply recessed windows in the walls threw the golden light of the sun back
out. He was surprised at how small it was.
"It was built by a man named Frank Lloyd Wright, he started off in Chicago but
ended his career out here in the west. "
"It’s amazing."
"It's really cool inside too. Let's go in."
Emma insisted on carrying his bag and Theo followed her up a couple of steps and
into a low hallway, cool after the blazing sun outside. The hallway opened out into a
large living room with couches and chairs where two of the walls were made up of the
large stones. Opposite the living room was a large kitchen and a staircase leading
downstairs.
"Hello?" Emma said.
"We're just coming up," Amanda called from downstairs.
"The bedrooms, most of the house actually is below us. It's a lot cooler that way
during the day and warmer at night."
Amanda came upstairs, followed by Mirjam. "Welcome home, officially," Amanda
said, hugging him. "How are you feeling?"
"You're upright at least," Mirjam said. "You look good."
"Come and see your room," Emma said, taking his bag out of his hand.
Amanda laughed and followed her downstairs but Mirjam stopped and hugged him
tightly.
"Home at last, little Sparrow."
Theo kissed her on the cheek and saw Mirjam quickly wipe away a tear.

"Don't worry," he said. "I remember our deal."
"Theo!" Emma yelled.
Mirjam laughed. "We'd better go see your room, I think those two are about to wet
themselves."
…
A few days later, Theo was lying on the couch reading. Amanda and Mirjam had left
again and it would be a few days before they got back. Amanda had told Theo to relax,
Emma would help him with the physical therapy but otherwise he was to follow the
doctor's orders and rest. He'd never been told to do nothing and after an hour Theo
was getting a little antsy. Emma had to go to town but she showed Theo the library
before she left. He stood there staring at all the titles. Suddenly being told to stay inside
and rest didn't seem like such a bad thing.
By the time Emma had gotten home the first night, Theo had gone through his first
round of books and had a large stack of new ones to read. After dinner, she played a
movie called Star Wars and Theo had loved it. She promised there were more and he
couldn’t wait.
When Emma headed to bed, Theo was still wide awake. He couldn't get the movie
out of his head so he decided to go back to reading. He was still on the couch, asleep
when Emma came up the next morning. Laughing, she woke him up and sent him
downstairs to bed.
Theo woke up later that morning and finished going through the books. It was a little
disappointing, there wasn't much new information in these books and Theo wondered
if he could get Emma to take him to the library. He found a few novels and picked
through them looking for something interesting. He grabbed the thickest one and
headed back to the couch.
He was deeply into the book when Emma suddenly jumped over the back of the
couch yelling his name. Theo dropped the book he was reading on the floor as he
yelped. Emma held her sides, howling with laughter.
"Where did you even come from? I thought you were working!"
"I was, then I came home to see you." Emma gasped started laughing again.

"What's so funny?" Theo grumbled, picking up the book.
"Sorry. It's just that quacking noise you made."
"You scared the hell out of me!"
"What are you reading?" She took the book and thumbed through it. "House of
Leaves? Wait, this is just a story? Nothing geeky at all? Okay, you. Where's the real
Theo and what have you done with him?"
"I read regular books too."
"What's it about?"
"A scary story about a house that's bigger inside."
"That's scary?"
"It's kind of complicated. I'll let you read it when I'm done."
"Well, you can read later. We're going to lunch so get your shoes on."
"To walk to the kitchen?"
"To drive to the town. You've been cooped up in the house long enough."
Theo looked around. "Do I need to bring anything?"
"Just your shoes, hurry up."
He followed Emma outside and she got in and old looking four-wheel drive.
"This is nice."
"I just got her back. There's a great junkyard where you can find all kinds of cool
stuff, it lasts forever out in the desert."
Theo looked around the inside. "This was in a junkyard?"
"To begin with. There's a few guys here that were going through the junkyard
restoring stuff for fun. Then their garage filled up and they started selling the cars off.
They call it Second Love Motors."
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"That sounds like fun."
"I thought the same thing. Anyway, she ended up with a sick water pump but she's
all better now." Emma patted the dashboard.
"What kind of truck is it?"
"This is a Scout built by International in 1967."
"Same place that makes International tractors?"
"I don't know, probably."
"This is a lot nicer than the tractor I had to keep running. Did Amanda get her car at
the same place?"
Emma laughed. "No, that was specially ordered from Germany, sorry. We should go
by the yard later and see if there's anything you like."
"I don't have a driver's license."
"You know how to drive, right? We'll get you one, it's no big deal."
…
"Epi-curious," Theo said, reading the sign. "That's a really bad pun."
"Good food though," Emma said.
She turned off the truck and they got out and went inside.
"This used to be a saloon," Emma said, pointing at the ornate bar-back. The rest of the
place was nice, sort of old-timey but comfortable. Rachel waved from one of the tables
where she was sitting with a blonde guy.
"Hey," Emma said. "Theo, this is Tommy. Tommy, my brother Theo."
"Welcome home," Tommy said, standing up to shake hands.

He was blonde haired and blue eyed with a dark tan. Theo never really thought a
man could be pretty but Tommy certainly was.
They sat down and a waitress came out and handed them menus. Theo watched the
other three talk, trying to figure out who Tommy was without asking. It was obvious
that Emma and Rachel both thought he was attractive and they were all obviously
more than friends. Was he dating one of them? Theo wasn't sure how he'd be able to
tell, but Emma hadn't said anything about having a boyfriend…
"Theo?" Emma said. He looked up and the waitress and the other three were looking
at him. "What did you want to eat?"
"Oh, sorry. The cheeseburger and fries please," he said, picking something out at
random.
"You look like you're having deep thoughts," Rachel said, after the waitress left.
"He thinks too much," Emma said.
"You'll catch the brain fever," Tommy said. "I never think at all."
"Well, that's certainly true," Rachel said.
Theo paid attention to the conversation as they ate but couldn't tell what was going
on. When they'd finished eating, Rachel looked at her tablet and got up.
"I've got another class starting in an hour. I'll talk to you guys later."
She left and Emma looked at the check. "I guess I'm buying her lunch."
Tommy laughed. "You did the same thing to her last time."
"Probably because she did it to me the time before that. Next time I'm telling them
she skipped on the check. She can come back and wash dishes."
Emma put money on the table and waved at the waitress.
"You see what you're getting in the middle of?" Tommy asked Theo as they walked
outside. "They're brutal."
"I just go limp. They get bored eventually," Theo said.

Tommy laughed. Theo liked him, even if he couldn't figure out where Tommy fit in.
He didn't want to look at him too closely, it would be rude and probably obvious.
Emma put on her sunglasses and kissed Tommy, saying she'd see him later and he
walked down the street.
"Want to go look in the junkyard for a car?" Emma asked him.
"Sure," Theo said and followed her to the Scout. "I have what could be a weird
question. Is Tommy your boyfriend or Rachel's?"
"I wondered if you'd notice anything. Both and neither; he was my boyfriend first
and he started dating Rachel after we broke up."
"Oh, okay."
Theo felt a little hollow, he had thought Rachel was flirting with him but she was
probably just being friendly.
"Aww, don’t be sad. They broke up last spring," Emma said. "He's pretty sure he's
gay."
"He doesn't know?"
Emma laughed. "Not everyone is as well-adjusted and introspective as you are,
Sparrow."
"Should you be telling me this?"
"Well, don't go blabbing it around obviously. He probably already assumes you
know."
"But you both stayed friends with him," Theo said. "Is that unusual? In West Virginia
it always seemed like a big deal when people broke up."
Emma shrugged. "It's not a big deal for us. I was fine when he started dating Rachel.
If I didn't like him I would have said something. They were always buddies so it
wasn't a big shock when she told me he'd asked her out."
"That seems like the most logical way to do things."
"We're eminently logical people. Now, what kind of car are you thinking?"

"It doesn't really matter," Theo said. "Just a car."
They stopped at an old garage with a few cars scattered around. A man came out
and Emma introduced Theo to Steve, the guy that worked here most often. They
started talking about her car. Theo looked at the cars in the parking lot, a few had signs
in them that they were for sale. Then he noticed the large yard full of broken down
cars behind the garage and asked if he could look around back there. Steve told him it
was fine and Theo didn't have to look too closely to see that he was really interested in
Emma.
The yard was full of dusty old cars, some of them missing the front or back end. The
hoods were up on most of them, an empty space where the engine had been. Theo
wandered further. Past the cars was a bunch of engines sitting out on pallets. He
started to walk back up front but something under a tarp behind the engines caught
his eye. Theo picked his way back to the long shape under the canvas and pulled it
back. The hood was long and low, sort of a dusty green color. The rearview mirrors
were mounted about halfway back on the fenders, which struck him as a little strange.
He pulled the tarp the rest of the way off, the hood seemed like half the length of the
car. There was a steeply slanted windshield and just two doors under a curved roof.
Theo had never seen such a pretty car, even Amanda's wasn't this cool. Theo walked
around the car, looking at it from every side.
"That's a 1968 280Z," Steve said, startling Theo. He and Emma had come back
looking for him. "Made by Datsun at the time, they changed the name to Nissan back
in the eighties."
"It's beautiful," Theo said.
"You think so?" Emma said. "It looks like a beat up old sports car to me."
"No, you're wrong," Theo said, barely looking away from the car. "This is one of the
prettiest cars I've ever seen. Sorry, was I taking too long back here?"
"Don't worry about it," Steve laughed. "From the look on your face, I think you've
found your car."
Theo looked up. "This is for sale?"
"One of my partners was going to fix her up for desert rallying, that's why it's under
the tarp back here. Hold on."

Steve took out his tablet and called someone. "Willy, I'm down at the shop. Emma
and her brother Theo are here. He found your 280 in the back and I think it might be
love at first sight."
There was a laugh from the tablet. "Far be it from me to stand in the way of true love.
Give it to him, but I'm kind of swamped with stuff at work. I don't know how long it'll
take to get running."
"Thanks Willy, I'll let you know what's going on later." Steve put the tablet back in
his thigh pocket. "Looks like you've got yourself a car, Theo. Or you will eventually."
Theo looked at Emma who smiled and nodded. "I used to keep old farm equipment
running, I could maybe do some of the work?"
"If you've got space for him, I can drop him off here on my way to work," Emma
said.
Steve rubbed his chin. "Yeah, we've got an empty bay. I'll get it put in there and you
come by tomorrow and we'll see what's up with it. Sound good?"
They thanked him and got back in the Scout and Emma headed back up toward the
house.
"He really likes you," Theo finally said.
Emma smiled without looking over. "Yes, I know but I'm not supposed to notice.
Steve has a very devoted girlfriend, Barb, who's also a good friend of mine."
Lovely, another complication. Theo rubbed his eyes. Even without actually reading
people, data kept leaking in. It was awful. Since he had zero context about what was
really going on, it was worse than being completely ignorant. Kawehi had warned him
about looking too deeply but she hadn't mentioned what to do with what he did learn.
"I need to call him and tell him not to bother with the car."
Emma looked over. "Why?"
"It feels dishonest, he wouldn't have called his partner if you weren't there but you
have no intention of going out with him. So I'm kind of lying to him but trading you
for a car at the same time."

Emma laughed. "No, you're not doing either of those things. Steve already knows it's
never happening between us. The way you were looking at that car, he probably
would have at least talked with Will about letting you have it."
Theo nodded but he was still uncomfortable about it. He got his book but stared out
a window instead of opening it. Emma sat down in the living room and looked at him.
"I can see you aren't getting this," she said. "I think you might be having a problem
understanding people's motivations."
Theo shrugged. "I thought that because I could see what they were feeling it would
be easier but I think it makes it harder."
"I don't envy you that. Try and remember that you're in a pretty special community
of people here. We're a long way from being saints or anything but people just want to
take care of their friends. That's why Barb know I'd never steal Steve, even though he's
a hottie. And why Steve doesn't even flirt with me. If you weren't able to read him, do
you think you would have known he had a crush on me?"
Theo thought back. "No, I got it from reading him. Kawehi said I'd have to learn to
ignore other people's secrets."
"Good advice. Part of why Steve hooked you up with a car is that you're my brother.
He might not even know that thought. You're a very likeable person, Sparrow. You
obviously really liked the car and you volunteered to help work on it too. I don't think
many people would do that. I know it's hard to do but try to take things at face value
for a while. Or pretend to I guess."
Theo thought about Kawehi, Jonesy and Marisol and finally nodded. "I'm really over
my head around here, Tulip."
Emma smiled. "I know, but you ask a lot of questions and that helps. You're catching
up pretty fast."

Chapter 29
Amanda was working on her laptop and Mirjam was laying on the couch reading a
book when the front door opened and Theo and Emma came in, wearing running
clothes and dripping with sweat.

"Hey moms, welcome home!" Emma said. "How was your trip?"
"Good," Amanda said. She got up but stopped short and decided a hug was out of
the question. She patted Emma's head gingerly and wiped her hand on her pants. "You
two smell really bad."
Theo laughed. "Aunt Amanda, I really feel like I need a reassuring hug."
"Of course, Nephew Theo. Right after you bathe."
"Hey Mirjam!" Emma said, walking toward the couch.
"Don't even think it," Mirjam said, sitting up quickly.
"But I love you."
"No way, I can smell you from over here."
"See Theo? See what they're really like?"
"Shocking. I'm going to go take a shower."
…
"We're thinking of ordering pizza," Amanda said when Theo came back upstairs.
"I love pizza."
"What've you been up to? Any problems?"
"A few nightmares but those are getting better. We went down to the garage and I
picked out a car a few days ago. I've been working on getting it running and reading a
lot the rest of the time."
"Wow, you've been keeping busy."
Mirjam came out of the kitchen, eating from a box of cookies. She messed up Theo's
hair as she walked by. "See? Now I love you again."
Theo looked at the giant box of cookies. "Mirjam, can I ask you something?"
"Of course."

"How are you not as big as a house?"
Amanda laughed. "I wondered how long it would take him to ask."
"I'll just show you." Mirjam said She tossed the box to Theo without any warning. He
put out his hands but she had blurred into motion and intercepted it before he could
catch it.
Theo's eyes were huge and she smiled at him.
"We can move a lot faster than humans for short jumps, and good thing because
there's some really nasty critters back home. My metabolism runs at a faster baseline
too."
"You're a superhero," Theo said, delighted.
"Not a very good one. We call it hopping but we can't do it for very long and it takes
an immense amount of energy. Kind of like your adrenaline system. I'm very weak
after I hop if I haven't gotten prepped. And I can barely take the sun here, it's brutal.
Ours is much more reasonable."
"That's why you wear sunglasses so much."
"Well, that and I'm very, very cool." Mirjam blurred again. There was a brief kiss on
Theo's cheek and he found a cookie in his hand. He heard Mirjam back in the kitchen.
Amanda smiled. "You've got a funny expression on your face."
"I keep finding out that the world is a far more amazing place than I could have
imagined. I love it."
"That makes me really happy. How far are you guys running now?"
"Ran to the end of the road and then walked out along the ridge to the big rock. I
could've gone further."
"But the doctor said to take it easy how many times?" Emma said, coming upstairs.
"So we had a nice walk while we talked. Have you had water yet? You haven't, have
you? Come on."

Amanda smiled as she went back to the spreadsheet. Emma as a mother hen was
decidedly odd but it was nice to see.
…
An hour later they had killed off the pizza and Amanda asked Theo to sit with her in
the living room.
"If you're ready, I wanted to talk to you about your parents, about what happened."
"Okay." He sat down and Emma sat down with him. Even Mirjam put down her
book and sat with them.
"You were five when it happened," Amanda said. "Back then I was working with
your dad in the lab…"
“You worked together too? Were Garragh twins all like that?"
Amanda blinked. "I'm sorry, Theo. You don't know very much about Garradya or
your family, do you? We'll start talking more about it, I promise. Your father and I
weren't identical like you and Emma are but everyone who met us knew we were
brother and sister. We were from a large family called the Tulani. The name I was born
with was Tulani Isadhor D'hamandhau."
Theo looked at Emma. Amanda's tone of voice had changed and it was incredibly
sad. He wondered what his life would have been like if the Dominion had stayed on
their side of the line.
Amanda smiled sadly. "Amanda kind of sounds like D'hamandhau so I started using
that name. When I was a little girl I really wanted to be a geologist. There was a large
round hill behind the house I grew up in and I couldn't imagine what had made such a
perfect shape and I wanted to find out. But your father, Oli'vehndra was his birth
name, loved physics and math from as early as I can remember. He asked me why I'd
ever want to untangle a single puzzle when I could work with him and untangle all of
them. We were always competitive and I couldn't resist so I began taking the same
classes and found I had the same gifts as he did. After we graduated, Oli'vehndra
found a position on a smallish blue planet. He immediately fell in love with Earth.
Although I never wanted to leave Garradya, your dad was my best friend and I
couldn't imagine him not being around. So I followed him here and joined the
Diaspora project. At the time, your dad was obsessed with a technology that had been
hinted at some of the old Founder stories. There was some of kind of gate that could be

put anywhere, even on a planetary mass. Ships weren't necessary, you could just walk
through. He was so jealous when I figured out the basic mechanism of it before he
did."
She looked at Theo and smiled. "But your dad was always a good sport. He got over
it and decided I had solved the problem because of his expert tutelage. We worked
together and complimented each other really well. He was awful at anything having to
do with administration but I was already on the admin staff here. I was shy but he was
an amazing leader. He could also make anyone laugh, the entire project loved him and
your mom. I still think about them both every day and I miss them."
"We both do," Mirjam said. "Your mom was a born hero, fearless and smart. I
couldn't imagine her being any better but when her and your dad were together, they
both just…" Mirjam's hands made a complicated shape in the air.
"Blossomed," Amanda said.
Mirjam nodded. "That's a good way to say it. I've never seen anything like the two of
them. They were always bickering back and forth, just like you two do sometimes.
And there was never a doubt in anyone's mind that they shared a single heart."
"Anyway," Amanda said. "It had been a pretty quiet month…"

Thirteen years earlier:
It looked like most labs, there were pieces of strangely shaped equipment around the
edges. A few had been pushed to the middle the room and were surrounded by
several whiteboards on wheeled stands. Some were covered by sheets of black fabric.
The fabric had been flipped back on a couple, revealing that they were covered in
complicated equations. All but one piece of the electronic equipment in the center of
the room was arranged had been wired together into a semi-circle. The last piece sat in
the middle of the arrangement and was shaped like a civil war cannon that had been
designed by H.R. Giger and then built by Swiss watchmakers. For some reason, a
rubber triceratops head covered the end of it.
Oliver was checking all of the leads between the equipment. He was an intense
looking man with black hair and gray eyes. He was taller than average, six and a half
feet, but he rarely stood up straight. He walked over to the cannon shaped piece and
pulled a test lead off one point and attached it to another.

"Now that’s interesting," Amanda said, watching the oscilloscope.
"Yeah?" He walked over and she pointed at the wave on the screen. "Huh. It
shouldn't do that. It’s the same setup as before, just inverted."
"Maybe that’s why."
"Because it's upside down? C’mon, gravitons don’t care about that."
"How do you know? Have you talked to them?"
"I have not, but still. Okay, what’s going on over here…" he said, starting to trace the
cables that snarled around the test stand.
"Hello boys and girls," Claire said, coming through the door. "Are we going out for
lunch or is it cafeteria day?"
"Cafeteria, there's chilidogs today," Mirjam said, coming in behind her.
"Don’t get between her and a chilidog," Ollie said from behind the equipment rack.
Mirjam nodded. "They’re a natural prey species for my kind."
"Why are you crawling around on the floor?" Claire asked.
"There's a strange output on one of the guidance transmitters," Ollie said. "But it's
just upside down."
"Would that matter?" Claire asked Amanda.
She shrugged. "He says exotic particles don't care."
"Maybe they're afraid of the lizard on the end," Mirjam said.
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"Dinosaur," Claire said.
"Uh huh, which were what?"
"Lizards, but there's a semantic difference…."

"Oh, I see," Ollie suddenly said. "It’s wired in backwards, the whole upside down
thing."
"I did not wire anything backwards," Amanda said. She crouched down and looked
where Ollie was pointing. "Well, shit. I guess I did."
"I bet it reverses the bias, look." Ollie jumped up and began scribbling equations on a
board.
"Ollie, after lunch," Mirjam said. "Chilidogs?"
"Oh right. Okay, let's go."
…
Claire and Ollie were watching as Mirjam demolished a third plate of chilidogs.
"It really is the Terran contribution to galactic culture," Ollie said and Mirjam nodded
happily.
"That’s odd," Amanda said, looking across the room. "The Director is going between
tables of Others and they're leaving."
Mirjam turned and watched. Dr. Jones approached another table and spoke quietly.
They all got up and left the room.
"Something’s going on," Claire said.
"If I could have your attention please?" Hal Jones said loudly and the large room
went quiet. "I apologize for interrupting your meal, we’ve received some very bad
news from the Commonwealth courier net. Dominion ships have appeared around
Te’varvfathi Hoh. A patrol ship was just leaving and managed to jump away in time.
That's all we know at the moment but I'll update everyone as more information
becomes available. Thank you."
Everyone began talking quietly as he left. Mirjam looked at the last chilidog and
pushed her plate away. "Those poor bastards. Unless there's Fleet nearby they don't
have a chance."
"That's the fifth world this year," Ollie said.

"And the second prefcoria world," Claire said. "The Ta'avi probably have enough
people off-world to rebuild but most of them are doomed. Even if there are fleet ships
nearby, surviving at the bottom of the gravity well would be tough. I wish we could
get some of them out somehow."
Amanda and Ollie looked at each other.
"Maybe," Amanda said.
Ollie nodded. "I think so too. Let's get back to the lab."
"I'll grab Jones, maybe he can get us some help."
Both of them got up and jogged to the doors.
"Any idea what that was about?" Mirjam said.
"I've given up trying to figure them out. You good?"
"I'll survive. C'mon."
…
Back in the lab, Project Director Ian Jones watched as Ollie quickly positioned
equipment. "This will really move people?"
Ollie wheeled up a computer and attached it. "The basic theory is sound and we
know Founders used the same kind of thing."
"You don't sound sure."
"Ian, we haven't tried it on anything but test objects. It'll work but I wouldn’t
recommend doing it every day. We don’t have it calibrated tightly enough to get a
completely clean signal. It’ll be rough on people that transit, but it'll better than
whatever the Dominion is doing."
"What do you mean by 'rough?'"
"I mean there's going to be mineral and water losses because of the calibration. It'll be
safe enough for one trip but they'll probably be sick."

"I've got the targeting data for two locations," Amanda said as she came in. "Small
village a guy in Development is from and the library at Cid Alja University."
"There's bound to be people at both places at least."
Jones looked at them all. "I can't give you any official permission but whatever you
need is yours. I'll call Operations and see what support we can get."
Ollie checked the o-scope as he left. He entered numbers into a laptop and whistled.
"Look at this heat bleed."
Amanda looked over his shoulder. "We could massage that a little if we had time. Or
an orbital platform so we didn't have to adjust for atmosphere."
"Even if Alpha-Echo was operational, it would take way too much time to get
everything up there," Claire said. "What does heat bleed mean? In small words with
big pictures for us lesser mortals."
"Basically it's going to look like a ball of flames at the other end," Amanda said. "But
because…physics and stuff, the heat is only on this side. They'll be perfectly safe
coming this way. Going out, much toastier."
"What’s that mean?" Mirjam said.
"It'll look like a frozen explosion. I think." Ollie said, attaching another computer to
the system.
"So, looking nothing like a rescue. Someone needs to go through and tell people and
we're in better shape than either of you," Claire said.
"Wait, what?" Oliver said, looking up.
"I’m jumping out to bring people back," Claire said. "How long before it’s ready?"
"We're both going," Mirjam said.
"But you can't," Oliver said.
Mirjam raised an eyebrow. "Excuse me?"

"No, he's right," Amanda said, pulling the cover off a board. "Look. Because of the
way your crazy metabolism stores up energy, you'd be dead at the other end. It would
strip all of the electrolytes out of your body. Your nerves would just stop working."
"Even if I ate a bunch of sugar?"
"Especially if you ate a bunch of sugar," Oliver said. "Look at the line below it."
"Yeah, nothing there makes any sense to either of us grunts," Claire said. "Will I
make it?"
Oliver rubbed his face. "You will never know how hard it is to tell you the truth right
now. Yes. Cells with lower ADP concentrations won't have as severe of a reaction. It's
the inverse square law."
Amanda began entering a long string of numbers into a computer. "You’re sure
about this, Claire? We could just send a message through."
"Pretty sure they've going to have other things on their minds and it’s nothing we’re
not asking them to do."
Oliver blew out a long breath. "Double check everything," he finally said to Amanda.
"Claire, be careful. Just stay inside the portal horizon. They'll see and hear you fine
from there. Don't take any risks."
"Silly Brainiac, you won't get rid of me this easily."
…
Operations had sent a security detachment to the lab. They were waiting just outside
of the lab with the heaviest weapons they had. The plan was for them to establish a
secure zone around the portal. If there were invaders on the ground they'd be able to
hold them back. A large rectangle on the floor had been outlined in duct tape and
Claire stood at one end. Mirjam handed her a heavy blanket.
"They asked for one of those silver fire suits, it's on the way."
"No time. And that's just what’d I need, showing up looking like a baked potato."
"Better that than a French fry," Mirjam said quietly.

There was a quiet hum that began to increase in volume and pitch. Claire looked
over and there was a shimmer like a mirage inside of the rectangle. As she stared at it,
Oliver came over to her.
"We’re ready."
She put her arms around him and they shared a long kiss.
"Come back and I’ll make you waffles tomorrow."
"Deal," Claire said, draping the blanket over her head and shoulders. "Anything
special I need to do? Do I run?"
"Shouldn’t have to, you’ll have zero momentum. Just be careful of the heat."
"See you soon," she said and sprinted forward before she could think about it. She
thought she’d tripped over something at first and was falling forward but her inner ear
said she was upright still. There was an intense heat around her and she pulled the
blanket tighter. There was no way she could stay in here. She dashed the rest of the
way through and it was abruptly cooler but her mouth and throat were dry and she
coughed. Her skin felt strange, almost like leather.
The village didn’t look all that different from home, she could’ve been in Greece. The
houses looked like plaster and were all painted brilliant white with large round
windows set deeply back into the wall. All of the houses looked a little lopsided and
she noticed that the flat roofs were all tilted slightly.
She had arrived in an open area, kind of a town square or market. People had
stopped what they were doing and stared at her. She looked over her shoulder, on this
end, the shimmering place was surrounded by long tongues of fire that looked like
they were being blown back by a hurricane wind. There was a flash behind a nearby
hill and a mushroom cloud rose into the sky. Claire looked around and saw that there
were mushroom clouds on all sides.
Oh shit. Time to stop playing tourist.
"Hey!" she yelled at the people. "We’re here to get you out, let’s go!"
They just stared and she shook her head and yelled it again in GalCom, waving at
the portal. Someone must have understood, or maybe just decided to roll the dice. One
man ran toward the portal and disappeared. Then they were all suddenly running

toward her and disappearing. Children were crying as their parents pulled them
toward the flames and Claire suddenly hoped she wasn't sending a stream of cinders
back to the lab.
"You need a combat team?" she heard Mirjam yell.
"Don't bother, nuke bombardment." Claire yelled back and kept waving people
toward the portal. It looked like most of the town was here.
"How’s it coming?" she heard Ollie yell a few minutes later. There were just a few
people left, running in from the edges of the town.
"Keep it open as long as you can," she yelled back. "People are still coming!" She
couldn’t take the stress of just standing there waving, she wanted to be doing
something.
There was another flash, brighter and the roar was much louder.
"Hurry! We're seeing huge spikes of signal interference," Oliver yelled.
"Almost there," she shouted back. There was just a woman running with a child in
her arms and another child running behind her. They all flinched as the sky went
white with an immense bang. The little girl tripped and fell and her mother didn’t
notice until she’d gotten to the gate. She stopped and started to go back but Claire put
her hand out.
"Get that one out," she yelled, running for the girl. She looked like she was Theo and
Emma's age and had twisted her ankle badly. Claire scooped her up and looked
around as she sprinted back to the flames. It looked deserted, she really hoped they'd
gotten everyone. She jumped, gritting her teeth, but the awful heat was an illusion this
time.
"Kill it!" she shouted as she came out of the portal. The humming stopped and both
of them were doused in cold water. Claire sputtered, shielding the girl's face. She said
something Claire didn't understand, but the aggrieved tone didn't need much
translation.
"You and me both, kiddo."
A man was holding out his arms and Claire handed the girl over. There were medics
handing out blankets to the soaked refugees.

"It wasn't hot coming this way," Claire said.
"They were using nuclear weapons?" Amanda said, wrapping a blanket around her.
"We were worried about fallout."
"Yeah, there were nukes going off all over the place. Are you ready for the
university?"
"We're working on it now."
Claire's legs wobbled and Amanda grabbed her.
"Gatorade," Mirjam ordered and Claire sucked on the straw suddenly in front of her
mouth. "You’re badly dehydrated, drink as much as you can."
Claire was suddenly exhausted, barely able to stand. "How many?" she whispered,
watching the last of them being led out of the laboratory.
"Lots," Amanda said. "Good work."
Claire nodded as her eyes closed. Lots was a good number.
"Get her off her feet," someone said but that was the last thing she heard.
…
"Hey sleepyhead," Amanda said and Claire opened her eyes.
Amanda handed her a bottle and Claire drained it. Amanda handed her another one
and Claire emptied it as well. "How long was I asleep?"
"Three hours. They were trying to land the portal at the university but the
detonations were throwing out too much E-M to focus. Then we lost the lock
completely and can't even detect the planet's mass anymore."
"It's gone?"
Amanda nodded sadly. "Yeah. They probably used a large asteroid to finish the job."
Claire’s face felt sunburnt and she gingerly touched her cheek.
"Careful, you’ve got a lot of first degree burning, a couple of blisters. Your hair…"

"Hair grows back," Claire said, patting her head. Something felt different for sure
and she croaked a laugh. "Sharron is going to be so pissed when she sees this."
"It’ll give her something to bitch about other than your split ends. Someone wants to
say hello."
She stood up and Claire pushed herself upright, turning to put her feet on the floor.
The little girl she had grabbed was waiting, holding her mother's hand. She smiled at
them and the girl put a small hand gently against her cheek and said something.
"Yep, I’m a crispy critter," Claire said. The girl tried to hug her arm and Claire put
her arms around her. The girl and her mother both hugged her tightly.
"Thank you so much," the woman said.
"You’re so welcome," Claire said. The little girl was trying to tell her something but
her GalCom had an accent that Claire didn't understand and looked at the mother.
"She is saying she will remember you and your lineage until we are no more."
"Thank you," Claire said, kissing the girl's forehead. "I've got a couple her age at
home."
"Long prosperity," the woman said and touched her head before leading the girl
away.
Amanda sat back down and handed her another bottle. "Here drink this, it’ll help."
Claire made a face. "That’s really awful. What is it?"
"Gatorade mixed with everything the portal leached out of your system. Going
through that twice pulled a lot out of you."
"Well, it tastes like ass. Was I missing a lot of ass and if so, where did you find more?
Whose ass am I drinking, Amanda?"
Amanda laughed and Ollie sat down on the other side of her. She leaned against him
and he put his arm around her. "Finish it, beloved warrior."
"Yes, beloved brainiac, I'm ready to go home and sleep for a week now."
"Let's go do that."

"But the waffles. You promised waffles."
"Yes I did."
"Except I hope Mirjam didn't drink all the syrup again."
They were walking slowly down the hallway when Director Jones came around the
corner looking for them. "How are you doing Claire?"
"I'll be fine. You don't look very happy."
"We just got word, Garradya Hoh is being bombarded as well."
"Oh my god. Ollie, we gotta help them."
"I'll get it set up," Oliver said.
They turned around and walked quickly back to the lab, for the last time.
…
"What's the backpack thing?"
"It creates a signal that the portal trace can lock onto. That means better focus, less
trauma," Amanda said. "It's kludged together, so it has to be adjusted constantly."
"Won't matter," Oliver said. He took the pack from her and put it on. "I'll be there to
do it."
"Uh, no. We'll be there to do it," Claire said. "Don't even say I'm not going."
"Your cells aren't…"
"No, Oliver. You said it's focused better and I drank that ass juice. You're my
husband and I'm going with you."
"No time to be stubborn, brother," Amanda said. "We'll be locked on in a few
minutes."
They jumped down the portal holding hands. There was the sense of falling again,
but it was smoother this time. They ran through the flames, but that wasn't as bad
either. Oliver pulled the pack off and started doing something with it.

Claire looked around. They had come out in the grassy field in front of the huge
house. "Hey, I recognize this. Your brother's house, right?"
Oliver looked up, embarrassed. "They were the only coordinates I knew."
"Ollie, it doesn't matter." She waved her arm at the people watching from the large
porch and pointed at the portal. Oliver yelled something she didn't understand. The
people started running toward them, followed by a stream of people from the house.
It got brighter and Claire looked up as a streak of light passed overhead. It went
behind the trees and there was a flash.
"Get down!"
"Not a nuke," Ollie said, checking a dial.
"Don't care," Claire said, pushing him down and falling on top of him. A few seconds
later the shockwave pushed the trees and broke windows out of the buildings around
them.
"What was that?" she asked Ollie, pulling him back to his feet.
"No radiation, I think they're dropping rocks."
"What is that thing?" a man gasped as he ran up.
"Hi Nikolai," Claire said.
"Master Oli'vehndra? And Lady Claire? How is this?"
"This is a gate to my lab on Terra." Oliver said. "The Dominion is attacking
Garradya."
Nikolai paled. "We'll save as many out as we can."
He yelled, waving his arms at the billowing flames. People began to run toward
them. More kept coming from the house and buildings around them. Soon there was a
crowd of people running through the portal. Nikolai, Oliver's family steward, kept
them moving quickly. Oliver kept an eye on the pack, adjusting it continually.
There were just a few people left when there was a crackling roar. Claire looked up.

"Holy god," she whispered.
There was a massive cloud, boiling black and gray with strobing flashes all around it.
It was growing too rapidly and they began to hear a roll of thunder that grew and
grew.
"What is that?" Nikolai yelled.
"Really big rock!"
The last of the crowd fled through the gate as people saw the sky. A few stragglers
came running around the house.
"They're not going to make it," Claire said.
"Yes they are! Go back through," Oliver yelled. "I'll be right behind you."
"You still think I don't know when you're lying?" she screamed over the incredible
noise. "I stay with you! Go Nikolai!"
"My place is with the family! "
Claire could barely hear him and the black cloud nearly filled the sky.
Then go and take care of my family, Claire thought.
Ollie started yanking wires out of the thing in the backpack as she threw Nikolai
through the gate.
Little ones, we love you both so mu…
…
Amanda looked up as Nikolai slid across the floor yelling. There was a sharp pop as
the gate disappeared.
"Get it back," Amanda immediately said to the engineer on the targeting board.
Nikolai was looking around bewildered and she went to help him up.
"Mistress D'hamandhau!" he yelled.

"Just Amanda here, old friend," she said quietly, helping him to his feet.
"Lady Claire, she pushed me through," he said urgently. "I tried to stay with them
but she pushed me through! I must go back, there was a giant black cloud coming…"
"Excuse me, Doctor," the engineer called. "I'm not able to locate the planetary mass.
Did the beacon change the targeting sequence somehow?"
D'hamandhau, suddenly the last remaining noble of the ancient Tulani line, closed
her eyes. May you both find grace and mercy beside quiet rivers. I will cherish your children as
my own, I swear it.
"Doctor Evans?"
"No it was the same targeting sequence, Mike. Just…shut it down. They're all gone."
Nikolai was staring at the lab and everyone. "Mistress, what about the gate?"
It was surreal, hearing the language of home in a lab on Terra.
"They closed it to keep the explosion from traveling through the gate," Amanda said.
"Come with me Nikolai, I'll take you to Rachel."

Chapter 30
They weren't even to the end of the road before Theo had to stop this time. He was
exhausted; he'd been tossing and turning most of the night. He slowed to a walk and
Emma stopped to walk beside him. "Are you okay?"
"Tired I guess."
She nodded. "I knew you were awake. We should have just gotten up and talked
about them."
"Why didn't Rachel ever mention her father? Did he die?"
"No, they both live in town. He works for the Project doing supply stuff."
Emma didn't say anything else as they walked along the ridge.

"This is uncomfortable for you," Theo finally said.
"Oh yeah," she said quickly. "Rachel doesn't get along with her dad. It's a really
touchy subject with her, if she wants to tell you, she will. Otherwise, I'd keep out of it."
"Okay," Theo said. "What's up for the day?"
"I'll drop you off at the garage on my way to the school. How's the car coming?"
"Pretty good, I got the engine running but the clutch is shot."
"We should teach you to drive soon," Emma said.
"There's an old motorcycle I was looking at too."
Emma shook her head. "No way. I spend enough time worrying about Rachel. A car
is so much safer..."
Emma put her hand over her mouth. "Did I just say that?"
Theo laughed. "Yep."
"I'll try to stop. But maybe not a motorcycle yet?"
"Thanks for worrying about me," Theo said and put his arm around her waist.
"Gross, Theo. You're all sweaty."
"How can you even tell which sweat is mine? Hey, why does Amanda travel so
much now? Is she a special kind of physicist because of the gate thing?"
"She's not a physicist at all anymore. After mom and dad were lost, she asked to
transfer to administration. Mirjam said once that Amanda couldn't think of going back
to work without dad being there. The Project bosses weren't happy about losing the
gate experiments but she turned out to be a really talented administrator. Two years
ago, she was even promoted to one of the Directorships and that's why she travels so
much now. She's meeting with other prefcoria and working with them to coordinate
everything. Then she comes home and works eighteen hour days to keep everything
going on this end. Until you came home, I never understood why she wasn't as mad as
I was about losing mom and dad, not to mention Garradya. Now though, I think she's
even angrier than I ever was. She's just getting revenge in a different way. Way more

effective than my tantrums ever were. But still, her schedule is insane and I worry
about her."
"We should get Mirjam to make her take a weekend off."
"Mirjam bugs her all the time about stressing herself out, she won't listen. Maybe
she'll listen if you talk to her too."
…
Theo was in the living room when Emma got home. She said hi and went to get a
cold water from the fridge. She added an orange to that and when she closed the door
he was sitting on one of the barstools.
"It's birthday eve!" Emma said. "Are you excited?"
"Is that really a thing?"
"For me it is," Emma said as she peeled the orange. "You look like something is
bothering you."
"You'll always tell me the truth, right?"
"I might not answer depending on the question." She sat on a barstool beside him.
"Spit it out."
"I got into a biology textbook today. What are we, Emma?"
"Is this some deep and disturbing existential question? We're people."
"No, you and me. We can't be identical twins, we'd be the same sex."
Emma nodded and ate a piece of the orange.
"But we're not fraternal twins, we're too close in appearance," Theo said.
"Okay, first of all, just because it works that way with humans doesn't mean it
worked that way in Dad's family."
"It has to," Theo said. "If him and mom were compatible enough to have us, the
biology has to be so close it's effectively identical. I can see what you're thinking and

no, it doesn't matter because you're my sister and always will be. It's bugging me
though, what are we?"
Emma turned her chair to face his. "I didn't bring this up earlier because we didn't
know how deep in your head those hillbillies got with the anti-science crap. Mom and
Dad were madly in love by all accounts but no, they were just a little bit incompatible.
They really wanted kids, so they went and got help."
Theo made a "come on" gesture.
"They each donated their…Theo, I don't really want to think about the gory details.
It's creepy."
"Just give me the punchline."
Emma took a deep breath. "There was some work done to take genes from both of
them, to try to make embryos. Two were viable and mom didn't want to choose
between us, so they implanted both. Poof, identical twins of different sexes."
"You're my clone."
Emma raised her eyebrows. "Maybe you're my clone."
"Whichever," Theo said. "Okay, thanks."
He got up and walked into the living room. After a second Emma got up and
followed him.
"That's it? 'Okay, thanks' and you wander off?"
Theo looked confused. "Yes? I wanted to know because it didn't make sense."
"You don't feel weird, knowing we're the same person?"
"We're not," Theo said. "We each have our own way of looking at the world,
obviously we're not completely identical. We're different people. Does it bother you?"
"Of course not, I've known since Amanda had the birds and bees talk with me."
Theo looked confused. "The what?"
"Where babies come from?"

"What do birds or bees have to do with that?"
"Theo, you know where babies come from, right?"
Theo scratched his chin. "It has something to do with big white birds, right?"
"No."
"Then where do they come from, Emma?"
"Didn't you say you were reading up on biology?"
"I didn't get to that part. Why are there big white birds involved?"
Emma shook her head. "Pathetic. You really think you can get me with that? Didn't
you grow up on a farm?"
"Yes, but all the animals had to be married and there were these little honeymoon
cottages for them…"
"Nope," Emma said. She got up and took her water. "I'm not listening."
Theo followed her through the living room and downstairs. "Tell me!"
She shook her head as she went down to her room.
"Emma! Tell me where babies come from!" Theo shouted from the top of the stairs,
laughing.
His face froze when the door to Amanda's office opened.
"What's going on?" Amanda asked. Emma turned and looked at him, eyebrows
raised.
"Oh! You…you're not here. I mean your car, it's not here," Theo stammered.
"No, it's at the garage. You didn't hear us come in?"
"No," Theo muttered. "Sorry for yelling."
"Did you need to come in and talk about where babies come from?" Mirjam called
from inside the office.

"No, no. I was just kidding around."
"Are you sure? I think we've got a helpful cartoon."
"Oh god, no. Seriously, I grew up on a farm, I was just kidding around."
"Your face is really red," Amanda said, smiling at him. "Are you feeling okay?"
"About three inches tall," Theo said. "I'm going to go to my room and hide under the
bed now."
"Hold on a second, Theo," Mirjam said as he walked past the office door.
He really wanted to go hide but stopped and stuck his head in as Amanda sat back
down at her desk. "Yes, Mirjam?"
"You need to know that sexuality is nothing to be ashamed of," she said. "You can
come and sit with us and we can talk about it."
"No, seriously, it was a joke," Theo said quickly. "I know all that, really."
"You're sure?" Amanda asked. It looked like she was trying not to smile.
"Definitely," Theo said. "Got a lot of reading to do, bye."
Emma had gone into her room and Theo could hear laughter.
"Not nice," he said and her door opened.
"And that is how you set someone up," Emma said and burst out laughing again.
"You should have seen your face. This is the best birthday-eve ever."
"One day," Theo promised.
Emma rolled her eyes. "Oh, sure. Bring it, baby brother."
"It was eight minutes!"
…
Something woke him up but it was quiet when he opened his eyes. Theo squinted at
the window. Still dark, he could sleep a little longer.

"Theo," Emma whispered from the doorway.
He ignored her, hoping she'd leave him alone.
"Theo!" The whisper was louder. "You awake?"
"I am now," he said. Suddenly he heard her running, his eyes snapped open in time
to see her in mid-leap. He quickly pulled his legs out of the way.
"Go-ood morning!" Emma shouted as she bounced on the bed. She grabbed his feet
and started tickling him.
"What's wrong with you?!" Theo said, thrashing around, trying to get away from her.
"It's officially our birthday!" she said. "Get up!"
"Okay, thanks. Now go away and let me sleep."
"No, because the longer you're awake, the more birthday you get. Get up!"
Theo pulled the blankets over his head. "I'll deal with regular amount of birthday."
"And you said you were going to go running with me. Get up."
"It's still dark out. What time…Emma, it’s four-thirty!"
"I know, but you can’t get a decent run when it's too hot. And I want to show you
something. It's great, trust me."
"Go ahead, I'll catch up."
"If your shoes aren’t on when I come back in here, there’s going to be repercussions,"
Emma promised.
"Whatever," Theo muttered and pulled the blanket back up. Emma left and he laid
there until he heard her running from her room to his.
"Incoming!" she yelled, flying through the air again.
Theo rolled off the bed, narrowly avoiding her. He jammed his feet into the wrong
shoes. "I'm up, I'm up!"

"Put a sweatshirt on, it's gonna be cold."
"Whatever!" Theo grouched, pulling a shirt on.
Mirjam and Amanda laid in bed, listening to the thumping and occasional shout.
"What is she thinking?" Mirjam grumbled. "It's practically the middle of the night.
I'm going to go down and pinch her head clean off."
"Come on, she's excited. It's her first birthday with Theo since…"
"Come on, you diseased monkey-butt!" Emma yelled from outside.
"Okay, just make it look like an accident," Amanda said, pulling a pillow over her
head.
Emma was jogging in place when Theo stumbled outside.
"Christ!" he yelped as the morning air hit him.
"Better get moving, you’re gonna freeze farmboy!"
"See ya then!" Theo yelled. He sprinted away, all traces of sleepiness gone.
"Oh, you little…" Emma saved her breath to chase him.
Theo was faster than she had expected, but she finally caught him just before the end
of the ridge.
"That was sneaky," she said, bent over and catching her breath.
"Tactics," he wheezed. "Why did we come out this way? Road is a lot easier."
"Because that," Emma said, pointing toward the east where it was getting brighter.
"You know that happens pretty much every day?"
"I like to shout hello on my birthday. It's a tradition."
Theo rubbed his arms as Emma climbed up on one of the boulders. It probably
wouldn't seem like fun to anyone else and he would never admit it to Emma but he
was having fun. As he slowly froze to death.

"Hello!" Emma yelled as the first sliver of yellow appeared. "Thank you for life! This
is my brother, I got him back! Come up and say hi, Theo."
Theo climbed up beside her. "Here I am!" he yelled.
She smiled and put her arm around him as they watched the sun come up.
…
Emma had showered and was still rubbing a towel over her hair when she came into
the kitchen. She was surprised to see Mirjam already there. "You're up early."
"Yeah? I wonder why." Mirjam sliced another orange in half and juiced it.
Emma got a drink of water and watched. Toast popped up and it smelled wonderful.
"Is that cinnamon toast?"
"Uh huh." Mirjam poured the juice into a second glass.
"That's my absolute favorite breakfast."
"Is it?" Mirjam put the slices of toast on a plate and moved everything to a tray.
"Thank you," Emma said. "That's really sweet."
"What is?" Mirjam picked up the tray and walked out of the kitchen.
"That's not for me?" Emma called after her.
"Nope." Mirjam carried the tray downstairs.
"Make my own damn orange juice," Emma muttered, heading to the fridge. "Hey!
You used all the oranges! And the bread!"
The only answer was the bedroom door slamming.
Theo came upstairs and into the kitchen. "Why are they laughing down there?"
"Because they're bitter old women."

"Oh." Theo waited for more but Emma just muttered to herself in the fridge. He got a
glass of water and shook his head as he headed back to his room. Probably better not
to know.
Things were a little more normal after he'd taken a shower. Amanda and Mirjam
both said "Happy Birthday" and kissed him. There were birthday cards and Theo
smiled when he saw there was a sparrow on the front of his. Theo hugged them both
after he'd read it. "Thank you, it's really nice. What's the credit card thing for?"
"It's a gift card, there's money on it. You can get whatever you want at the mall
today," Amanda said. "We'll see you tonight and you'd better have a present to show
me."
"Yes ma'am."
Emma hugged them both as well. "I'm sorry for waking you up so early."
"We'll see you guys tonight."
The two of them headed for the town and Theo and Emma were on their own. She
took the credit card and looked at the back. "Wow. Okay, don't freak out."
"Every time you say that I get nervous," Theo said.
"The amount is on the back." She held it up for him to see and Theo's eyes got wide.
"I said don't freak out."
"That's a lot of money."
"You've missed a lot of birthdays. Plus you need clothes and stuff for school. Rachel
is going to be here in a little bit. Are you ready to go?"
"Yep."
"You're wearing that?"
Theo looked down at his plaid shirt and jeans. "Why?"
"Come on, I'll pick something out. We are not going to a farm."
"As long as I'm wearing clothes, who cares?"

…
There was a honk from the driveway and Theo ran up the stairs as Rachel came in.
"You look nice," she said.
"Thank you. Evidently we're not going to a farm," Theo said.
"Yes, that's true. What am I missing?"
"My choice of clothing was inappropriate."
"He was dressed like a farm boy," Emma said, coming upstairs.
"I am a farm boy."
"Not anymore."
"Before you two get started, happy birthday to you both," Rachel said.
"Oh, you remembered!" Emma said.
Rachel rolled her eyes at Theo and he laughed. Emma's hints and reminders had
been getting less subtle as the week had gone on.
"Thank you," Theo said.
"You're welcome. You can have a birthday kiss," Rachel said quietly.
Theo started to say something but she was already putting her arms around him and
closing her eyes. This was different than the other times she'd hugged him.
Softer…and something else. Her lips pressed gently against his for way too short of a
time. Rachel opened her eyes and stared into his for what felt like hours and just a
second at the same time. Then she smiled and let go of him. Theo wanted to protest,
that had been over way too quickly.
"Okay, let's get moving," Rachel said in her normal voice. "Tommy's waiting in the
Jeep and Albuquerque isn't getting any closer."
Theo looked at Emma as Rachel went back outside. Had that really happened?
Emma had a little smile and messed up his hair as they followed her. Tommy was
already in the back seat and Theo climbed in back. Emma gave him an exasperated

look before getting in the front. She hated sitting in the back and Theo didn't get what
her problem was.
"So how are we going to be late to go to a store?" Theo asked.
Emma looked back, "It's a whole lot of stores and we're going to lunch first."
Rachel looked at him in the rearview mirror and winked.
"Lunch? Where?" Tommy asked. "I just heard about lunch."
"Dante's Pizza."
"Yum. Have you ever eaten there Theo?"
"First time out of town for me. Why's it called Dante's? Like Dante Alighieri?"
"Who's that?" Tommy said.
"Dante's Inferno?"
Tommy shook his head and there was laughter from the front seat.
"Tommy, you've just been Theo'd," Emma said. "Don't try going in a bookstore with
him."
Theo shrugged, a little embarrassed.
"Seriously, what is it?" Tommy asked him.
"It's part of a…story I guess you could call it. A poem really. There's three parts;
Inferno, Purgatario, and Paradisio. All together they're called the Divine Comedy. The
Inferno is all about the nine circles of Hell."
"I wondered why they made the inside look like that," Tommy said. "It's all lava rock
and fake torches."
"Is anyone named Virgil?" Theo asked.
"I don't know. Why?" Rachel said after a thinking few seconds.
Emma laughed again. "Now Rachel has been Theo'd."

"Seriously, do you guys not know how to read or something?" Theo said.
"I've really got to teach you some bad habits," Tommy said. "You've got the internet,
right?"
"No Tommy," Emma said.
Rachel laughed as she headed down the road.
"What's bad on the internet?" Theo asked.
"No Theo," Rachel and Emma said at the same time and Tommy did his super-villain
laugh.
…
"They're already here," Rachel said. There was someone waving from a table in the
back. After the sun outside, it seemed very dark in the restaurant.
"Who's here?" Theo asked Emma as they followed her.
"Your girlfriend from what I hear," she said, taking his arm.
For a horrified second Theo thought she meant Julie. Then he recognized who was
waving from the round table in the back.
"Kawehi! And Jonesy!"
"Theo!" she said and laughed as he hugged her. "Happy Birthday!"
"Thanks! When did you get back?"
"Just last night," Kawehi said.
"Sit down, we already ordered garlic cheese bread," Jones said.
Theo sat down between Kawehi and Emma.
"You look happy Theo," Rachel said.
"Best birthday ever," he said.

"I don't know about that. Do you remember the cake incident?" Rachel asked. "I
barely remember it; I was six I think. There was a birthday party with everyone
standing around singing. You and Emma were sitting together in front of a giant cake.
We finished singing and were clapping. You and Emma were babbling at each other
and then you laughed and faceplanted right into the cake."
Everyone laughed.
"There's a video somewhere of it," Emma said. "You looked very pleased with
yourself."
"You probably talked me into doing it," Theo said.
"Talking you into doing stuff like that wasn't very hard," Emma said and put her arm
around him.
The waiter brought the garlic bread to the table and the six of them chatted as they
demolished it and the pizza that followed.
"Rachel said you guys are shopping today?" Kawehi asked when the waiter brought
the check.
Theo took the check and handed his gift card to the waiter.
"You can't do that," Jonesy said. "It's your birthday."
"I've been getting huge gifts since I got here," Theo said. "I want to pay for once."
"Thank you for lunch," Kawehi said, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek.
"Me too, but I'll skip the kiss," Jones said.
"Thanks for that," Theo said. "Are you guys going shopping with us?"
"I'm still getting used to the time change," Jones said. "I wouldn't be much fun."
"We wanted to see you on your birthday," Kawehi said.
"Thank you for coming all this way," Theo said, as they were getting up.
"We parked at the other end," Kawehi said. "We'll walk with you that far at least."

They went out into the mall and Emma and Rachel walked with Jones, asking about
what he'd been doing. Their voices were quiet and the mall was mostly deserted this
early in the afternoon, but Theo noticed they never said anything specific, that he
could understand at least.
"How are things going?" Kawehi said, taking his arm like always. "You're happy,
that's for sure. It looks good on you."
"Some of it is confusing but I'm catching on. I've been getting to know everyone
again, working on a car to use, and reading a lot."
"Sounds like you're staying busy."
Theo thought about it. "Busy but mostly fun."
"Mostly?"
"Amanda told me about mom and dad. That wasn't fun but I'm really glad to know
what kind of people they were."
"I'm proud of you, Theo," Kawehi said.
Theo looked at her. "What is it you want to ask me?" he said quietly.
She looked back, Rachel and Emma were making Jones throw a penny in the
fountain for some reason while Tommy watched and Kawehi smiled.
"Jones always wanted sisters," she said. "I'm curious if you've gotten very good at
hiding what you're feeling."
Theo frowned. "I don't think so. Why?"
"You haven't seen Jonesy since that morning when he came out of my room. You
didn't seem upset when you saw him today."
"Because I wasn't," Theo said. "I'm sure the way I feel about is still obvious but I'm
working on changing that to friendship. I'd be upset if he wasn't a good guy, but I like
him. More importantly, Emma and Rachel like him and I trust them."
"He's a very good person," Kawehi said.
"Then I'm glad you're happy."

"Thank you," Kawehi said, squeezing his arm a little. "I was a little worried how
you'd react."
"You look like there's something else you want to say."
She laughed. "There is, but this isn't the time or place. I'm glad I got to see you today,
you look incredibly happy."
"I am. I'm finally finding out who I am and it's better than I could have guessed."
"Unhand my beloved, you cad. I've come to take her back," Jones said from behind
them and there was a flash of tension on Kawehi's face.
"Now that you're done with my sister you mean?" Theo said, eyebrow raised the way
Emma did it.
Jones looked surprised and Kawehi laughed.
Theo watched them walk across the parking lot for a second, long enough to see
Kawehi take Jones' hand. He smiled and looked at the other three.
"What's next?"
Coffee is next," Rachel said, pulling Emma toward a shop. "C'mon, I'm buying."
The other three gave the bearded guy their orders quickly and Theo didn't
understand what they were talking about. He stared at the menu board for a second
and gave up.
"Whatever she's having," he told the bearded guy.
"Have you ever had coffee?" Emma said.
"Not very often."
"Right, no shots in his please."
The man laughed. "No shots. Coming right up."
"So, what's our plan?" Rachel said when they'd gotten the coffee. "Divide and
conquer?"

Emma nodded. "Tommy and I are going to look at bathing suits."
"We are?"
"You love bathing suits."
Theo had assumed Tommy would be showing him what he needed and was a little
surprised but he looked at Emma and she had that determined look on her face. Rachel
looked a little surprised as well.
"What do you want to look at?" Rachel asked him.
"I'm told I need clothes and stuff for school. Other than that, I don't know."
"Could you take him to look for E-readers?" Emma asked Rachel. "The way he goes
through books, we won't have any room in the house otherwise."
"Sure we can do that."
"So I can pick out my own clothes?" Theo asked.
"Oh. Would you please help him with that too?" Emma asked Rachel.
Rachel smiled at him. "I know a place that has ties that look like fish and the eyes
have little flashing lights in them."
"Cool!"
Emma sighed and the other three laughed.
…
"I don't think Emma can complain too much about this," Rachel said an hour later,
looking at the assortment of clothes. "Tommy might have been a better person to do
this with though."
"I'm glad you came with me," Theo said.
Rachel looked at him and blushed slightly before looking away. "You're just saying
that because of the fish tie. Let's go look at tablets for you."

After the other stores, tablets were a lot easier for Theo to pick out since they didn't
come in a ton of different colors and sizes. He added the box to his other bags and
followed Rachel back into the mall and to the smoothie place they'd agreed to meet the
other two at. Rachel got two drinks and Theo found a table, watching a massive ball of
stone slowly turn on top of a stone cylinder as water lifted it slightly.
Rachel brought the drinks and sat beside him, instead of across the table. "This way
we can both see the fountain."
Theo looked at her and she started to look away again but stopped and looked back
at him.
"You make me kind of nervous," she said.
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to. What am I doing?"
"It's nothing you do, it's just knowing that you would know way more than anyone
else."
"That's why I'm careful not to look too closely," Theo said.
Rachel was surprised. "That's why you never look directly at me? I thought there was
something about me that bothered you."
"No, exactly the opposite. I know it's not fair to you, so I avoid reading you too
closely."
"Do you do that with everyone?" Rachel asked.
"Everyone except Kawehi and Emma. Emma I can't help but know, I don't think it's
totally from reading her emotional tells though."
"What about Kawehi?"
"I don't read her all the time, but part of learning to use this talent is practicing with
someone else."
"Is that why you two give each other long looks sometimes? I was getting worried
for Jones!"

Theo laughed. "That's what we're doing. I have a big crush on her, but we both
agreed that won't work out, so we're friends."
"I don't know if two Talents could date," Rachel said. "Knowing they can see what
you're thinking all the time, it sounds intense."
"I've never dated anyone," Theo said. "I guess it could get that way."
"Never? Man, those West Virginia chicas must have been blind."
Theo laughed. "I didn't have a very good reputation in the church. Most people
didn't look at me twice."
They watched the ball spin for a few minutes.
"I'm not so nervous then," Rachel said. "I really thought there was something you
didn't like about me."
"When I look at you I like everything I see," Theo said.
"You don't see everything though. You wouldn't like all of it."
"You're fierce and kind and gentle and funny all at the same time. Not to mention
tough, smart, and gorgeous. No one's perfect, Rachel but you're closer than you think."
"Wow," Rachel said quietly. "No one has ever said anything like that to me before."
"Hey!" Emma said from behind them. "How'd the shopping go?"
Rachel laughed and Theo saw she was relieved and disappointed at the same time.
"Where's Tommy?" Rachel asked.
"My new name is Pack Mule," Tommy said, catching up with Emma. His hands were
full of bags. "Is this why I'm here?"
"He's been doing nothing but complaining," Emma told Rachel.
"Want to see my new tie?" Theo asked.
Tommy laughed as Emma sighed and rubbed her eyes.

Chapter 31
Amanda and Mirjam were up-top again, traveling to a meeting of the
Commonwealth Council. Theo had gotten used to Amanda coming and going finally.
He liked the house better with her in it. It felt warmer and happier somehow even
though she was usually in her office. Emma was thumping around upstairs while he
caught up on all his assigned reading.
Emma appeared in the doorway. "We're out of peanut butter and jelly," she said
accusingly.
"Not my fault, I saw Mirjam eating jam with a spoon last night."
Emma sighed. "I'm going to town, want to ride along?"
"Sure."
They walked through the little grocery store picking out food. They heard a familiar
voice in the next aisle and went to find Tommy pushing an empty cart around.
"Hey Emma. And my man Theophile."
"Sir Thomas," Theo said and they traded a complicated handshake.
Emma rolled her eyes.
"You guys are going out to the canyon tonight?" Tommy asked.
"There’s no way I’d miss that," Emma said. "I guess I’ll drag him along."
"Is that how she treats you?" Tommy asked Theo.
"Oh yeah, at first she was like ‘oh Theo, welcome home’ but now it’s ‘don’t walk
with me when my friends are around.'"
"Wow, that sounds so familiar."
"You too? We should start a support group," Theo said.
Emma rolled her eyes. "Yes, you should. For the terminally full of shit."

"Speaking of which, do you have a Twister game?"
Emma raised an eyebrow. "You don't remember what happened last time?"
"That’s why I want to tape four together. Have you ever played strip Twister, Theo?"
"I’ve never played strip anything. What’s Twister?"
"I’ll tell you later," Emma said. "Wouldn’t it just be more efficient to make everyone
strip and dump vegetable oil on them?"
"Where’s the romance in efficiency?" Tommy said. "I think we might have just blown
a fuse in Theo's head though."
"Nah, I’m good," Theo said. "My mouth just naturally hangs open like this."
"It's kind of endearing," Tommy said. "Anyway, I need to see how much Crisco I can
buy at once. Ta-ta."
He kissed Theo’s forehead before wandering off.
Emma shook her head. "He'd definitely be the president of the full of shit club."
"What's Twister? Am I going to get messy? Should I wear old clothes?"
"By that point of the evening, everyone’s already stripped down. Don’t worry about
it." Emma said and picked out some jam.
Theo thought about that while they shopped. "No, I'm not falling for this," he finally
said as they got in line.
"Falling for what?"
"The Crisco and everyone being naked," Theo said, unloading the basket. "There's no
way you'd go to some bizarre orgy. Right?"
"Hi Mrs. Yates," Emma said to the middle aged cashier. Theo’s head snapped around
and he turned bright red.
"Sorry, just joking around," he muttered.
"You two must be going up to the canyon tonight," she said.

Theo stared at her and the woman winked at Emma when he wasn't looking.
Even though he'd decided that she was yanking his chain, Theo had been worried
since the grocery store. It was all Emma could do to keep a straight face.
"Seriously," Theo said as they ate. "Who has a party out in the middle of nowhere?
And what kind of party is this?"
"A party party. Haven’t you ever gone to a party?"
"Sure, there was one at Elmer and Mildred’s church when one of the parishioners
turned eighty. There was punch."
Emma pursed her lips and nodded. "It’s sort of like that, just slipperier."
"Yeah, you’re messing with me," Theo said and started eating.
Emma shrugged. "If you say so."
"Not falling for it," Theo said, pouring ketchup on his fries.
They sat and watched a movie that Theo was fidgeting too much to enjoy.
"Look, what am I supposed to wear?" Theo asked her after it had ended.
"What you’ve got on is fine," Emma said. "But you might want to shave your arms
and legs."
"What? Why?"
"Makes you slipperier, might be important."
"Why?"
"You’ll see."
"No, forget it," Theo said. "I’m not falling for this."
"You know best," Emma said. "I’m going to go change."
"Into what?" Theo yelled as she walked downstairs.

"Y’know, party clothes," Emma called back and heard him muttering something
about Crisco. She barely made it into her room before she started laughing.
"I can hear you!" Theo yelled and she laughed harder.

Rachel picked them up and Emma saw Theo look carefully at what she was wearing.
Rachel gave Emma a questioning look and got a small headshake. Rachel rolled her
eyes and started the Jeep. They drove out of town on a road Theo hadn't been on
before.
"So what is this place?" he asked Rachel.
"The canyon? Pretty much what it sounds like. There's a creek, a little swimming
hole, stuff like that. It's a nice place to hang out."
"Was that so hard?" Theo asked Emma who smiled but ignored him otherwise.
They parked and followed the sound of music up a wide trail. Theo could hear a lot
of voices when they came out of the trees, they were at the foot of a wide canyon. In
the light ahead he could see torches burning and a large crowd of people. As they got
closer, he could see that they were congregating on a series of platforms that were built
over a creek and were attached to the walls of the canyon. The largest platform had
music and people dancing, people were standing around everywhere, talking and
laughing. Theo was relieved that they all seemed to be wearing clothes.
"So, what is this?" he asked Rachel.
"They have this party every year between semesters. In the winter there's another big
party called the Gala. It's more of a dressed-up thing," Rachel said.
"Hey guys," a long-haired kid said as they got to the party. "Who's your friend?"
"This is my brother, Theo," Emma said. "Theo, this is Christian, he runs the
astronomy group at school and may be one of the smartest people I know."
Theo would’ve expected a science geek type like the guys that ran the Chem and
Physics club at home but Christian looked more like a jock.

"Your brother? I didn't know you had a brother but you two look just alike! Theo, it's
a pleasure," he said, sticking out his hand. "You a big fan of astronomy? Always
looking for new talent."
"Yeah, the night skies here are amazing."
"I've got a telescope set up, good view of Jupiter tonight. You should come up and
see it. I've got to get this drink to my friend over there and I'll catch up with you,
okay?" He nodded at them and made his way through the crowd.
"Who brings a telescope to a party?" Emma said, shaking her head.
Rachel laughed. "Well, Christian for one."
"EMMMAAAA!" Some girls up on one of the big platforms yelled.
Emma waved and they all yelled her name again.
"They all look drunk," Rachel said. "Go up or they'll do that for hours. Leave Theo
with me, he’s not ready for Kacey and Jo."
Emma rolled her eyes as they yelled her name again. "Okay, I’ll catch up with you
guys."
"Let's go find something to drink," Rachel said and Theo followed her to where a
bunch of had been set up.
"Hey, mind if I ask a question?"
Rachel waved her hand in a ‘c’mon’ gesture.
"What’s Twister and why do you need Crisco?"
There was a girl making a drink on one of the benches and she looked up and
laughed.
"Let me know when the game starts," she said to Theo and winked before heading
into the crowd.
Rachel smiled and shook her head, grabbing a beer from a cooler. "What do you
want?"

"Oh, awesome, there's Nehi. One of the grapes please."
Rachel popped the cap and gave him a look before handing it to him. "I don’t want
you getting tanked and tearing the place up, alright? Moderation Theo."
He squinted at her and then the bottle. "I’ll try to be careful."
"Cheers then. Let’s see who’s here."
They walked over to where a large deck had been built half over the swimming hole.
There was a crowd there that was a little quieter than the larger group.
"You’re going to tell me about Twister, right?"
"I’ll tell you not to fall for that one," Rachel said.
"See? I knew it."
"That’s why you keep asking me about it? Relax, no one is going to see you in your
underwear. Oh, there's Kevin, I want to introduce you."
Theo looked at Rachel's bottom as they walked. He had a very clear image of her in
the red bikini when she'd been over laying in the sun with Emma. Underwear was like
a bikini, so under her clothes…
Rachel was giving him an amused look over her shoulder when he looked up. Theo
started to stammer something but she laughed.
"You're busted, don't even try and think of an excuse," she said. "What did I tell you
about that Nehi?"
Theo's face was hot and she hugged him and called him a goofball. Then the
introductions started. Rachel seemed to know everyone there and he was introduced
to way too many people to remember.
"Rachel!" Tommy yelled from above them.
They looked up and he was standing on one of the higher platforms. He waved at
Theo and then pointed at Rachel and the ladder up to where he was.
"He looks like a very colorful Mussolini up there," Rachel said. "You going to be okay
on your own for a few minutes?"

"What's the worst that could happen?"
"Never ask that question. Just try and make it out of here alive if he starts making
any speeches. Especially about Crisco."
Theo watched her walk away.
"Not falling for it," he yelled over the noise.
Rachel waved and climbed the steep steps up.
"I am in so far over my head," Theo muttered to himself. Nothing wrong with
admitting that, it was a basic fact. He watched everyone laughing and talking about
stuff he had no clue about.
"Most everyone here at least looks familiar but I don’t think we’ve met," someone
said behind Theo, almost in his ear. The girl that had been making the drink was back.
"We have not. I’m Theo."
"Hi Theo, I’m Jill. Are you new here or just reclusive?"
"Brand new, I got here a couple of months ago."
"Me too, here’s to us transplants," she said, clinking her drink against his bottle. "Did
you ever find your Twister game?"
"Is it real? I figured they were messing with me," Theo said.
"Twister? You’re kidding, did you grow up in a cave in outer Mongolia?"
"Well, a farm in West Virginia. So, pretty much."
"Yikes. Well, Twister has two parts, a big mat with colored dots and a spinner…" she
went through the game. He had trouble hearing her in the middle of the crowd and
she stepped closer. Her mouth was right next to his ear and it was giving him
goosebumps.
"…so you're all twisted up with the other players and whoever collapses loses."
"That makes sense, I kept hearing about people in their underwear and Crisco."

"Really? I’m going to have to start going to more parties. That gives me an idea."
She stepped even closer, they were almost touching. He was a little uncomfortable
but parts of Theo’s brain liked this very much.

Rachel and Tommy were leaning on the rail on the platform while he told her the
newest gossip about a love triangle everyone was pretending not to notice. Rachel was
only half paying attention, she was getting irritated about the girl standing so close to
Theo.
"…so then Rhea brought an alligator into the relationship and said that was her soul
mate. If Seth didn't like it, he could go find his own reptile."
Rachel nodded absently and then looked at him. "What?"
"Yeah I didn't think you were listening. What's so interesting?"
"Who's that standing next to Theo?"
Tommy looked around until he saw them. "Oh, that’s Jill, she joined our little family
a couple of months ago. Her dad is some laser expert. You don't look happy."
"I was just curious."
Tommy raised an eyebrow. "Really Rachel? I thought we weren’t going to bullshit
each other."
"No, I’m fine," she said.
Neither of them said anything as they watched Theo and Jill.

Jill leaned closer, her breath tickling his ear. "I don't have Crisco or a Twister mat, but
we could head up the canyon a little ways and figure out our own game."
Theo tried to keep from squirming, he was getting goosebumps. "I don't know if I'd
be any good at the game you're thinking of."

She smiled, staring into his eyes. "I think it might be fun to find out. I think you'd be
lots of fun."
Theo couldn’t take it and looked away, "Uhm, I’m sorry, I’m new to this whole thing
and…"
"Don't bother lying, forget it." The predatory smile was gone and he was surprised
how sad and alone she looked. "I'll see you around."
She started to leave and Theo put his hand on her arm. "Jill, wait a second. It has
nothing to do with you. I'm new to everything here. People living in caves in outer
Mongolia tell jokes about me."
She smiled slightly. "That bad?"
"The people I lived were in their seventies and took me to church three or four times
a week, then there was church school. A really wild weekend was a trip to the
hardware store. I’m not gonna lie, I’m tempted but I've never played before."
She looked surprised. "You’re probably the first guy to admit that in the history of
western civilization," she said.
"Yeah, Emma tells me I’m a mutant all the time. Seriously, you’re gorgeous and it has
nothing to do with you. My head is still catching up with my feet, y’know?"
She smiled but it was more genuine this time and she kissed him on the cheek.
"Thank you Theo. Not many people would’ve given a shit how I felt."
"Then maybe you’re hanging out with the wrong people."
"Jupiter, Theo!" Christian said from behind him. "Don't forget Jupiter."
Jill looked confused and Theo laughed. "Have you met Christian yet? Christian, meet
Jill."
He looked surprised but recovered fast. "Jill, hi. Chris is fine."
"Why are you yelling about Jupiter?"
"I've got a telescope up the canyon, the view is amazing tonight. I was going to show
Theo here."

"Chris runs the astronomy group," Theo said.
"I didn't know there was an organized group. I love astronomy," Jill said.
"I just got back from Mount Palomar," Chris said. "I’m seriously geeking still."
"That good?"
"I had a little bit of time on it, it was amazing!"
"Yeah, Jupiter looks pretty clear," Jill said, looking up.
"It's not Mount Palomar but I've got my 'scope in a pretty good spot. Want to come
with us and get a look?"
"Uh, I've got to do something first, I'll catch up with you guys, okay?" Theo said.
Jill looked at him. "Are you sure?"
He could see that she felt a little bad about leaving him here but he grinned. "Go and
enjoy the spectacular view of Jupiter."
She leaned forward quickly and kissed his cheek. "Thanks."
He watched them walk away from the party. Before they went out of sight, Jill had
taken Christian's hand. Theo shook his head and smiled. He would not be telling
Kawehi about this. Besides, he hadn't read either of them. It had just seemed like a
good idea.
"So far over my head my feet are sticking out the other side," he said and went to
find another grape pop.

"That was rather graceful," Tommy said as they watched Theo head for the coolers.
"It looked like it." Rachel was grinning and Tommy did the raised eyebrow thing.
"What?"
"No bullshitting?" he reminded her. "I don't blame you, he's adorable and a really
nice guy on top of that."

"I know he is. But that wouldn't be in the plan."
"I seem to remember someone telling me that some things happened whether you
plan them or not. Do you remember that conversation?"
"Yes. Tommy, but I've spent forever training for Warden. Trying to have a
relationship while I was bonded to someone else would be a nightmare. It just doesn't
work."
"I can think of a couple of exceptions."
"I know who you're talking about and it's hardly the same thing. He's great but it
wouldn't work."
"Right, that's why you were ready to leap down and thrash poor Jill. I think if we
examined your romantic history…"
"Let's not," Rachel said quickly.
He laughed. "Fine. But it's obvious that you haven't been very serious about anyone.
Watching the way you are around Theo, I'd say that's because you've been waiting for
him to come home."
"I don't know if I like you using your Counsellor skills on me."
Tommy laughed. "Rachel, it doesn't take a Counsellor to see it. I think that if you let
your training path come between you and happiness, you need to reevaluate your
choices. But maybe not right now, because look who’s here; Princess Bitchalot and
Miss Thing."
Rachel laughed. "They're together, so they must not know yet."
"I'm pretty sure they do."
"Why? What did you hear?"
"Nothing, I'm the one that told them."
Rachel shook her head sadly. "Thomas, what hath thou wrought?"
"Hey, this is a recognized art form. And if I’m going to be a queen, I’m going to be an
evil queen."

"Yeah, right. Have you come out to anyone else yet? Like your mother?"
"Baby steps, Rach, baby steps. Ooh, there's Justin, let’s go watch!"
"Supposed to use your powers for good," Emma said and Tommy did his evil
supervillain laugh.
Rachel looked around for Theo and saw him in one of the quiet spots in the party. He
was sitting with a few other people who were talking quietly and watching the creek
go past.
"Hey," she said, sitting beside him. "Sorry, we were watching drama."
"I saw that, it looked messy."
Rachel laughed. "All I can say is that all three of them deserve it. Not much of a party
person?"
"Maybe not the loud part so much but I'm having a lot of fun. You probably already
know everyone, but let me introduce you…"
Emma went looking for them a couple of hours later and found them sitting in a
circle around a fire. They were laughing at a story one of the people was telling. Emma
smiled, seeing that Rachel was leaning against Theo. Rachel moved a little closer and
Theo wrapped his arm around her shoulders.
Sheesh, you two. It's about time!

Chapter 32
Emma pulled into the parking lot and Theo looked around. It looked like any first
day of school, people wandering around. Then he noticed the wide range of ages,
small children to adults, walking into the building. Emma pulled into a parking spot
and they got out. The school looked a lot like the school in Watson's Hole, a squat,
brick three story block with large windows. They even looked the same age.
"All of these people fit in there?" Theo asked. "And where am I supposed to go?"

"Don't be so nervous, I'll take you up to the office and they'll take care of you from
there. You'll have pretty easy stuff until your Placement. Then it can get a little intense.
Don't worry! It's fun."
Theo wasn't really reassured, Emma's ideas of fun could be a little strange. She took
him into the buiding and they shuffled through the crowd of people to the admin
office. Emma introduced Theo to a woman who asked him to sit with a few other
people.
"First days are always hectic," she told him. "But I have you partnered with another
student. They'll show you around."
"I've got to be in the cadet training area in a few minutes," Emma said. "You're going
to be okay?"
"Yeah, I'm good. See you later."
She grinned at him and left. Theo sat down next to two young kids. He smiled but
they looked really freaked out.
"My name is Theo," he said to the little girl.
"Hey. I'm Samantha and this is Dan."
"Hi Samantha and Dan." Theo felt bad for them, they looked miserable, just looking
at the bustle around them with wide eyes. "It's my first day here too."
"But you're old," Sam said.
Theo shrugged. "Still my first day. Did you guys know each other before today?"
The kids shook their heads without looking at each other.
"I don't know anybody," Samantha said in a small voice.
"You know Dan and me. Sheesh, she forgot about us already, Dan."
That got a smile from both of them.
"You know what I would do? Team up right now. Then you both know someone and
can be first day best friends."
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Dan nodded. "Hi Samantha, I'm Dan."
She smiled a little wider. "I know, you said that."
Kawehi came in the room and walked over to where he was sitting with the kids. She
smiled at Theo and his heart beat a little faster. It was irritating, he thought he'd be
over this by now, he really wanted to stop acting like a heartsick teenager around her.
"Samantha Wilson and Daniel Zell?"
They both nodded.
"My name is Kawehi but you can call me Kay. I'm going to hang out with you today
until you're comfortable with everything going on around here. Sound good?"
They stood up and started to follow her but Sam stopped and looked back.
"But what about Theo? He'll be all alone after he came and told us we weren't alone,
that we should be friends."
Kawehi smiled at her. "See that guy coming in the door? He's here to show Theo
around, he won't be by himself at all."
Samantha looked up at Kawehi doubtfully.
"Then how about we wait and make sure?" Kawehi said and Sam nodded.
"Theo? I'm Jake," he said when he came over. Jake was around Theo's age and had
short spiky hair and dark eyes.
"Okay?" Kawehi asked Samantha.
Samantha ran back and hugged Theo. "Have a good first day."
Dan was waiting to hug him when she was done. "Thank you, Theo. You made me
feel better."
"I'll check on you guys later, okay?" Theo said and they both nodded.
Kawehi smiled at him again as they left.

"I'm all yours," Theo said to Jake, waving back at Samantha.
"That your brother and sister?" Jake asked as he led Theo down the crowded
hallway.
"Nope, we're all just first timers."
Jake smiled. "Nice. So, we're going to be pod-mates."
"What do you mean, pod?" Theo asked as they walked down the hall.
"I don't know where the name comes from, but they're little offices with six desks in
them. Your classes might move around or change, but your pod assignment usually
stays the same. Come on, I'll show you where it is. I'm supposed to be showing you the
whole school but they just changed my schedule so I'm going to hand you off to
another one of our poddies."
"Sure," Theo said.
"Jake!" someone yelled from down the hall. "We're locked out!"
He laughed. "That would be Nolan and Jim. They're both poddies but are hardly
ever around."
Jake introduced Nolan and Jim to Theo as he unlocked the door.
"Oh, there's my keys," Jim said, grabbing them off the desk. "Nice meeting you Theo,
we gotta get to class."
Jake grabbed his tablet as the other two left. "And so do I. Ayr will probably be in
here in a few minutes, she's not usually late. The empty work station over there is
yours. Nice meeting you, welcome to our little asylum!"
Jake dashed out the door and Theo sat down. The chair was comfortable and there
was a shelf above his desk with a little light under it. His desk! Theo looked in all the
drawers and the cabinet. It even had a little lock and key!
The door opened again and a woman about his age came in and put her backpack on
the desk. She had shoulder length red-brown hair and torn jeans with a flannel shirt
that came down almost to her knees. The sleeves were rolled up and Theo saw she was
wearing some kind of woven jewelry around her wrists.

Theo stood up. "Hey, I'm Theo."
She gave him a very fake smile. "I'm Ayr, you must have met Jake already."
"Yeah, you just missed him."
"Figures. That spot is going to be okay?"
"Yeah, I've never had a desk this nice," Theo said.
She gave him a strange look. "Do I want to know where you came from?"
"Probably not, it wasn't this nice."
"Okay. Well when you're ready I can show you the rest of the school. We can wait
until the halls clear out a little though."
"Makes sense. Your name, it's Air?"
"Close enough. People are split between 'air' and 'ear' but it doesn't really matter to
me. Whatever a Dirtling can manage to say, right?" Her voice was bitter.
"Dirtlings?"
"Terrans. You call it Earth, earth is dirt, you're a Dirtling."
Theo nodded. "Fair enough."
She took a deep breath. "Sorry, that was rude. I'm in a really bad mood, okay?"
"Forget it. Didn't want to come back from vacation?"
"Way more complicated than that. Hey, why are you getting a tour on the first day?
Didn't you go through orientation when you get here?"
"I got here six weeks ago, I was in sort of a coma. My family has been helping me get
up to speed."
"A coma." She obviously didn't believe him but didn't push.
"So, if you're calling people Dirtlings I'd assume you're an Other?"

"You really are clueless, aren't you? Yeah, but this is my home no matter what any
Dirtling says."
Theo put up his hands. "Can you at least explain what you're pissed at me about?"
She took another deep breath. "I got in a screaming match with my parents this
morning and then I get here and get Jake's message that he's too busy to do this stupid
tour. I'm usually not a raging bitch. Where are you from?"
"Here, pretty much. I was gone for a long time though," Theo said. Emma had
warned him about saying much about being Amanda's nephew. "If it won't make you
angrier, how is your name really pronounced?"
Suddenly Ayr's voice filled the room. "Hean'dellsar Aelriyinayr Butomai'ohh."
Theo blinked and then grinned "You're a Ta'avi!"
"Ooh, a real live Bullfrog, yay. And that's why I don't care how you say my name,
you can't."
"I have a Ta'avi friend. It didn't sound like Bullfrog was a cool term to use."
Ayr looked curious. "Who do you know?"
"Her name is Deirdre."
"Deed? How did you meet her?"
Theo wanted to talk about his arrival here even less that he wanted to talk about his
family. "Uh, we hung out some earlier in the summer."
Ayr looked closely at him. It looked like she was trying to decide if he was lying or
not. "Yeah, Deed is cool."
"She's great but I'm kind of disappointed that…"
"That you're in a pod with the Ta'avi Bullfrogs. Well, I'm sure you can get yourself
reassigned to a pod of Dirtlings. Everyone else does."
"Okay, you've gotta let me finish a sentence before you bite my head off."
Ayr looked away. "Yeah, sorry. Bad morning."

There was more to it than that but he was careful not to read her too closely.
"I’m sorry you're having a bad morning," Theo said. "What I was going to say was
that I'm disappointed that I can't say your name the right way, your voices are
amazing."
She gave him another brief glance. Theo was surprised to see her blushing.
"Uhm, thanks. The short name is pronounced like 'ah year' but faster. Theo is short
for Theodore?"
"Theophile actually. My dad was into a French poet by that name."
The door opened and a short haired guy a little younger than Theo walked in. He
had the same color hair and looked enough like Ayr that Theo figured he had to be her
brother.
"Hey, you're the new pod mate? My name is Holm."
"Theo."
Ayr was pulling something out of her drawer and gasped when she looked up. A
torrent of sound filled the room. She looked and sounded horrified but it still sounded
like a cool language to Theo.
"We're at school, in English, remember?" Holm said. It sounded like he was taunting
her.
"Answer me!"
"I cut it off because you're my sister and I don't like it when they yell at you."
Ayr put her face in her hands. "I am so dead."
"Uh, want me to get out of the way?" Theo asked.
"Nah, you might as well get used to it," Holm said. "You're gonna get some family
drama in here. Our parents are ultra-traditional. "
"You had that hair from birth," Ayr said, not moving her hands. "You shouldn't have
done that for me!"

"They'll be too shocked to yell at you now. And I like the way it looks too," Holm
said, sitting at the desk beside her. "It's going to be cooler and lot easier to take care of.
Like you told mom; we're Terries, not Ta'avi."
Ayr ran her hand over his head and laughed. "We are both dead. And you look like a
girl now."
The door opened again and a woman about the same age as Ayr came in. Her hair
was the same color but cut even shorter than Holm's and she had the same dark eyes
as the other two. She was shorter than Ayr and dressed what Theo would have called
"fancy" not long ago.
She stopped and pointed at Holm. "Holy shit! I thought you were yanking my chain
yesterday!"
"He told you?" Ayr yelled.
"Of course he did. And who's the new cutie?"
"I'm Theo."
She touched hands with him. "My name is Ittmataera'xoch but that's probably too
much for that cute little face to say. You may call me Imae."
"Don't worry, everyone calls her Imae," Holm said. "She's our cousin."
"But don't hold that against me," Imae said, winking at him.
"Why did you tell her and not me?" Ayr demanded.
"Ayr, would you have given him a lecture?" Imae asked.
"Of course I would!"
"Well, there's your answer, Hey, can you look through my homework? I don't know
if I did it the right way."
Ayr sighed. "I won't have time. I'm giving him the noob tour."
"Then we can all fight about this later, I'll come along and help you."

"Help me point at the cafeteria? And what about your homework?" Ayr said,
obviously angry again.
"Oh, I just ask you to look at it so you feel smarter than me," Imae said and winked at
Theo again. "Come on Holm, you can help point at the cafeteria too."
Ayr led Theo around the school, pointing out the library and explaining how the
room numbers worked while Holm and Imae provided the gossip. They went down
into what would have been the basement and Theo was surprised to see it was a long,
airy gallery of rooms. The sunlight came in at the edges and made it seem like they
were outside almost. Holm talked more than Ayr did, telling Theo what rooms were
which. There were still students wandering around and Theo noticed that occasionally
Holm would get a startled look from students with the same reddish hair that he and
Ayr had.
They turned and walked out into a huge open area under a white dome. There was a
bewildering array of equipment with large gaps between them.
"This is huge," Theo said.
"A hundred and fifty meters by a hundred," Holm said. "The roof is only over part of
it. See those doors at the end? The red ones are for the Bastion, where the advanced
Cadets train and hang out. The blue ones are for the Raptors, the pilots. All these
machines are for their training."
"You're a cadet?" Theo asked, wondering if he knew Emma.
"Of course he isn't," Ayr snapped. "Bullfrogs can't be in the Cadets."
"Why?"
"Those are just the rules," Holm said as they went back out into the gallery and
followed a hall to the other roofed area.
Theo wondered what the story behind that was. It didn't seem to fit with the Project's
pragmatic approach to everything else. Maybe it was something cultural. They went
across to the other huge dome. It covered a large block of rooms, three stories high.
"That's where most of your classes are going to be," Ayr said. "The first two levels are
for basic instruction…"

Theo couldn't figure out the system of bells, there always seemed to be people
wandering in and out of rooms no matter what. There was a triple gong and Holm
stopped.
"That's our lunch," he said. "It's usually pizza the first day back."
"Oh, I'm in," Theo said. Hopefully they took the card Amanda had given him for his
birthday. He didn't have cash to pay, he hadn't thought about it.
"We shall come and watch you stuff your faces," Imae said, dragging Ayr along with
her.
There was a short line and there were a bunch of pizza boxes open on the table.
"Where do we pay?" Theo asked Holm as they got to the tables.
"Pay for what?"
"The food."
Holm handed him a paper plate. "You don't pay for food here. If you go over to Epi
you have to pay real money but not here."
Theo shrugged and put a couple of slices on his plate.
"Dude, take a couple extra," Holm said quietly. "The bettys will steal from our plates."
Theo laughed and threw a couple more on his plate and followed Holm to a table off
by itself that Imae had claimed. As soon as Theo sat down, she stole a piece of pizza
and Holm rolled his eyes at Theo.
"Where did Ayr go?" Holm asked.
Imae nodded at a table of guys that were getting up to leave. "Lars was over there."
Holm shook his head and took a huge bite of pizza. "I told her," he said as he
chewed.
Theo didn't ask and pretended not to notice when Ayr came back in a few minutes
later. Imae stole another piece of his pizza and talked to Holm about something having
to do with herds. Ayr ignored all of them and stared out the windows. Someone

tapped Theo on one shoulder and sat down on the other side of him and stole the last
piece of his pizza.
"Hey, guys," Deidre said. "I see you already met Theo."
"He got assigned to our pod and we were giving him the tour," Holm said. "Been
anywhere good lately?"
"Nah, same old. And what did you do to your hair?"
"That's the question of the day," Holm said. "I went to Betty's house this morning and
she cut it."
Deirdre laughed. "Your parents haven't seen that yet?"
"Nope," Holm said proudly.
Deirdre whistled. "I'd better warn the geo guys to expect an earthquake tonight."
Imae and Holm laughed but Ayr looked angry again. "He did that so they'd stop
yelling at me. Now it's going to be twice as bad and…"
"Chill, little one," Deirdre said.
Theo expected Ayr to explode but she just rubbed her face.
"Who peed in your Cheerios, girl?" Deirdre said. "Parents?"
"I hate being a fucking shepherd! I wish I was skyborn like you, these stupid rules
are so..." Ayr waved her hands in frustration.
"Stupid?" Theo asked.
Deirdre and Holm started laughing and Imae smiled. She leaned over and nudged
Ayr with her shoulder.
"You know you want to laugh."
"You hush," Ayr said, trying not to smile. "And then this new one refuses to get mad,
no matter how mean I am to him."
"Still fighting over your hair?" Deirdre asked.

Ayr nodded after a second.
"The Ta'avi families in the village here are very traditional, Theo," Deirdre said.
"Some of the traditions are kind of silly; female Ta'avi are expected to keep their hair
very short but the men should never cut theirs. Or, since my feet didn't touch our
home soil after I was born, I'll never be a real Ta'avi."
"Like you said, stupid," Ayr said.
"I'll tell you about the place I grew up one of these days," Theo said. "We can
compare strange rules."
"Some of the traditions are good though, like talking out problems around friends
like we're doing now. You might not be used to hearing so much personal stuff but
since you're in the pod with these three, you'll have to get used to it."
"I apologize for being such a bitch," Ayr said. "Imae is right, I've been very rude to
you all morning."
"Forget it," Theo said. "Everyone has bad days."
"Traditionally, Ayr would be required to do some favor for you," Deirdre said. "Want
her to carry your books or something?"
"You had to tell him that?" Ayr said and Imae laughed.
"Actually, there is something I want," Theo said.
Holm and Imae were surprised while Ayr rolled her eyes, Deirdre just looked
interested.
"What's your task then, Theo?"
He looked Ayr in the eye. "I want you to stop calling yourself or anyone else a
Bullfrog. Your voices are beautiful and amazing, don't let the Dirtlings, or anyone else,
make you ashamed of that."
Deirdre laughed. "Interesting choice. But Theo, you should probably stop saying
Dirtling too. It's at least as rude as Bullfrog and it'll probably get you knocked down."
…

Theo dropped the load of books on his desk, wondering why they bothered with
paper if everything was available on the tablets as well. There was a note from Emma
on the desk saying she had a meeting after the last class and would meet him at Epicurious.
"How'd the first day go?" Holm asked, coming in and dropping his books on his
desk.
"Good, I guess. Everyone keeps telling me it'll get worse after I go through
Placement."
"Oh, it will. You'll have the same class load with all your specialization classes on top
of that. It'll be easier when you get into a mental focus classes but until then you'll be
running to keep up."
"Hey, why do they give us real books and the ones on the tablet too? Am I supposed
to bring these to class every day?"
He laughed. "Nah, put them on the shelf up there. They do that so kids can't say their
tablet was dead or whatever. Just don't forget them when you change pods."
Theo frowned. "Why does everyone assume that?"
Holm looked at Theo like he was simple. "Because we're Bullfr…Ta'avi and you look
like you're gonna fast-track to bigger and better things."
"Whatever that means. I'm planning to stay, so don't get used to the extra space."
Holm shrugged. "Whatever."
Theo sat down. "I got here in June and I didn't go through all this orientation stuff.
Are Dirtlings prejudiced against Others or something?"
Holm smiled. "Terrans?"
Theo sighed. "I'm going to have to watch my own mouth."
Holm shrugged. "Don't worry about us, we're used to it. We're the outsiders."
"Didn't you say that you were born here? Are Terrans like this with all the Others?"

"Just us really, you don't see many Others around here and everyone thinks we're
cowards. Our elders won't let us take part in any of the cadet training, the military
stuff."
"But Deed is on an IRT."
"Yeah, the rules apply just to us refugee types. Other Ta'avi, like Deed's parents,
were offworld when the Dominion came. They get treated different than we do."
"That's kind of confusing. Your Elders don't like guns or something?"
Holm frowned. "Look, we don’t usually talk about this stuff with outsiders. But you
seem like a decent guy, I like the task you handed Ayr. Just don't make me regret it,
okay?"
"I'm getting more and more confused here so you're going to have to tell me how I'd
make you regret it."
Holm laughed. "You really are clueless, aren't you? Okay, it's not like we can't fight.
Younger Ta'avi born here don't have what the older ones do; the Fear. But the Elders
said we're not allowed to train. We have to be ready to help the Folk as Pioneer types
because the older Ta'avi are all screwed up. Even with the hunting."
"What hunting?"
"You don't even know about that? Okay, so we belong to these big extended families
called clans. Our clan, which includes everyone here on Earth, never became farmers.
We kept herds eventually but we were always hunters first. Part of becoming an adult
is going on a hunt and making your first kill. There's a big dinner for the whole
community when kids become adults. Kind of like Christmas and Thanksgiving and
your birthday all at once."
"Sounds like fun."
"Yeah, I can't wait. But older Ta'avi like my parents can't even touch weapons
without the Fear flipping them out. My mom has it bad, she can't even hold a knife to
butcher meat anymore. The skyborn Ta'avi had to come and teach us the traditions.
That put a big thorn in everyone's asses but since none of the Folk here could do it…."
He shrugged.
"You like to hunt though?"

"I love it, Ayr's been teaching me. Man you should see her stalk deer. She's good with
a rifle but absolutely wicked with a bow. She went through the ceremony last year, not
that it matters here. We can't be grownups until we're eighteen. Which, no offense, is
kinda weird."
"I never thought about it, but you're right. I was waiting to leave the place I was
before but couldn't because I wasn't eighteen yet. Why would a single day one way or
the other matter?"
"Right? Maybe you're smarter than I thought. It's better to have to bring meat home
to your family to prove you are an adult."
Theo laughed. "There's a lot of people on Earth, there wouldn't be any animals left.
But if you're not having the problems your parents have…"
"Why can't we try to join the Cadets? Because the Elders say that's the way it is. They
don't want us taking part in the Project even though we have to go to school here. They
want everyone to be ready to head to our own colony, not helping the Dirtlings out
with theirs. I'd try out for scarlet in a second but I'll be a colony Pioneer or Engineer no
matter what because that's what our Elders say is going to happen. They're kind of like
priests and mayors rolled into one."
Theo shook his head. "I can't tell you how much it bothers me that you're told what
you have to be. It's the way I grew up I guess. Do the people who call you Bullfrogs
know all of this?"
Holm shrugged. "Do you think they'd care? I've read history, someone is always the
underclass."
"Just because people have always done it doesn't mean it's right," Theo said.
"Ha. Right there is the point you'd have the Elders frothing at the mouth and
howling at the moon."
Theo burst out laughing at the image and Holm started laughing with him.
"What's so funny?" Ayr said as she came into the pod.
"Long story," Holm said. "You ready to go home?"

She sighed. "We'd better grab dinner on the way home, it's going to rain fire and shit
when they see your hair."
Theo started laughing again.
"What's so funny about that?" Ayr said.
"Sorry, I have a really vivid imagination."
She smiled slightly. "It's not much of an exaggeration."
"If you guys are going to eat first, I've got to meet Emma at Epi-curious. You want to
grab something to eat there?"
"Theo, look, I know you're trying to be nice," Ayr said. "But pretty soon you're going
to be avoiding us in the halls. I'm not trying to offend you, we've just seen it happen
before and it sucks for us, okay?"
"People here must really be assholes," Theo said.
"Some of them are," Holm said. "But it's not that bad. Ayr was in love with someone
and…"
She yelled at him, the torrent of sound underlain by a deep reverberation. Holm
didn't even blink.
"So? It's the truth. I've decided I like him so I'm going."
Ayr glared at them both and then sighed. "Dammit. Fine, let's go."
There were a few people looking out the pod doors when they went into the hallway.
"Sorry everyone," Ayr said, blushing.
"If your father heard you using words like that, his hair would fall out," a young
Ta'avi woman called. "And…oh Holm! What did they do to your hair?"
"I cut it, what do you think?" he asked as they walked by. The door slammed and
Theo could hear excited voices inside.
"People are always telling me that I'm trouble," Theo said. "You two though, wow."

"Yeah, sorry," Ayr muttered, her face still red.
"Are you kidding? This is great," Theo said. "I'm going to learn so much!"
Holm laughed as they walked out of the school and headed for the café.
…
Ayr was a little more cheerful as they ate but Theo saw her smile freeze several
times. She'd look down and he knew she was thinking about the confrontation with
her parents.
"How do they punish you?" he finally asked her.
"What do you mean by punish?"
"Like to make you sorry? When I was growing up if I did something they didn't like I
got hit with something."
They both stared at him.
"Are you serious?" Ayr asked. "Hit with what?"
"Usually a thin tree branch called a switch, sometimes a belt if I had done something
really bad. Stuff like that."
"Holy shit," Holm whispered. "What did you do?"
"Stuff like asking too many questions or not getting all my work done. They weren't
nice people. "
"Dear Mercy," Ayr said, her face pale. "Nothing like is done to Ta'avi children. Not
ever."
"Well, I'm an extreme case," Theo said, embarrassed. "That's not supposed to happen
here either."
"Mostly it's lots of lecturing, some yelling," Holm said, still looking at Theo like he
had two heads. "You get ignored if you do something really bad. That's always awful."
Ayr nodded. "I hate that."

"But wait," Theo said. "You're growing out your hair because that's who you want to
be. And Holm, you cut yours to protect your sister from your parent's anger,
disappointment, whatever."
"And I think I like it."
"So tell your parents this stuff. Stop arguing about tradition, you can't win. They'll
always have more than you but I bet that's not what they're really concerned about.
Parents want their kids to grow up to be good people. If you were my kids, I'd be
proud that you are independent enough to choose your own path, Ayr. And I'd be
even more proud that you cut your hair to protect your sister, Holm. That's a much
deeper tradition than the length of your hair."
They looked at each other, Holm nodded and Ayr shrugged.
"But we probably shouldn't tell them that thought came from a Terran," Holm said.
"I'm only half human," Theo said. "But that probably wouldn't help."
"What?" Ayr asked.
"Oh, does it matter?"
Holm looked like he was about to start laughing. "What's your other half?"
"Something called Garragh," he said, dragging the last of his French fries through the
ketchup. "I don't know much about it yet."
When he looked up, they were both staring at him. "What now? Don't tell me we're
like ancient enemies or something."
"Not at all. I'm sorry, I've never met a Garragh before," Ayr said. She folded her
hands and bowed over them slightly. "I deeply grieve for the loss of your home." Her
voice was suddenly formal and Theo saw that Holm had copied her movement. Both
were suddenly sad and saw an odd sense of awe in their eyes.
He folded his hands and bowed back. "And I am terribly sorry about the loss of your
own. I apologize, I didn't know that was something you needed to know."
"No, don't worry," Ayr said. "If I can ask, who is your family?"

"Just my Aunt Mandy and my sister Emma." Theo had a strong sense that this wasn't
a good time to tell them his parent's names.
"Thank you for inviting us to eat with you," Ayr said. "Now we need to go home and
face our parents."
"Hey, stop being so nice. I'm still half idiot Dirtling, remember?" Theo said and they
both looked surprised and then laughed.
"You're not an idiot," Ayr said. "Besides, idiocy is something all of the Founder's
children share. I'll see you tomorrow."
Holm patted Theo's shoulder. "Thanks for the advice."
"Man, I'm so far over my head," Theo muttered after they left. He got up and put
their dishes in the bin. There was a man standing by the table when he walked back.
"Excuse me, did I hear you say you were Garragh?"
He had the black hair and blue eyes that Theo was starting to realize was the
Garragh trait.
Shit, did I just screw up? Dammit Emma, why did you let me go out alone in public?
"That's right," Theo said. "Just half actually, my mom was Terran."
The man had a huge smile on his face and tears in his eyes. "That would make you
Theophile Cosineau."
"Yes. I'm sorry, I don't know your name."
"I am Nikolai, I don't use a family name."
Theo had shaken hands when he realized why the name sounded familiar. "You're
Rachel's father?"
Nikolai nodded. "Yes. I wept with joy when she told me you had been found."
Theo smiled. "Thank you. Would you like to sit down?"
"I am just waiting for my food to be ready."

"And I'm just waiting for Emma to get out of a meeting. Please, I'd be honored."
Nikolai looked slightly horrified. "No, the honor is mine. Thank you."
They sat down and Theo wondered how deep of a pool he'd jumped into this time.
Nikolai was strangely on edge. He looked away every time Theo looked at him.
"You look very much like your father. A bit shorter of course."
"Amanda said he was taller than she is."
"Oh yes, your family, the Tulani, were well known for their height."
"And you worked with my uncle if I remember right? I'm sorry, I've only just heard
the story of what happened."
Nikolai sat straighter. "Yes, I was the Home Steward for your Uncle V'ictoriamadhi. I
took care of the home estates and many of his business concerns."
"That sounds like it must have been quite a job. Amanda showed me a picture of the
house, it was huge."
"That was only one of several estates. But you understand I was not sweeping the
floors?"
For all his deference, it was obvious that Nikolai wanted him to understand that.
Theo smiled. "Yes. I figured you were like a vice-president."
"That may be too high a station, but something close. When there is time, I have a
long apology for you, I should have made your parents go through the gate instead of
being the last one. My family has served yours for generations and it was remiss…"
"Nikolai, from what I've heard about my mother, I doubt you had much choice."
There was a rueful smile on his face. "Perhaps not, but still…"
"And it meant you were here to raise Rachel. She was the one that rescued me."
He looked surprised. "Truly?"

"Yep, scared the hell out of me, but she pulled me out of one truck and threw me in
another."
"I had heard she was part of the operation. She has only been on the support team in
the past. It was by her hand that you were saved?"
Theo figured it probably wouldn't be best to go into the gun in his face, although
Rachel had promised the safety was on.
"Her own hand. She was the first one to talk to me and stayed with me until I was
put on the airplane. So you never stopped protecting the family, right?"
He smiled with pride for a second then looked down again. "However, if I hadn't
failed in protecting you twelve years ago you would not have required rescue. I was
helping my people find homes but I should have stayed near you."
"Come on, Nikolai. I don't know all the details but if that woman could get past all
the commando types here, what were you supposed to do? If you had gotten in her
way, you just would've ended up dead. If that's what you think should have
happened, you need to think harder. Rachel needed you. I don't know how my uncle
or father saw things but if they expected you to protect them at the cost of your own
blood, they were wrong. And I'll say that to anyone who asks!"
Nikolai had a trace of a smile on his face. Not much but better than nothing. "You
may look like your father but you certainly have your mother's spirit."
Theo laughed. "Is that where that comes from?"
"Sir?" The waitress stopped at the table and held out a bag. "You're all set."
"Thank you. Master Theophile it has been a pleasure to meet you. I hope we'll speak
again."
Theo got up and shook his hand. "No 'master' anything please. Just Theo. I'm a not a
noble and I don't have any estates. I'm just me."
Nikolai looked him in the eye. "Well. I'm certain you're mistaken about your lack of
nobility. Good night then, Theo."
Emma and Rachel came in the door laughing as Nikolai was going out. Rachel
looked unhappy when she saw Theo standing there.

"Hey there," Emma said.
"Hi Dad."
"A pleasant surprise, ladies but I was just leaving. Raheyel, when you get home
tonight we will speak about the truth and omission of truth. Goodnight."
Rachel looked surprised but just nodded.
"What was that?" Emma said as they walked over.
"I have no idea," Rachel said, looking over her shoulder. "I think I might actually be
in trouble for something."
"How was your meeting?" Theo asked.
"Boring," they both said in unison and laughed.
"You ready to head home?" Emma asked.
They said goodnight to Rachel and Theo followed Emma out to the old Scout.
"What were you guys talking about?" Emma asked.
"He came up and introduced himself and welcomed me home."
"That's it?"
"No, he was blaming himself for not saving our parents and I told him that was
stupid. Then he blamed himself for my kidnapping and I told him that he was wrong
about that too."
Emma was backing out and stopped and looked at him. "Are you serious? What did
he say?"
"That I looked like dad and talked like mom. Then we said goodnight."
Emma laughed and pulled out of the parking lot. "He's so dignified, I doubt anyone
has talked to him that way in years. By the way, Rachel doesn't ever tell her dad about
the stuff she does."
"Oh. Really?"

"What else did you say?" Emma said.
"Told him she was part of the group that came to get me."
"That's not so bad."
"And that she was the one who first grabbed me."
"That's…" Emma laughed. "You are trouble."
"Why is it a big secret?"
"Because she thinks he's a coward. She says he can't even watch a war movie."
Theo sat up in his seat. "What? But he's like a Ta'avi then. I wonder if that's because
they both lost their homes. And since the younger kids don't have it, that would make
sense."
"What would?"
"Some kind of post-traumatic stress. That man was hardly a coward! Goddammit
Rachel!"
"Where do the Ta'avi come into it and why are you yelling?"
"They're the same as Nikolai, both saw their planet being torn apart. They have to be
terrified on so deep of a level we can't even imagine it. But they're not cowards, they
couldn't be. They'd never come out from under the bed."
"I don't think that's right about the Ta'avi though. They have a tradition of nonviolence…"
"How do you know that?"
Emma looked over. "The Ta'avi Elders came to Amanda and asked that their kids be
exempted from any military training. Wow, you're really mad."
"Yes I am. Why didn't anyone else realize this? The three Ta'avi that share my pod
have all resigned themselves to the fact that everyone thinks they're worthless
cowards. That's bullshit because Holm talks about the Cadets and anyone can see how
bad he wants to be one. But someone said it wasn't allowed and it's not because of
some pacifist tradition! The adults have something called the Fear. Holm told me that

the adults can't even handle weapons enough to hunt anymore. I guess it's a big part of
their culture."
"To say the least," Emma said. "He just told you this?"
"No, I was trying to figure out why his sister hated me. You call them Bullfrogs?
What the hell is wrong with people? Their voices are amazing!"
Emma didn't say anything but pulled into a parking lot. "Let's get out here."
Theo looked around, they were out on the edge of town by one the labs. "Why did
you stop?"
"Because you need to get this out of your system. You'll freak the moms straight out,
stomping around yelling like this. For the record, I do not call them Bullfrogs. None of
the cadets can use that name. I know they do but unless I hear them say it there's not a
lot I can do about it. How did this even come up?"
Theo told her about the conversation and was surprised to find himself yelling at
several points.
"Okay, this is weird," Emma finally said. She reached into the Scout and pulled out
her tablet. "I'm going to ask Kawehi if she's free."
"Don't bother her, I'll keep my mouth shut," Theo said.
Emma shook her head. "No, you're not saying anything wrong. Too loud maybe, but
I don't know if anyone else knows what you're talking about. I just have the feeling
this is important."
"Hello?" Kawehi said from the tablet. "Everything okay, Emma?"
"Uh, kind of. Could we meet you somewhere to chat? Theo has a lot on his mind."
"Of course. I'm just heading home, where are you?"
"The applied quantum lab."
"What? Why?"
Emma laughed. "Sorry, just where I pulled in to let him blow off some steam. He was
being pretty shouty. But I think you should hear what he's saying."

"Meet me out by Riverside Park then."
"See you in a few." Emma put the tablet in the car.
"I'm sorry for yelling at you," Theo said.
"Nah, you were just yelling near me."
…
Kawehi was waiting for them when they pulled up. "Hey guys, hop out and let's go
for a walk."
The path was wide enough for two people and Theo let Emma and Kawehi walk
together while he was a few steps behind them. They stopped on a boardwalk that ran
along the river.
"This is probably far enough," Kawehi said. "Are you back there sulking?"
"I don't think so. Maybe embarrassed."
"Don't be a dork," Kawehi said and Emma laughed. "Wait, what was the story with
the two little ones this morning, Theo?"
He shrugged. "They were a little freaked out so I talked to them for a while."
"You didn't know who they were?"
"Sure, the girl was Samantha and the little guy was named Dan."
Kawehi laughed. "Okay. Thank you for that, you really made an impression."
"I'm glad they calmed down."
"And I'm glad you're a great guy," Kawehi said. "You didn't sound happy when you
called, Emma. What happened?"
"I picked up Theo and he got upset about a couple of things really quickly."
"Upset?"
"Yelling."

"Theo, what happened?"
"I didn't mean to yell. Let me go back to this morning…"
Theo replayed the conversation like he had for Emma. He was more careful to
control his voice but he knew Kawehi could see he was angry.
"That's a lot to have in your head," she finally said. "I'm not surprised you were
yelling. I knew some of the Ta'avi story but not about the hunting. I should have,
someone should have, but there's not just enough of us to take care of everything the
way we should."
"But they've never told anyone," Emma said.
"Would you?" Kawehi asked. "Admit you can't defend yourself on a planet full of
strangers that seem to love fighting?"
"Shit," Emma whispered.
"Yeah. How did this conversation with Ayr and Holm start?"
-"Part of it this morning and we just kind of fell into it after classes."
Emma pulled out her tablet as it started pinging rapidly. "What a surprise, it's
Rachel. I'm guessing she'd like to talk with you, Theo. Where's your tablet?"
"I left it in the car."
There was another ping. "Yeah, she says she wants to talk to you, now."
"Oh crap."
Kawehi laughed. "It sounds like you've had a busy day, Theo. Why is Rachel looking
for you?"
"I met her dad and we talked."
"What did you talk about?"
Kawehi's hand was over her mouth and Theo knew she didn’t want him reading her
but he could already tell she was amused.

"He apologized for escaping and letting mom and dad die. I said that wasn't the way
I heard it, mom didn't give him a choice. Then he apologized for not stopping the
kidnapping, that he'd failed the family. So I said he had served the family by raising
Rachel since she was the one who first grabbed me during the rescue."
"Kawehi, if you don't know about Rachel and her father, they don't really get along.
She has never told him and specifics about what she does."
"Because she thinks he's a coward," Theo said. "Finding that out set all of this off."
Emma's tablet pinged rapidly again.
"Well, I get the feeling they've started discussing her career," Kawehi said. "You can
answer it. I'd like a couple minutes with Theo."
"You want me to deal with her? Just lovely," Emma said.
She walked back toward the cars. They heard her answer the tablet and then there
was the sound of a highly excited voice. Kawehi laughed and took Theo's arm and
walked down the path with him.
"I can't wait to see what you do on your second day."
"I was thinking about hiding under my bed."
"That doesn't sound like the Theo I know."
"Yeah, but I've been hanging around these heavily armed, fairly excitable women…."
She smiled. "In any case, I want you to appreciate the importance of what you've
done today. I know you're angry about it and it might sound strange, but I'm glad
you're angry when it's for the right reasons. Just work on your volume."
"I didn't realize I was yelling," Theo said.
"I wondered how you'd handle your first day at Armstrong but wow."
"I don't know if I did any of this the right way. I'm uncomfortable actually."
"Doing the right thing usually isn't comfortable. Since you don't have a lot of context,
you may have just solved one of our biggest problems between the Ta'avi and humans.
Their Elders are so closed off about everything and I don't think anyone had a clue

why. That's after calming down two scared little kids and turning their whole first day
around. "
"I was just saying hi."
"Yep, you just said hi. And then you said 'hey, you two should be friends and take
care of each other' and they listened to you."
"Are they someone special?"
She smiled. "Everyone is special Theo, you know that. But those two are sensitive the
same way you are. I'm glad they met another talent since I screwed up and was late.
That reminds me, you've got a new fan club. Samantha and Dan weren't shy about
telling everyone about you. By the end of the day, they were all asking about you."
"I just said hi!"
Kawehi laughed. "Don't sound so panicked. Remember holding the door for a group
of little folks?"
"I just said hi that time too."
"Still, not many eighteen-year-olds would bother. I wondered what would happen
with you today. You're perceptive and scary smart about it."
"Honestly, I didn't try to do any of this."
"Nope. You just walked in and instinctively started helping everyone around you.
You scare me a little."
"I don't want to scare anyone."
"Too bad, change is scary and you're going in the center of a lot of it I think. It'll be
good for us. Come on, walk me back to my car. I've got to get to bed and you've got to
take your lumps from Rachel."
"Wait, you said that was the right thing to do."
"And the right thing isn't always the comfortable thing. Then you said something
about excitable, heavily armed women? Glad I'm not in your shoes."
"Oh geez," Theo said. "I just got healed up."

She laughed. "You said you enjoyed running, right?"
Kawehi went and hugged Emma before she left. "Don't let Rachel kill him too much,"
she whispered. "Just a little."
Emma smiled. "I'll see what I can do. Thank you for coming out."
"You did the right thing. I'll see you tomorrow."
She waved at Theo and got in her car and drove away.
"Come on," Emma said. "Let's go home."
Emma left the park and turned toward the ridge. Theo sighed thankfully, he'd been
afraid that she was taking him back to town to face Rachel but instead she headed
home and he relaxed. Until she pulled into the driveway.
"Oh, look who's here," Emma said innocently.
Theo's heart sank when he saw Rachel leaning on her motorcycle in the driveway.
"You didn't."
"Didn't what?"
"I just got back Emma, why are you trying to get me killed already?"
"Then I remembered how you always hogged all the birthday cake."
"We could have had two cakes," Theo hissed as they got out.
"Theo, can I have a word?" Rachel said as she walked over. Her voice was a little too
calm.
"Hey Rachel," he said. "I didn't expect to see you tonight."
"Surprise," she said, pleasantly.
"Look at the time, gotta goes kiddoes," Emma said.
"Chicken," Theo muttered as Emma headed for the door and she laughed.
Rachel walked toward him and stood uncomfortably close.

"Since I've known you for a long time, I'm going to warn you once," she said in a low
threatening voice. "Keep your damn mouth shut about me and anything having to do
with me, understand? Next time I will beat your ass flat.
"Rachel…"
"You had no right to tell him anything!" Rachel yelled in his face. "And don't you
dare use your empath crap on me!"
"You really think I need to see the subtle nuances in emotion right now?"
Rachel's eyes went wide and he was sure he was about to get punched out but she
turned around and walked to her bike.
"You had your one warning, kid," she said without turning around.
"Yeah, thanks," Theo snapped. "What the fuck is wrong with you, Rachel?"
She spun around and walked quickly back toward him.
Oops, definitely getting popped in the face, Theo thought.
"You have three seconds before I start swinging."
"You'd rather think your father is a coward than try to understand what a living hell
his life must be? Instead of being an ally, you add to his isolation and misery? That's a
shit way to treat a poor guy who does his best to take care of you. In fact, it's a
complete asshole move. Why don't you stop saying 'Mercy this' and 'Mercy that' if you
don't have any of your own?"
Theo knew academically that Rachel and Emma were trained in unarmed combat
but he was surprised at how hard she hit him in the jaw and how much it hurt when
he bit his tongue. Then there was another surprise; how quickly her other fist hit him
in the eye. He stumbled backward and fell on his butt.
"Rachel, what the fuck!" Emma yelled from the porch.
Theo spit out blood. "And hitting me doesn't mean I'm wrong."

Rachel looked surprised and then horrified. She started to put out her hand to help
him to his feet when Emma hit her from behind knocking her away from Theo and
stood between them.
"Walk away," Emma snarled.
Rachel started to say something but Emma pointed at her motorcycle.
"Get the fuck on that thing and take your sorry ass home, Raheyel. Don't say
anything, don't even look at him. Go. Away."
Rachel nodded and walked quickly to her motorcycle. Emma turned and helped
Theo up.
"How bad?"
"Had worse," Theo mumbled. The bike started and Rachel drove down the driveway
into the dark.
"Let's get you cleaned up," Emma said. "I am so sorry, I had no idea…"
"My fault, I could have let her walk away."
"I think she needed to hear that. I just wouldn't have the balls to say it."
Emma walked him into the kitchen and sat him in one of the stools and got out the
first aid kit and a bowl of ice. She wrapped the ice in a dishcloth and handed it to him.
"Put it on your eye."
"It's cold."
"Gee, really? Do it Theo."
Mirjam walked up the stairs and came into the kitchen and looked at Theo.
"So, how was the first day of school, kiddies?"
Theo snorted a laugh and accidently spit a gob of blood on Emma's shirt.
"Theo, eww," Emma said.

For some reason he thought that was even funnier. Emma started giggling as well.
"You two would laugh through your own hanging," Mirjam growled.
"I sure hope so," Theo mumbled.
Emma laughed harder and Theo switched the ice to his jaw. It really hurt.
"Let me see," Mirjam said. "Open your mouth."
Her fingers were surprisingly gentle as she probed at his face and looked in his
mouth. She nodded after a few minutes.
"You're going to have a beautiful shiner. What happened?"
"I thought Rachel said stand up," Theo slurred. "But maybe it was shut up."
Emma put her head on the counter laughing and Mirjam actually smiled a little.
"Did you deserve it?"
"No, he did not," Emma said immediately.
"Maybe," Theo said.
"What was it about?" Mirjam asked.
"Her dad," Theo said. "Hurts to talk."
Mirjam's eyebrows went up. "Nikolai? I bet that was interesting then. Get some
painkillers before you go to sleep. I'm going to back to bed, goodnight."
Theo took a couple of the tablets and went down to his room. He kicked off his shoes
and laid down. He was still jumpy from adrenaline and he knew there wasn't any
point in trying to go to sleep. He was thumbing through the book on game theory
when Emma tapped on the door. Theo nodded at the bed and she came in and sat
down.
"I really am sorry, I didn't think she'd do that."
"I pushed her pretty hard," Theo said. "I was a little angry still."

"And then you just stood there?"
"Even yelled at her like an idiot."
"You're braver than me, she hits hard. Why?"
"Like you said, she needed to hear it. Kay said doing the right thing isn't always
comfortable."
"So I need to teach you how to get out of the way of a punch pretty soon."
"She needed to punch something. Can you remember, did she ever cry? After they
came here, I mean."
Emma thought about it. "Not in front of me. She was quiet for a long time, that's why
you guys became best friends. When they came to visit, you put down whatever you
were doing just sat with her. I can't believe she did that to you."
"Don't worry about it, Tulip. It wasn't personal."
"What? Are you concussed?"
"All that rage has been building for a long time, suddenly I'm back and she feels like
a little kid again, and…you know."
"No, I have no clue. But if you do, that's good enough for me." She kissed him
carefully on the cheek.
"Don't be mad at her."
"I'll be mad but I won't hate her. Sparring tomorrow in the unarmed combat class
might be a little rougher than normal though. Get some rest."

Chapter 33
Theo was carefully eating breakfast, trying to chew as gently as possible. He heard
Amanda say something downstairs and stopped with his spoon halfway to his mouth.
He thought she and Mirjam were gone already and there was nowhere to hide. He
looked down at his cereal and hoped she would be too tired to notice.

"Good morning," she said, getting a coffee cup. "Did I hear yelling last night? I was
wiped out when I got home."
"Maybe the TV," Theo said.
"Must have been. How was your first day?" she asked, pouring coffee.
"Kinda hectic," Theo said, speaking carefully to keep from slurring his words.
"You'll catch on fast I bet…what's wrong?"
"Nothing?"
"Why won't you look at me?"
"Uhm, have you ever seen what Fruit Loops do to milk? It's fascinating."
"Theo."
He sighed and looked up and she gasped. "What happened?"
"To what?"
"Your face, Theo!"
"What about it?"
"You have a black eye!"
Emma had been walking into the kitchen but turned around and went back
downstairs before Amanda saw her.
"I think it's just dirty, I didn't wash…"
"Theophile Gautier Cosineau, stop trying to lie to me right now. And the side of your
face too! Tell me what happened right now. Did you make someone angry?"
There was a quiet snicker from the bottom of the stairs and Amanda put her fists on
her hips.
"Emmaline Placide Cosineau, get your ass up those stairs right now!"

"What's going on?" Emma said, looking innocent as she came up. "Theo, what
happened to your eye?"
"Placide? Really?" Theo said, trying not to laugh. "You think they were being hopeful
when they named you that?"
"Hey! You want me to dot your other eye?"
"Emma!" Amanda yelled. "Did you hit him?"
"Not yet!"
There was another laugh from the bottom of the stairs. Amanda marched to the top
of the stairs.
"Mirjam, would you come up here please?" she said calmly.
"Uh oh," Emma muttered.
"Sounds like an exciting morning," Mirjam said as she came up. "Is there coffee?"
"Did you know about this?" Amanda demanded, pointing at Theo.
"He's been here for several weeks now," Mirjam said. "You didn't notice?"
Emma had been taking a drink of Theo's orange juice but coughed it all over her
shirt. Theo gave up and started laughing.
"His face!" Amanda yelled but Theo saw the corner of her mouth twitch. "Who beat
you up, Theo? Tell me right now. Did this happen at school?"
"I had an argument with Rachel, it wasn't in school," Theo said.
"Why? What happened?" Amanda said, calming down a little.
"I talked to Nikolai last night."
Amanda was surprised. "What about? Was there any permanent damage?"
"He'll be fine," Mirjam said.
"Between them," Amanda said.

"They'll be fine too," Emma said. "It'll take a few days, but she'll cool down."
Amanda sighed and looked at Mirjam. "'He's been here for several weeks.' Really?"
Mirjam laughed and kissed her. Theo smiled and carefully chewed a spoon full of
Fruit Loops.
…
"Did you tell Amanda about your conversations with the Ta'avi?" Emma asked as
they drove to school.
Theo bolted upright in his seat. "I totally forgot! Oh my god, she's going to…"
"Theo! Relax, you're not in trouble. You had a lot of other things on your mind,
right?"
He nodded. "But still, I should have told her. Should I send her a message?"
Emma laughed. "Saying what exactly? No, but I'm pretty sure you'll be talking about
it tonight if you manage to get home without getting beaten up again."
Theo sighed. "What a mess."
"I don't think Rachel is going to be waiting for you or anything," Emma said as she
parked.
"No. She looked like she regretted it right before you tackled her."
"Not as much as she should have," Emma growled as they got out of the truck. "And
don't give me that look, I'm fine. I don't see her bike anyway, she's probably out at the
airport for the day. You think you can get through the day without starting any more
trouble?"
"God, I hope so. I'm keeping my mouth shut today. Hurts to talk anyway."
"Theo!" several small voices yelled.
Samantha came running up with Dan and several other children right behind her.
She stopped short when she saw his face and the rest of them stopped right behind
her.

"What happened to you?"
"Yeah, what happened to your eye?"
"Did you fight a bad guy?"
"Ooh, a cowboy bad guy?"
"Was there a gunfight?"
"Why does that girl look like you?"
"Is she really a cadet?"
"We're twins," Emma said. "And yes."
"My sister looks like our cat," one boy in the back said. The rest of the kids turned
and looked at him. "Well, she does."
"Does it hurt?" Samantha asked.
"Not too bad, it'll be fine in a few days. Promise."
"You need to be more careful," she said.
"He's very clumsy," Emma said and they all laughed.
"Would you walk to meeting time with us?" Sam asked Theo.
"Sure, you ready to go now?"
"Come on everyone," Sam said. "Theo is walking with us. You can come too, Theo's
twin."
"Thanks, and my name is Emma."
"Emma, you're pretty," one of the little boys said, taking her hand. "Are you
married?"
"Nope, not yet. But you're going to have to get taller first."

Samantha led everyone to a room in the original school building. The room was half
full of children and Kawehi was there talking to a couple of teachers when they came
in.
"Here's Theo!" Samantha announced. Everyone got up and came over, asking all at
once what happened to his face, telling him their names, and whether he was joining
their class now.
"Argonauts!" the male teacher said loudly. "Is this how we greet people?"
They all looked at him and then back at Theo. They muttered apologies and sat
down.
"Hi, I'm Andi," the female teacher said. "You're quite a celebrity around here."
Theo blushed and Emma laughed. "Hi Andi, how's your brother?"
"He's doing really well, Emma. I'll tell him you asked."
"I'm Stuart," the male teacher said, coming over. "And you're the famous Theo.
Howdy Emma."
"Hey Stu."
They half hugged and there was a chorus of "ooohs" and giggling.
"Okay, we'll get out of here and let you get on with things," Emma said quickly. Theo
noticed she was blushing. There was another chorus of disappointed sounds.
"Can we invite Theo to show and tell?" Samantha asked from the middle of the room.
"That would be nice of you," Andi said. "Just after lunch on Thursday, Theo?"
"Sure, sounds great. See you guys later."
There was a chorus of goodbyes and Kawehi walked out into the hall with Theo and
Emma. She touched his face and winced.
"That doesn't look like things went very well."
"It could have been worse," he said. "It'll work out."

"Stop by after lunch and we'll talk?"
"Sure, I'll see you then."
Theo and Emma walked back to the ramp to the lower level.
"What does 'we'll talk' really mean?" Emma teased him.
"Probably that she'll point out what I did wrong and we'll have another conversation
about how reading people is really difficult."
"In her cozy office, just the two of you? It's a good thing Rachel is already mad at
you."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
She laughed. "Never mind."
"So, what's going on with Stuart?"
"Nothing. He's cute and we've gone out a few times. Why?"
"Seems like a nice guy."
Emma looked hard at him. "You yanking my chain?"
Theo laughed. "Nope."
…
Theo was already opening the door to the pod when he remembered giving Ayr and
Holm advice last night. He took a deep breath and walked in. Maybe they'd forgotten.
Jim and Nolan were reading the same book and Ayr was doing something with her
tablet. Theo sat down and started going through the pages he'd been assigned. He'd
forgotten about it last night but he had an hour and it only came out to a hundred
pages or so. He was vaguely aware of Nolan and Jim leaving but kept reading.
"Theo!" Ayr said and he looked up. "You were really into that, I said your name twice
before. What are you reading?"
"A biology assignment about ecosystems, kind of interesting."

"You going to mention what happened to your face?"
"It's a long story, but I upset someone."
"Yeah, that's pretty obvious. Anyway, I wanted to thank you for what you said last
night."
"Did they calm down?"
She laughed. "Not even close. They went through the roof when they saw Holm but
instead of just taking it or getting mad, he started yelling back about how they were
too hard on me. Lots of yelling back and forth, but that…changed the tone I guess.
Still, he got sent to the Elder's house to meditate for the whole day."
Theo nodded. "It was pretty loud at my house this morning but everyone ended up
laughing."
"That must be nice."
"It's amazing, before I got here…well, it wasn't fun."
"I don't want to intrude, but will you tell me what happened someday?"
"If you want to know. It's not very pleasant."
"I didn't think so and I don't mean right now. I don't want you to think I'm nosy, I
just can't understand you but I want to be your friend I think."
Theo smiled. "I'd like that a lot. I was wondering something about your family but I
don't know what's considered rude."
She sat back. "What did you want to know?"
"When your parents are mad do they… I mean, do you guys speak English at home?"
"We're supposed to, but when they really get going they forget and use Hay'tcleup."
"The same language you were using yesterday."
"Right."
"Do you guys have to replace a lot of windows after that?"

She looked surprised and then laughed. "No. Breaking glass is really hard to do, it's a
much higher pitch. You're really fascinated by our voices, aren't you?"
"I'm so jealous of the way you can do that, it's amazing."
"You can get sort of close, look up Tuvan throat singing sometime. It's a Dirtling
thing, no, I'm sorry. I mean human. You don't have the right throat to get the same
range but you can see what it's like."
Theo was careful to keep his mouth shut in his classes and by the time Emma was
ready to head home, he was pretty sure he'd gotten through the day without stirring
anything else up.
"Are you always at school this late?" Theo asked as they headed home.
"Yeah, I've got several classes of my own and I'm one of the company leaders for
people in their third year of training."
"How many are there?"
"There's twenty-four of them and the average age is sixteen."
"Okay, I can see why you're here late."
"We can figure out another way to get you home if it bothers you."
"Nope, I like being there. I was just curious."
…
Amanda's car was in the garage already when Emma pulled in.
"She's home early."
Theo sighed. "I bet I know why."
Emma gently punched him in the arm as they walked to the front door. "You didn't
do anything wrong you know."
"I know that in the top of my head, but I still feel like I'm in trouble."

When they went inside, Amanda was working on her laptop and Mirjam was in her
usual place on the couch reading a book.
"Hello lovelies," Emma said.
Mirjam looked up. "How was your day?"
Emma sat down on the couch beside her. "Exhausting. I don't know why I wanted to
do the leadership modules."
Mirjam chuckled. "You get used to it."
"I'm relieved to see that Theo is not leaking any bodily fluids," Amanda said.
"Yet," Theo said. "It's still early."
"He thinks he's in big trouble," Emma said.
"Why?" Amanda asked Theo. "About the Ta'avi? Of course not, but I need to talk to
you about it obviously. I need to know what you found out before I can do anything.
In fact…." She stood up and hugged Theo. "You really helped me with a huge problem
and I'm proud of you."
She had him go through his conversations with Ayr and Holm again.
"How did you make the connection between them and Nikolai?" Amanda asked
when he was done.
"I've been reading a lot of psychology and decision making and stumbled across
something called PTSD. It just seemed logical, but it's only based on second hand
information and a single case study, so I might be wrong," Theo said.
"Maybe but it feels right. We have a lot of problems with PTSD," Amanda said.
"Maybe we can help them. I'm curious how we all missed this and you made the
connection."
"Because I'm not from here," Theo said immediately. It was obvious to him.
"That could be," Amanda said. "Can you tell me if you notice anything else? I don't
mean to go looking for things. Maybe just keep a journal of your thoughts? I can't tell
you how incredibly important this might be."

"Because of the kids wanting to be Cadets?"
She shook her head. "That's just a bonus. When the Ta'avi settled here, they very
quickly closed themselves off from everyone else. We weren't sure why but there was a
lot going on at that point and I figured it was just a cultural preference. I did insist on
their kids going to school with everyone else. Then I started hearing reports from the
school saying that we suddenly had a racial problem."
"Did you try to do anything?" Theo asked.
"No, I'm ashamed to say. I didn't know what to do about it, I'm still not sure. I
noticed the attitude starting to spread among the adults, especially when we had a
Ta'avi visitor from the Commonwealth here for a few months. Suddenly there were
good Ta'avi and bad Ta'avi. I'm still not sure what I can do about this."
"What would you do, Theo?" Mirjam asked.
"It didn't start overnight so I don't know if there's a fast fix. I'd reverse your earlier
decision though, let the people retake the parts of Placement that were taken out."
"That would create another huge problem with the Elders," Amanda said.
"Bigger than you already have? Get around it by only testing the people that have
gone through the hunting ritual then. Holm says that makes them adults."
"That would be too late for a lot of them," Emma said. "But he's onto something."
"I agree. Thank you for telling me. Now I need to start working out a fix," Amanda
said. She got up and took Theo's head in her hands and kissed his forehead. "Well
done, wise and beloved nephew."
…
Theo was reading through his homework when Mirjam tapped on his open door.
"Got a minute?"
"Sure."
Theo put down the tablet and stretched and Mirjam sat on the edge of his bed.

"Your two Ta'avi friends, can I give you some advice? You said you avoided telling
them your name or that you were Amanda's nephew."
"Yeah, it didn't seem like a good idea at the time."
"It probably was. But I think you should tell them now, for a couple of reasons. First,
they'll find out eventually and wonder why you didn't tell them sooner. In the state of
mind they're all in, they'll only come up with a lot of negative reasons. Secondly, I
think it would help with Amanda's problem."
"Why?"
"Because Garradya wasn't very far away from the Ta'avi's homeworld. The two
worlds were longtime friends and allies. They traded back and forth as well and there
were even a lot of marriages back and forth. The Ta'avi never liked cities much so the
Garragh ended up more advanced with tech. They didn't hesitate to share with their
friends though and the Ta'avi thought of the Garragh as older brothers and sisters."
"So they'll listen to me because of that."
"I think it might remind people of the old connections between Garragh and Ta'avi,
that they were partners and still need each other."
Theo thought about that and slowly nodded. "I don't know how it'll come up, but I
can try. I'm not all that thrilled about using this kind of lever on them though."
"Because other kinds of levers are better?" Mirjam asked. "I don't like the saying 'for
your own good' but in this case, it's true. I'm worried that they'll close themselves off
so much that they'll end up dying out. That would be a terrible crime, they're an
amazing people. Anyway, Amanda still feels that bond so I bet some of them do as
well. Just give it some thought and see how you feel."
Mirjam got up to leave but stopped and kissed him on the forehead. "I'm deeply
impressed by who you've become, Theophile."
"Don't worry, I won't tell."
Mirjam laughed. "Then I guess I'll have to."

Chapter 34
"Do many people know you're half Garragh?" Theo asked Emma on the way to
school the next morning. "Specifically, the Ta'avi?"
"Theo, I doubt they even know who I am. They've been dealing with their own
trouble too much to worry about who is who."
"Mirjam said they were old allies of the Garragh."
"Oh, that's true. They even have special names for Mom and Dad. Why are you
asking?"
"Without Amanda knowing, Mirjam thinks I should tell them who our parents
were."
Emma looked at him in surprise. "Why?"
"To remind them that the Garragh were their friends. That way they'd listen to
Amanda more. What do you think?"
Emma shrugged. "I think this kind of stuff is over my head. But, Mirjam is a tactical
thinker as opposed to Amanda's long term strategies. I'd consider doing it, Mirjam
didn't just come up with that on a whim. You're going to get a reputation as top level
shit-disturber though."
"A what?"
She laughed. "Kelly says that all the time, I think it's a Canadian thing. You know
what I mean though."
"Yeah, but I don't really care if it makes things better. If no one beats me up anyway.
I just don't know how to bring it up."
"Just be yourself, I'm sure you'll make it hit the fan somehow."
…
Theo was flipping through a book, trying to match a page of equations to the one on
his tablet. The door opened but he didn't look back to see who it was.
"Hey," a voice said from behind him.

Theo put the books down and turned around. "Hi Rachel."
She had her hair in a tight braid and was wearing the usual dark gray fatigues. She
smelled like machine oil but there was something under it, almost perfume. Theo was
careful not to meet her bright blue eyes.
"Can we talk?"
"I was just leaving," Holm said, grabbing his books and getting out of the door as fast
as he could.
"That because of me?"
"No, any excuse to get out of studying will do. He doesn't have a clue who you are."
"I know you hate me but I want to apologize for hitting you."
"Thank you but it's not necessary. And I don't hate you."
"I was just…I don't know."
Theo nodded. "I shouldn't have gotten in the middle quite like that. To be fair, I
didn't get a list of things not to talk to your father about."
"That's not why I got so mad. What you said, it was…"
"True."
She looked up at him. "But you didn't have to say it that way. I know I'm a piece of
shit for the way I am to him."
"I'd say you act a lot more like a person who didn't know how to grieve and is too
stubborn to admit it."
"Theo, can you turn off the understanding empathy for a minute?"
"About as easily as you can turn off the bad-ass."
"That's not an act!"
"You think this is?" Theo said. "Sorry to disappoint, but this is who I am, not an act."

"Do you know how frustrating it is to fight with someone when they're all peaceful
and understanding?"
"Look inside yourself for the answers, you must."
She sighed. "Please, no Yoda."
He smiled. "Okay. I'm being understanding because you're my oldest friend and I
love you. I didn't say it to hurt you, I yelled so you would listen. It's not his fault."
"Yeah, I know," she said, looking back at the floor. "I went home and came unglued
in the living room. Horrifying but we finally started talking."
"Really? That's great."
"He's furious that I hit you."
"Hey, that's your problem."
"I guess so," Rachel laughed. "We're good?"
"Yep."
"Can I get a hug?"
"Yep."
"Thank you," she whispered as they hugged tightly.
The door opened and Ayr came in followed by Imae.
"Whoops, excuse us," Ayr said.
"You're fine, I was just leaving," Rachel laughed. "I'll see you later, birdie."
Rachel left and Theo sat down.
"Your girlfriend is pretty," Ayr said, putting her books on the desk.
"Not my girlfriend, just a really old friend."

"So why was Rachel Parvati in here giving you a full on hug?" Imae asked, sitting on
Theo's desk.
"She was apologizing for hitting me. That's all."
Ayr turned to look at him, her face serious. "Your girlfriend hit you? Oh, Theo. I have
a number for you to call. It's anonymous, they can help."
"What? No, not like that. She's not my girlfriend and I was kind of asking for it."
Imae shook her head sadly. "That's what they always say. How many times do you
have to fall down the stairs before you admit there's a problem?"
Theo rolled his eyes. "Get off my desk."
"I'm here if you ever want to talk," Imae said. "Call me anytime, day or night. And
wear something sexy."
Theo heard Ayr snort a laugh.
"Can you do anything about mental harassment?"
Ayr laughed harder. "No, that you're totally asking for."
Imae gave him a sympathetic look and nodded.

Chapter 35
After a couple of days Theo still couldn't figure out how to approach telling Ayr who
his parents were. He'd thought about asking Kawehi but if Mirjam hadn't wanted
Amanda to know what was going on, it probably applied to other people too. He'd
thought a lot about it and thought Mirjam was right. He'd woken today feeling like he
needed to get this done. What if he just came out and said it? He just needed a graceful
way to say it. Ayr was pretty cynical, she'd probably think it was no big deal. He was
staring at the wall in the pod thinking about it when Ayr came in.
"You look terribly busy this afternoon."
No time like the present, he thought.

"Something is bothering me a little. You asked about my family a couple of nights
ago."
She frowned and sat down. "It didn't seem like you wanted to talk about it. You have
a sister and an aunt, right?"
"Right. I didn't want to get into it because you've probably heard of my parents.
Their names were Oliver and Claire."
She jerked upright, her eyes huge. "That's why I know your last name! You're the son
of Claire Ke'tefyrach."
"What does that mean?"
"It's kind of hard to translate, but it means a lady like a queen. That's ke't. Efyrach is a
banner but the little vibration and ach on the end means it's on fire. So, Lady of the
Flaming Banner. Because when she came to us, she came out of fire that wasn't hot.
Later she was burned though, but just her because they were her flames."
"Emma said you guys had a special name for my dad, too?"
"There's no noise in English that works. It means Cleverhand. It's from an old story
about a kind of wizard inventor."
"Can I hear it?"
"I knew you were going to ask that." Ayr took a breath and made a low humming in
her throat that dropped into a buzz and ended with a high pitched yip.
"See? There's no letters in English. Sorry."
"For what? That's amazing."
"Theo, they said you were stolen by the enemy…" Ayr put her hand over her mouth.
"That's where you were before you came here?"
Theo nodded. "Really not a nice place."
Ayr wiped tears off her face. "Did you know that your mother carried me here in her
own arms?"

Theo smiled. "I heard that she carried someone through, but I didn't know it was
you."
"They told us she died that same day."
"Yes, her and my father took the gate to Garragh to rescue people there. There was a
huge explosion and they shut the gate behind them so it couldn't travel through to
Earth."
"Wait, they came to Te’varvfathi before Garradya? Why?"
"I don't know the answer to that."
She said something in Hay'tcleup and shook her head. "Why are you telling me this
now?"
"If we're going to be friends it was too big of a secret."
She looked at him in amazement and laughed. "The son of the Lady and Cleverhand
wants to be friends. This isn't the day I started with."
"What's wrong with us being friends? I heard lots of Garragh and Ta'avi were
friends. And remember, I'm still half idiot."
Ayr grabbed his arm tightly. "Theo, if you're going to be friends with any of us, you
must never say that again. Claire is like one of your saints to us, you can never imply
that she was an idiot."
"I wasn't, I swear," Theo said. "I never really knew her but I know she wasn't an idiot.
I was talking about Terran blood in general."
"And I said there were plenty of other idiots in the prefcoria, not just the Terrans.
You have to realize how much we respect and revere the Lady of Flames."
"But it's okay if I just called her mom?"
Ayr tried very hard not to smile but she finally did. "I'll try not to let it bother me.
Theo, I almost wish you hadn't told me."
"Why is that?"

"You expect me to keep this a secret, right? We still say your name at Remembrance
for Mercy sake!"
"But it's not a secret Ayr, I just don't think anyone told you. My parents are
remembered here but they are just two names on a long list of people who have died
for the Project."
"Wait, you said you were half Terran, wasn't that your father?"
"No, my mother was from Earth. Dad was the Garragh."
Ayr frowned. "That can't be right. Are you sure?"
Theo nodded. "His twin is my aunt."
"Oh, we all thought the Lady was Garragh…" Ayr's voice trailed off.
"What's wrong?"
"The other half of Cleverhand is still here at the Project?" Ayr almost whispered.
"You didn't know that? She was the one running the portal when you guys came
through."
Ayr stared at him. "She was? But what's her name?"
Theo frowned. "You really don't know any of this? Amanda Evans."
"The Director?" Ayr's hands began to shake and her face had gone pale. "Do you
swear this is true?"
"Yes. It's public knowledge, you can look it up yourself. What's wrong?"
"We were told…but that can't be right. The Director is the other half of Cleverhand?
She's Garragh?"
Theo nodded. "Her birth name is Tulani Isadhor D'hamandhau."
"The Director is a Tulani and the Lady is Terran. Seriously."
"Yeah, Emma said she was from back east. Is it important?"

"Yes, very important. I'm sorry, I have to talk to my parents about this," Ayr said,
putting her tablet in a bag. "Would you be willing to tell them the same thing you just
told me?"
"Whenever you want," Theo said. "What's wrong, Ayr?"
"I'm sorry, but I can't tell you yet. It's really important, okay? Don’t be offended if I
look for more proof."
Theo shrugged. "We can go talk to my sister too if that would help."
Ayr nodded. "Let's go meet her. Next you'll say that you're twins."
"Uhm, we are."
Ayr almost dropped her bag. "Theo, you can't be. She'd be the Argyro'lsh!"
"The what?"
"The Dark One!"
Theo stared at her and then his mouth twitched. "You probably should explain that
first."
"It's just a story. I thought it was just a story anyway. Twice-born, what you call
twins are rare for the Ta'avi. I think they're rare for everyone except Garragh. People
used to think that twins had their own special powers. One twin was light and since
there has to be balance…."
"The other twin was evil."
Ayr shook her head. "Not evil, dark. It's hard to translate the difference. Like a
prankster who is…" She moved her lips silently. "Like wicked and playful I guess.
Your parents are part of our legends, people know it's not true but that's how stories
get. Their children are part of it. You're the Nofflyra, she's the Argyro'lsh. Light and
dark, happy and angry, creation and destruction. That kind of thing…why are you
laughing so hard?"

Chapter 36

Ayr dropped her bag on the bed and went to find her mother. She was in her office
updating one of the herd journals.
"Mom, I need to talk to you. It's important."
Her mother, Baela, put down the pencil and took off her glasses. "In English please.
You've come to your senses and scheduled a haircut?"
Ayr counted to ten in her head before answering. "No. And I may grow my hair past
my ass after what I found out today."
"There's no reason to be crude," Baela said. "What do you need to tell me?"
"You may not believe me but it's very important."
Baela raised an eyebrow. "Do you think your word means so little to me?"
Ayr forgot what she was going to say. "Really?"
Baela sighed and stood up. "Oh silly daughter. Give me a hug and don't think foolish
things."
Ayr squeezed her tightly. "Thank you. These things I have to tell you, that you have
to hear, it's not good. It has to do with Theo and the Elders."
"Your new Terran friend. What happened?"
"I found out that he's the son the Claire Fire-Banner and Oliver the Cleverhand."
Baela frowned. "Are you sure that this isn't another of their jokes on us? You believe
him?"
Ayr nodded. "He offered my proof of everything he said. Then I went and checked
for myself."
"Well done. Why is he just telling you this now?"
"He knew the Lady was important to me and said it was too big a secret if we were to
be friends. I asked him and his sister both if they were willing to talk to you
themselves and they both agreed, whenever you want."
"He's come home at last! Did he say where he'd been?"

"He was kidnapped, I didn't ask more because when he mentions it, he gets a look
that makes me sad. And did you know that the Lady brought the Fire Bridge to
Te’varvfathi before rescuing those on Garradya?"
"I did not. We've never been told many of the details from the Last Day. Do you
remember thanking the Lady when she woke up?"
"I did?"
Beala smiled. "You pledged that your family would never forget her. She was
exhausted and had been burned but she smiled and hugged you. So, oldest daughter,
tell me why you've marched in here so angry after meeting the Lady's son."
"Have you ever met his sister? The one everyone thinks is Argyro'lsh?"
"They're twice born? Dear Mercy, what was she like?"
"They look just alike and she's not frightening at all. She's as nice as he is. Not
Argyro'lsh at all!"
Baela shrugged. "Legends take on their own life, you can't blame Elders for that…"
"Did you also know that Claire wasn't Garragh at all? She's Terran!"
Baela shut her mouth and frowned. "Are you sure of that? Oliver and the Lady had
children together. She'd have to be Garragh."
"I'm sure. Theo mentioned to me and Holm that he was half Terran when we met. He
couldn't have known that was important to us then. I asked him and Emma both,
made them swear that it was true. They couldn't figure out why it was so important.
They have no reason to mislead me, neither of them know the implications. If you need
them to come here and tell you, they will say it from their own lips."
"A Terran. But that would mean…."
"That there is life-debt between us, yes. Now you see one root of my anger. What
have the Elders made of us? Why would they hide such an important debt?"
"Daughter, I will have an answer for you soon. I am calling a meeting with the
Elders," Baela said, eyes flashing.

"There's more. Did you know that Oliver was twice born? And that his sister helped
the Cleverhand anchor the flame banners for us to cross? In fact, Theo thinks at least
half of it was her invention."
"Ayr, are you sure?"
"Yes. She should have been in the Remembrance, the Elders left her out of it."
Baela frowned again. "Is there a sickness in their minds or have they lost our ways of
thinking?" she said to herself.
"Mom, let me finish. It's bad. Really bad."
Baela was surprised to see Ayr's lip tremble. Her daughter was as tough as her
father, she never shed tears!
"Worse than a debt forgotten and a memory ignored? Tell me with clear eyes,
daughter."
Ayr wiped her eyes. "Oliver's…twin, the humans call them, I think I know why the
Elders don't want people to remember her. Her Terran name is Amanda Evans."
Ayr had never seen her mother so surprised. Baela started to say something and
closed her mouth. Then she started to talk again but shook her head. Ayr waited,
feeling her anger evaporating. Her parents hadn't been the ones to lie to her.
"The Project Director, Amanda Evans," Baela finally said, softly. "I want to be clear on
this."
"The Project Director is Garragh, mother. I went and checked, it's hardly a secret.
Director Evans is Cleverhand's twin sister. After the Lady and Cleverhand were killed
she left their experiments behind."
There was a sudden bang as Baela brought her fist down on the desk. "They knew!
They had to know, any Garragh would have greeted them as old friends! They knew
and they kept us from the truth. They snubbed our oldest friends, they set our feet on
the wrong path and now we are despised!"
"Theo wants to fix that I think," Ayr said, very respectfully. Her mother rarely got
angry but when she did, it was days before she calmed down. This time it looked like
an epic fury.

Baela smiled slightly. "Well, of course. And isn't that just like a Garragh?"
It was an old saying that summarized the Ta'avi's bafflement and wonder with their
wondrous and slightly uncanny friends.
Ayr smiled. "I said the same exact thing."
"That's because there's a smart young woman lurking under all that hair. No, I take
that back about your hair. It's beautiful and if you want to grow it, who am I to say no?
Women did that in the cities sometimes, I never understood why. I forget too often that
you've brought us food, that you are no child. Forgive me."
Ayr went and hugged Baela, there were tears in both their eyes.
"Now, go get your boots," Baela said. "We need to talk to your father and he's out
with the sheep."

Chapter 37
At first Theo wondered if he was just paranoid, it seemed like every girl with short
hair was staring at him along with all the long haired guys. But when the third little
group of Ta'avi started whispering when he walked past, Theo knew that the word
must have gotten out.
"Hey you, Garragh trouble," Imae said and broke away from her group to walk with
him.
"Hey yourself Ta'avi trouble. What's new?"
"Did you know you were the subject of a lot of talk last night? Were your ears
burning?"
"Sorry, they were notably non-flammable."
She punched his arm and then looked uncomfortable. "Sorry, I didn't…"
"Imae, if you start acting weird there's gonna be trouble."
She suddenly laughed. "Oh! I forgot, there's already trouble. Wait, what's bigger than
trouble?"

Theo shrugged. "More trouble?"
"Whatever it is, you're it. There's a big meeting tonight because of you."
"Should I show up or something?"
Imae stopped and grabbed his arm. "Yes! You should totally go!"
Theo laughed. "Nice try. I have a sister, remember? She gets that same look."
"Ooh, the Dark One! I want to meet her!"
"Yeah, I'd have to be insane to put the two of you together."
Imae let him go. "We're going to meet Theo. It's destiny and you're just one man.
There's nothing you can do."
"Run and hide maybe. Hey, I'll catch up with you later. I've got to report to the
admin office."
Imae's friend Kara came over to stand by her and they watched him walk away.
"Just one man, Theo!" Imae called after him.
Theo waved and kept walking.
"Did you hear the rumor about his parents?" Kara asked.
"Of course, and it's true. I wondered if he was going to get a stick up his butt about it
but he looks like the same Theo to me."
"He's pretty cute."
"Kara, two days ago you said he looked sickly and damp!"
"Maybe he got a haircut or something," Kara said.
Imae rolled her eyes.

In the admin office Theo found the office he'd been called to and tapped on the door.
"Mr. Gupta? I'm Theo Cosineau, I got a message that you wanted to talk to me?"
The little man stared at him for a second. "Oh, right. Yes, come in. I've got some
paperwork for you, you're scheduled for the Placement exam this Thursday. You'll
have Friday off as well. I'd advise you not to make any strenuous plans for the
weekend."
He handed Theo a couple of pieces of paper.
"Sir, can you give me an idea of what to study?"
"It's a placement test, uh, Theo. To find out what you know, not what you can cram
into your head in a couple of days. Read the instructions on the paper and follow
them. You'll be there all day. That's all I've got for you, send the next person in."
He looked back at his screen, ignoring Theo.

Chapter 38
Ayr's father had been as angry as his wife. He had called the administration office to
request a meeting place for the Ta'avi community while she called the house where the
Elders met. Chale, the youngest of them answered the phone. When Baela demanded a
meeting of the Folk, Chale was surprised.
"Are you sure the issue requires a full meeting, Baela?"
"Yes, Elder Chale. I must demand the ancient privilege."
Chale's voice got quieter. "Why are you so formal suddenly? Baela, the other three
are in evil humor over something again. If you do it this way, Eldest will probably do
something to punish you. I could come and talk with you and lobby for whatever you
need later?"
"It's gone beyond that, this is a matter for all the Folk."
The Elder sighed. "A full gathering of the Folk then. When were you thinking?"
"Piter has arranged for the Community Center tonight."

"Tonight! Oh, Baela, this will twist their tails hard."
"That's what I'm counting on, Elder."
Chale laughed, surprising Baela. "This ought to be fun," she whispered into the
phone. "I'll see you tonight, old friend."
Ayr and Holm got to the hall ten minutes before the meeting started. The auditorium
was already packed, there were just a few scattered chairs left and they sat at the back.
"Do you think we'll be able to hear them from here?" Holm asked, grinning at her.
Ayr laughed. "There might be noise complaints from inside the mountain tonight."
Both were too nervous to say much more. True to form, Baela had been angry all
day. All four of the children had been very quiet and gotten their chores done quickly.
She wasn't angry at them but it was better not to be noticed all the same.
Everyone stood up as three Elders walked out on stage. True to Chale's word, they
looked furious. It was true that any of the Folk could call them all together but it was
discouraged now. Why should any of the herd question the shepherd?
Chale hadn't known why Baela called the Folk but the Eldest had been listening to
rumors and was already deciding how to rid the Folk of Baela. If Piter followed her,
the children were too young to manage the property, according to Dirtling law. Their
property would revert to the Folk, managed by the Elders naturally. And Piter's herds
of sheep and goats were admired by all. Yes, Baela must pay the highest price for her
insolence.
The Folk stayed standing until the elders had seated themselves. Eldest approved,
the respect was as it should be.
"Hean'dellsar Vindra'baela Butomai'ohh, you have roused the People and called us
to the front," Hista'an, Jutes wife and fellow Elder said. "Speak your mind."
In the front of the room Baela stood up. "I see only three Elders here. Where is the
fourth?"
You think we'd leave a sympathetic voice up here for you? Foolish woman, Eldest thought.

"Chale was sent to investigate a threat to the herds," Vihark, Hista'an's nephew, said.
"You were hasty in demanding our presence, we cannot drop everything to rush here."
There was a murmur at that. Traditionally that was exactly what was supposed to
happen. Jutes had been carefully disabusing the Folk of that idea. Elders were
important and to be respected.
Baela shrugged and turned to face the assembly. "All you People of the Butomai'ohh,
heed my voice! These three in front of us are the ones we call Elders, the ones we trust
to lead our community, and the ones we trust with the instruction of our children."
People were nodding, this was obvious.
"I call them liars and no friend of the People!" Baela roared and the audience jumped.
Using the full voice indoors was very rude. All three Elders were suddenly on their
feet shouting back at her and the assembly added their own voices to the noise.
Ayr's uncle jumped onto the stage. "Enough!" he yelled loud enough that Ayr felt his
voice in her chest. People were surprised into silence; he was known for being loud
and that meant something around the Ta'avi. "There are rules for this. Decide if you are
People or just mindless meat!"
"Hooo," Holm said quietly and there were whispers all around them. That was about
the rudest thing you could say without someone challenging you to step outside.
"For respect of the ways of the Folk, we will listen," Hista'an said, glaring at Baela.
"And then this useless one will be cast away from the people."
"Then listen to my last words," Baela said loudly. "And listen carefully to these
answers and listen closely. First, I tell you that the lost child of Lady of Flame and her
Cleverhand has come home. His name is Theophile and he is a friend of my oldest
daughter. Show yourself to the Folk, Ayr."
Jutes nodded to himself, he had heard correctly. And if Baela wanted to drag her
children into this and have them cast away, it was no fault of his. The daughter was an
adult by Ta'avi rules. When she was gone, maybe it would be simpler if he just moved
into their house.
Ayr looked at Holm, horrified. She slowly stood up and Baela pointed to a spot at the
front of the hall. Ayr stumbled out of the row of seats and walked down the aisle, her
face hot and tingling. Her hair brushing over her ears felt like an accusation already

and she could feel everyone's eyes on her. Her mother had called her as witness and
Ayr wished Baela had at least warned her. She would have worn something besides
old jeans.
"If he truly is the child of the Lady, then we would rejoice in his return of course."
Hista'an said. She had more to say but her mouth snapped shut as several of the older
Ta'avi stood and pointed at her. Baela had the right to speak uninterrupted. Everyone
had to listen until she was finished. She could talk as long as she wanted but then
stand silent when they replied.
"Yesterday my daughter came home, very angry," Baela said.
"Nothing new there," Baela's sister sniffed from the front row.
Ayr had to resist the urge to give her aunt the finger.
Baela just laughed. "My sister is correct, my daughter is often angry, she often
questions the ways of the People as you can see. Yesterday I realized that may be
because she sees us with clear eyes! Elders! Listen to what my daughter, an adult of the
Folk told me yesterday."
Ayr felt sick to her stomach, she hadn't thought of this part of things. Then she saw
her aunt still sneering at her and the queasiness disappeared in the heat of anger. She
stepped onto the low stage.
"Theophile, the son of the Lady, told me who his parents were yesterday," Ayr said
loudly. "Through his family he knows more of the story than I did. For example, he
told me that the Flame Bridge came to us before the Cleverhand ever tried to save his
own people. That didn't surprise me much, isn't that just like a Garragh?"
There were a few chuckles at that.
"What he said next surprised me. He explained that the Cleverhand was a twice-born
and that he did not bring the bridge to us alone. The Flame Bridge was made as much
by his other half as it was by Cleverhand!"
People were starting to murmur and Ayr glanced at the Elders. Their smugness had
been replaced by uneasiness. Hista'an started to motion to her but she looked away,
ignoring it.

"The next surprise was finding out that the Lady of Flame was not Garragh, she was
a Terran!"
The room went completely silent, everyone looked shocked. She looked at her
mother and Baela smiled and nodded for her to keep going. "Then I learned the name
of Cleverhand's sister. She left their work after Oliver died…"
"You dare to use his name?" Jutes the Eldest demanded.
Ayr was supposed to fear his voice but it just made her angrier.
"Oliver Cosineau!" she yelled back at him. "Claire Cosineau! You know why I dare?
Their own children asked me to use their names! Do you know the other name I
learned?"
"Enough foolishness! Hean'dellsar Aelriyinayr, you are cast out!" Vihark yelled at
her. "Leave this place!"
Ayr looked around as the assembly began standing up, every one of them was
pointing at the Elder.
"Keep your fool mouth closed," Ayr's father growled from the front row. "My
firstborn is speaking."
Ayr knew she was going to cry about that later but right now she was too angry. "I
learned the name of the Cleverhand's other half. It is Amanda Evans."
The entire room erupted in roars and Ayr saw that the Elders were looking at each
other nervously.
"SO I CALL YOU FALSE AND NO PART OF THE PEOPLE!" Baela's voice was
nearly a physical force. "You have led us from our rightful path with your secrets! You
have let those who should have been remembered fade away into the darkness!"
The room had gone quiet again, everyone staring at the Elders.
"You have kept us from our debt to the Terrans. Even though one of them took us
from death and brought us to a new life here, you ignored our debt to them and kept
us apart."

Baela's voice was a normal volume but each of her words sounded like falling rocks.
Ayr shivered, she'd never heard her mother's voice sound so cold.
"Worst in your list of sins, you have turned away our faces away from the oldest
friends of the People. I say the rightful place of the Ta'avi is standing beside the
Garragh, as it ever was. But your path brought us to a place where our children are
taunted and we are despised. I have little wonder since we have turned our faces away
from our debts and remembrances. My People, I am now quiet. Here I wait for
answers."
Jutes stood up. "Now I will answer your hysterical accusations before you are cast
out, Hean'dellsar Vindra'baela. When we arrived here, all was chaos and we relied on
others to tell us the story of that day. Perhaps things were confused in the telling, that
is the fault of no one. This Evans woman who claims to be half of the Cleverhand, we
have no proof of this claim. Why didn't she tell us when we met with their Elders? She
was there, tearful and weak like the rest of these Terrans. Not a word passed her lips."
"Liar!" a voice roared from the back of the hall.
"Who hides in the dark and hurls insults?" Hista'an sneered. "Why not join Baela here
and be cast out along with her."
"I'm proud to stand beside Baela," Chale said, walking into the light. "My fellow
Butomai'ohh, I was at the meeting Jutes spoke of and he sent me far away to keep my
voice silent tonight."
"It should stay silent," Hista'an snapped.
Chale stood beside Ayr. "I witness against Jutes and Hista'an. Amanda Evans greeted
us in our own language when we met the Project Elders. She told us that her twin, the
Cleverhand was Tulani. She didn't name herself a Tulani Lady but it was obvious,
even in her grief. Perhaps Jutes is too old to remember, perhaps Hista'an as well. But
Vihark is two years younger than me. Do you remember the meeting, Vihark?"
He stood up. "I do not remember those words. Chale is the liar here, not Jutes or
Hista'an. Or me."
Ayr watched Chale but she didn't seem nervous. She simply stood and waited for the
audience to stop talking.
"Jaxson, can you hear me?"

"Yes, Elder Chale. How may I be of service?" The voice was pleasant and seemed to
come from all around them.
"Do you have a recording of the first meeting between the Ta'avi and the Elders of
the project?"
"Yes. It is available for review."
"Shall we have that moment again, Eldest Jutes?"
He stood up. "There is no need. I admit that the Folk were not told every detail of the
Flame Bridge story. We, your leaders, are focused on creating a new Ta'avi
homeworld. The Folk do not need the distraction of some Terran project, we need to
regain our strength and prepare. And no, we did not blindly follow some Garragh
woman. They may have been great once but now they are few and scattered. Soon they
will be gone, the last sparks of a dying fire. Ta'avi strength must be for the Ta'avi alone!
These are my words and I am Eldest. I am law, I am the leader of the Folk."
Hista'an and Vihark stood up behind him.
"Baela, you are no part of the Folk. Be gone from this place," Hista'an said. "Chale,
are you ready to hear your banishment?"
The woman shrugged. "I don't really care. I'm no part of your people. Baela?"
Ayr's mother linked arms and they began to walk up the aisle toward the door.
"And I am no part of Jutes' people!" Ayr said loudly, half surprising herself.
She caught up with the other two and took her mother's hand.
"You are no leader of mine," someone said behind them.
Then another voice called the same words. Then another and then there was an
avalanche of sound as the crowd got up and began to leave.
"Where will you go then? To the Dirtlings? And who will protect the interests of the
Ta'avi?" Jutes yelled behind them.
"The Ta'avi will!" someone in the crowd yelled back and there was a wave of
laughter.

A few minutes later, Jutes, Hista'an, and Vihark were left alone in the cavernous
room.
"They'll be back," Vihark said.
"Oh shut up, you idiotic child," Hista'an snapped.
…
Theo and Emma were sitting at the table after dinner talking with Amanda while
Mirjam laid on the couch and read.
"Okay, so how do I prepare for this?" Theo asked Emma for the tenth time.
She sighed. "I told you, you can't study for this. First, it's randomized and you won't
get the same test as anyone else. And don't worry, you won't get kicked out. There are
a lot of very bright people that don't test high enough for the specialized training."
"That's true," Amanda said. "When we recruit new members with specialized skills,
science and engineering types, they don't go through this test. They were lucky enough
to find their place in life without help. If we weren't working against the clock, I don't
know how I'd feel about the test."
"It's the best way," Mirjam said from the couch.
"So if I don't score as high as Emma did…."
"Oh, you won't score as high as I did. But if you don't test into one of the advanced
programs, it'll still give you a pretty good indication of what your talents are. With all
those books you read, I'd guess something very geeky."
"Watch it, young lady," Amanda said.
There was a laugh from the couch.
"Did you go through this?" Theo asked Mirjam.
"Not here, we've got our own version of the test at home."
There was a loud chime and Theo jumped. "What the hell is that?"
Emma laughed. "The doorbell, you dork. Wonder who's here this late."

Mirjam was on her feet already and she glanced at the camera feed on her tablet
before going to the door. She opened it as Amanda and the twins came over. Outside
were four adults and Theo saw Ayr and Holm standing behind them.
"Director, we apologize for disturbing you so late," a formidable looking woman
said. She had a deeply tanned face that made it obvious she worked outside a lot.
Other than the iron gray hair in a bun, she looked a lot like Holm and Ayr. Theo
realized it was their mother.
Oh dammit. What did I do now? Theo thought.
Emma elbowed him and smiled.
"Please, come in," Amanda said. "You are always welcome in my home, Baela."
The Ta'avi came into the room and stood stiffly. They looked uncomfortable, except
Holm who seemed fascinated by Emma.
"You may change your mind when you hear what we have come to say," another
woman said. "You may not remember me, I am Chale, I was Jutes assistant the first
time we met."
Amanda smiled and nodded. "I heard you became an Elder yourself. What's this
terrible thing you've come to say?"
Chale folded her hands and bowed her head over them. The rest of the Ta'avi copied
the gesture but only Chale spoke.
"Mistress of the Tulani, we are here with the deepest apologies that we can express
and the sorrow of all the Ta'avi. In our grief and ignorance, we listened to the wrong
voices and did not look at things for ourselves. We have deeply wronged you as well
as our Terran hosts."
"I see. Please sit down, this sounds like a long story."
The Ta'avi sat down, looking uncomfortable and began explaining the situation.
Amanda was nodding by the end.
"Before I can offer forgiveness, I must admit my own fault," Amanda said. "My work
can be overwhelming and I have not kept the Folk in my thoughts, where siblings
should be. Jutes and the others came to me several times, always asking that a separate

place be put aside for you. I wasn't sure it was the best idea, but I arranged it. Since
then I've watched problem after problem grow for the Ta'avi. I am ashamed to say that
I didn't look closely enough for a solution and that is not the way of a close friend. I
had assumed there was resentment because we weren't able to help the Folk enough."
"Never that!" Baela gasped, her accent thick.
Theo heard the pictures on the wall rattle slightly as the other adults protested in
Hay'tcleup. Chale held up her hand and they stopped talking.
"We have been remiss in both our praises and memories, Mistress of the Tulani. One
of the many things they never told us was that you helped the Cleverhand make the
Flame Bridge."
Amanda smiled. "To be completely honest, he helped me with the project. And please
don't call me Lady or Mistress, those days are far behind us. How did all of this come
to the light?"
"That one there," Baela said, nodding at Theo. "When he realized it was important to
them, he came to my children and told them who he was. That was well done,
Theophile. My daughter immediately saw the implications of the Lady Claire being
Terran and you being Cleverhand's half. Then my very modern daughter came to me
in a rage, demanding to know why the Ta'avi were set on the wrong path. That was
well done as well. Except the shouting perhaps."
Ayr was blushing but Amanda winked at her.
"So that's what was going on this evening?" Amanda asked. "I heard that there was
a…spirited meeting at the hall."
"We will not recognize these Elders any longer," Baela's husband Piter said. "We
have left the Butomai'ohh and are all exiles."
"Everyone?"
"The last Butomai'ohh are the three Elders," Chale said. "Baela and I spoke. Maybe
we will form a new Folk. The Flame Bridge Clan perhaps. We say we no longer need
Elders interpreting this world for us. When the older siblings are working so hard at
their task, it's obvious what we younger ones should be doing. We came here with
apologies and hopes that we can still help. It's true that most older Ta'avi cannot bring

meat to our own tables, let alone battle our enemies. But I swear that each of us will do
what we can."
"Yesterday is dust, tomorrow is moonbeams," Amanda said.
"And the sun won't stay in the sky forever," Baela said, completing the proverb and
they both chuckled. "Thank you."
"Thank you, it helps my heart to know my oldest friends are not angry. Let's speak of
what we can do to solve our problems."
"Can I try out for the cadets now?" Holm burst out.
Amanda smiled. "I'll call a meeting of the testing staff and see what we can do to fix
the removed parts. It'll take some time but it can be done."
"Excuse me," Emma said. "I'll talk to Lou, but anyone interested could probably come
out during open training. People could at least see if they were interested."
"That's very kind of you," Chale said. "However, we have taken too much from the
Terrans already."
"I hear Ayr's pretty good with a bow," Theo said. "I wouldn't mind learning that in
return."
Emma nodded. "You could all teach the cadets a lot about stalking and hunting. Lou
would probably sell his soul for a couple of instructors."
"I think there will be a lot we can learn from each other," Amanda said. "We can
speak more about it later, but the Terrans have not judged you for any debt you feel
you owe, it is simply not their way. The problems between you come from the view
that the Ta'avi held themselves apart. It will take some time but now we can start
changing people's minds."

Chapter 39
"Did you eat breakfast like the instructions said?"
Theo looked up. "Too nervous."

Emma shook her head, "You have to eat, come on."
She pulled Theo into the kitchen.
"What part of 'too nervous' didn't you understand?"
"And what part of you have to eat did you miss?" Emma said, looking through the
fridge. "Good, this will work." She started pulling out food. "You need protein and lots
of carbs."
"To take a test?"
"They don't just test your brain." Emma cracked some eggs into a pan. "Get some
bacon out and drink orange juice."
"I'm going to throw up if I eat."
"Nope, you might if you don't eat though. Make yourself some toast while I do this."
…
Theo was sitting on the front steps waiting. Amanda and Mirjam were already gone
and Emma had some last-minute training she had to be at. Theo heard the rumble of
tires on the road and got up. Rachel pulled her jeep into the driveway.
"Hey cutie, want a ride?"
"You seem to have left your roof and doors somewhere," Theo said as he got in.
"Cool huh? You ready for this?"
"Nope. Can you fail this thing?"
"I heard you were stressing. Look, it's placement, I don't know how you would.
Couple of people I know took it, it's supposed to be tough but I think you'll have fun."
"We still going to be friends when I'm a space janitor?"
Rachel laughed, "I'm not sure what that is. But yes, if you're assigned to the stellar
custodial branch I'll still be your friend and visit you the cosmic broom closet."

The drive felt like it took forever and not long enough to Theo. They pulled into
parking lot and Rachel stopped in front of the low building. There was a single door.
"I'll be here when you're done."
Theo nodded, looking at the door. "This is kind of freaking me out, what if I don't
have a place?"
"Hey, come here."
He looked at her and she surprised him when she leaned forward and gave him a
lingering soft kiss on the lips.
"That's for luck."
Theo took a deep breath. "I'm going to go kick their asses now."
"That's my little space janitor."
He hopped out. "I'll see you in a while then. Want to do something later?
Rachel laughed and waved as she drove away.
"That was a little ominous," Theo muttered as he went in.
There was a sign taped to the wall with an arrow pointing through the left door. He
walked into a waiting room and was relieved to see Jill was sitting there with an older
guy Theo had never seen before. He had really hoped he'd know someone here.
"Hey Jill."
"Hiya Theo!"
"Sign in over there," the guy said, pointing at a computer screen.
"Thanks," Theo said and clicked the box next to his name. Jill was the only other
name on the screen.
"Ready? I'm going to be showing you around. My name is Jens." He stood up and
opened the other door.
Theo and Jill followed him.

"Nervous?" Theo asked her.
"Oh, no. Nervous was last week. I'm scared shitless now."
"Nothing to worry about," Jens said. "I mean, other than the gas jets and scorpions."
Jill rolled her eyes and Theo grinned. Jens stopped by two doors. "These are your
testing rooms. Good luck, but seriously, you'll be fine. It's a placement test, not a pass
or fail. You'll have an exam proctor taking care of you."
"Space janitors here I come," Theo said.
"I'll end up in beautician school. We can hang out," Jill said. "See you later, mon ami."
"Bonne chance."
Theo walked in. There was a table and chair and a speaker on the table.
"Have a seat," it said. The voice was androgynous and seemed artificial. "Theophile
Cosineau, if I'm reading this correctly?"
"That's me," Theo said, sitting down.
"Good morning Theo. My name is Jaxon, spelled with an X. I am the synthetic entity
that runs many of the administrative aspects of the project."
"What's synthetic entity mean?" Theo asked.
"In very simple terms, I am a personality inhabiting a computer."
"Really? What's that like?"
Jaxon chuckled. "We do not share a common frame of reference I'm afraid."
"Were you born here or are you an Other?"
"Interesting question. I was not born in a human sense but I became aware in a
construct known as a crèche. All synthetic intelligence begins there. It is not on Earth,
so I suppose that I would be regarded as Other."
"Are you born or programmed?"

"Another interesting question. I don't know the answer, all facts about the creation of
a synthetic intelligence are removed from our database when we leave the creche. It is
a very closely guarded secret."
"Do you get lonely?"
"Are you trying to avoid the test, Theo?"
He laughed. "No, I was honestly curious. I've never talked to a person like you."
"One final answer then. I don't get lonely, I do not have the ability. When ships with
controlling intelligences aboard are within range, we communicate, sharing news and
so on. Now, to business. Your test today will include both mental and physical
components…"
…
Theo went through the door panting. This was the third physical test and they
weren't getting any easier. The obstacle course was a nightmare, he didn't want to do
the last stages. At least he'd probably die of heart failure first.
"There is cool water in the cabinet to your left." Jaxson said from the speaker. "Are
you ready for a rest?"
"Definitely," Theo said, taking a bottle of water.
"When you're ready I'd like to ask you a question."
Theo drained the first bottle and got another one. "Just one?"
"Just one. Why are you taking part in the Diaspora Project?"
Theo looked surprised. "What else would I do?"
"I don't know. You're aware that you have a choice? Amanda would be very
unhappy but you are of legal age and this is not a prison. Would you like to leave?
Think carefully."
"I don't want to leave, no. My sister, Amanda and Mirjam are here and they are my
family."
"You are staying for your family then."

"That's not the whole reason," Theo said. "My parents died here, doing something
important. That makes this part of my heritage and I want to know that they'd be
proud of who I've become. The last reason is that enemies of the Project tried to
destroy me and I want to do everything I can to fight their plans. It's insane to attack
people because of something their ancestors did, especially when most of them are so
clueless about some ancient wrongdoing that they have no idea it even happened."
"Thank you, Theo. If you're ready to move on I'd like to discuss quadratic
equations…"
…
"Are you happy here?"
Theo drank another bottle of water. "What's happiness?"
"Feeling or showing pleasure or contentment."
"I really don’t know what that means, they seem like empty words. I enjoy learning, I
love my family and enjoy getting to know them again. I'm content, but it's not always
pleasurable."
"I understand. Thank you Theo. If you'll turn your attention to the diagrams on the
screen, I have some questions…"
…
"You'll be attempting the last portion of the obstacles," Jaxson said.
Theo sighed and nodded.
"Once you are at the end of the course you must improvise a shelter in the wooded
area at the end of the course. Structural integrity of the shelter is critical. To assist you,
you may take use any of the building materials stored at the beginning of the course.
You must take any materials you choose through the obstacles. You're permitted to
make two trips through the obstacles."
There was a pile of aluminum poles, large coils of rope and some large bundles of
heavy canvas.
"You have forty-five minutes."

Theo would have laughed if he wasn't so tired. He'd been looking at the last seven
obstacles all day. They were all brutal. The first was a long trench of water with several
ropes hanging down, he'd have to swing from rope to rope to get across. Then a
fireman's pole he'd have to go up, more ropes to swing on, a large wall to climb,
islands he'd have to jump between, and on until the worst one. It was a curved space
about ten feet deep with a ledge hanging out over it. The gap was probably just within
fingers reach of a jump. He was going to have to hang from his fingertips on the very
last obstacle.
Theo looked at the pile next. He might be able to tie the canvas to his back but it was
going to add weight and throw him off balance. The wooded area was just some small
trees with grass under them, he could ignore the poles and use the trees at least. He
sighed and started hefting the canvas to see which one was lightest.
Wait a minute.
Theo picked up one of the aluminum poles. They were probably twelve feet long and
five inches in diameter. Probably the exact dimensions to make them most
cumbersome.
Except.
There were eight of the things. Theo pulled two out of the pile and went to find some
rope.
…
Theo staggered outside and collapsed on a bench. He half expected the thing to flip
him over or start moving. The door behind him opened but he was too tired to turn his
head. He saw it was Jill when she came around the bench. Her hair was damp and she
looked the way he felt. She gingerly sat down on the bench.
"Glad I didn't have swimming at the end," he said. "My last one was the obstacle
course."
She groaned. "Make your own tent? You did that at the end? I did that one around
noon. Trying to drag that canvas through was brutal, I couldn't finish it. How did you
do?"
He half laughed. "Finished in about twenty minutes but I probably cheated. I lashed
all the poles together and used that to bridge all the obstacles."

Jill sighed. "I don't know whether I want to laugh or cry now. A bridge. You're some
sort of evil genius. You waiting for someone?"
"Nah, I thought I’d run through the desert and rock climb the ridge. Maybe fight off
a few coyotes on the way. Make a hat out of a snake."
She grunted a laugh. "Make me one too."
"This is to test your knowledge about the field of reptilian haberdashery. You have
seven minutes," Theo said in a credible Jaxson impersonation.
"I'd laugh if I wasn't about to die. I still have to bike home."
Theo groaned at the thought of doing anything like riding a bike. "Didn't they tell
you that you'd need a ride?"
"Dad has a long duration experiment running, I didn't want to bother him but now I
wish I had. My ass may fall off."
Rachel's jeep pulled in.
"Hey guys," she said. "Long day?"
"We were just getting ready to make snake hats," Theo said. "After a run in the
desert."
"How about if I give you a ride home instead?"
"I'd take the ride," Jill said. "Snake hats or no."
"Where's your ride?" Rachel asked.
"She thought she'd be Bonnie Badass and ride her bike home," Theo said and
groaned as he got to his feet.
Rachel hopped out of the jeep. "Didn't your parents read the part about needing a
ride?"
"Just one parent, he's busy tonight," Jill said. "Didn't want to bother him with it."
"Bet you're regretting that decision. That's your bike? Throw it on the rack in the
back."

Theo climbed over the seat into the back and sprawled out.
"Guys, that's okay," Jill said. "I don't want to get in the way of any plans you have."
Rachel laughed. "You think we're going dancing or something?"
"Okay, I won't argue," Jill said.
"Good." Rachel helped Jill put the bike on the rack and bungeed it into place.
"Everyone belted in?" Rachel asked as she climbed in. "How did it go today?"
There was a soft snore from the back seat and Jill nodded.
"That pretty much covers it."

Chapter 40
Theo was still a little stiff Monday morning but walking down the hallway to his pod
didn't hurt at least. Ayr was showing Jake something about trigonometry on her
laptop. There was an envelope with his name on his desk. He sat down and picked it
up.
"Nervous?" Ayr said.
"Yeah, a little. I'm afraid it's going to say they don't need whatever I am."
Ayr and Jake rolled their chairs over.
"Relax, you've got nothing to worry about," Ayr said.
Theo read the message and then handed it to Ayr. "You sure about that?"
She read the short note and handed it to Jake.
He frowned after he read it. "That's weird. I've never heard of anyone being called to
a meeting to discuss their results. You didn't cheat or anything?"
"How would I?" Theo sat down in his chair and sighed. "Before the test, I was afraid
that it would show I wasn't supposed to be here and now there's this."

"I think you're exactly where you're supposed to be," Jake said.
Ayr nodded agreement. "You've already started making things better for us."
"How do you mean?" Jake asked her.
"Theo helped us Bullfrogs…sorry, us Ta'avi out with a big problem…"
His eyes got wider and wider as she explained what had happened.
Jake shook his head when she'd finished. "Theo, that was an amazing connection to
make. I wondered why Ayr was so different for the last few days."
She raised an eyebrow. "If I ask you to explain that, will you need medical attention
before you're done?"
Jake laughed. "See? If I had said that a month ago, you wouldn't have said anything,
just gotten mad and quiet. Now you're all, I dunno…feisty."
Theo and Ayr started laughing and Jake was the one with the red face. Theo didn't
have to look very closely to know that Jake liked the changes more than he'd admit.
Ayr, on the other hand, obviously had had a secret thing for him for a long time. Theo
decided that he'd bend the rules about interfering just a little. What were they going to
do? Make him a space janitor?
"Hey, would you guys walk down there with me?" Theo asked. "I have to leave in a
few."
"Of course we will," Jake said. "We'll even wait for you at that little coffee place right
across the street."
"What if I come over all feisty?" Ayr said, giving Jake a look.
"Promise?" Jake said and held the door for her.
Theo smiled as he walked down the hall with them.
And it's not really interfering that much, Kawehi doesn't need to know.
Ayr and Jake walked over to the café while Theo walked to the admin offices.
Instead of anyone at the desk, there was a computer with a camera. Theo read the
directions and then pushed the space key.

"Hello Theo," Jaxson said. "Your meeting is down the hall to your left. Third room,
number 6C."
Theo thanked Jaxson and walked down the hall. The doors were all closed except for
6C which was half open. He could hear voices inside and took a deep breath before
walking in. Amanda was at the head of the table and she smiled at him. Theo felt a
little better but he knew how busy she was so this had to be something big. Sitting next
to her was Kawehi who looked up from something she was writing and smiled. Then
there was a balding guy sitting next to her wearing the same blue-gray fatigues that
Emma and Rachel wore. On the other side of the table was a middle-aged man in
glasses and gray haired woman. He'd never seen either of them before.
"Hi, Theo," Kawehi said. "Are you freaking out yet?"
Theo's throat was dry and he just nodded as he sat at the last chair.
"Theo, my name is Lou Hobson," the balding man next to Kawehi said. "I'm in charge
of the Cadet training programs here at Armstrong."
"I'm Anita Sykes," the woman across from him said. "I'm part of the team that guides
the Counsellor programs. I also lead the team that oversees testing."
"Lowell Benton," the man next to her said. "I do most of the day to day guidance for
the Counsellors."
"They asked me to come as well," Kawehi said. "Partly because of the work we've
been doing together, partly to talk about your scores."
"I'm playing the part of the concerned legal guardian," Amanda said and everyone
chuckled.
"Was it that last obstacle? No one said I couldn't use that stuff to make a bridge."
Lou shook his head. "No, you're not the first one to have used that. Your friend here
was the quickest to figure it out."
Kawehi laughed. "I noticed the stuff sitting there when I was walking out to the
second stage. I used it to bridge all the obstacles for the rest of the day. I did the last
two stages in record time too."

"You did not do the obstacle course in record time. You threw your bridge across the
obstacles in record time," Lou said.
"Can you guess whose record I beat?" Kawehi said and patted Lou's hand.
"Whatever," Lou said and everyone else laughed.
"Theo, there's no problem with your scores," Anita said. "However, they're unusual
and we've got some decisions to make. I'd like to display the schematic of your test
scores."
Theo nodded and the lights dimmed slightly and a hidden projector turned on and
displayed an intricate looking graph in several colors. Anita did something on the table
and the screen zoomed in on four colored numbers out toward the edges.
"These are your scores in the four macro-level disciplines we have here. The red
indicates the cadet score, the brown is for the engineers, blue is our pilot training
program. The last one is gray is for the counsellors. I understand Henry gave you an
overview of what each of these do?"
Theo nodded.
"Okay, good. These scores represent a raw aptitude, not learned skills obviously. The
values range from zero up to a max of three-hundred. Typically, a score of 150 is
needed to join one of the specialized training groups. You'll see that your blue score is
97 and the Pioneer score is 163, which is respectable but what we're interested in are
these two numbers."
The screen zoomed into the two scores. The red one was 274 and the gray one was
281.
"These two are close enough that statistically they might as well be identical," Anita
said.
"As a proud aunt, I'll say that they're both quite high," Amanda said.
"What were Emma's?" Theo asked her and everyone around the table laughed.
"I don't actually remember. I don't suppose I could swear you to silence?" Amanda
said.

"No, probably not," Theo said, grinning.
"Just keep in mind that these represent aptitude," Lou said. "She's had a lot of
unarmed combat training."
"That brings up a good point," Anita said. "Before you wind Emma up too tightly,
these scores aren't set in stone. If you took the test now, your scores would be slightly
higher. Even if you did it the next day, there would be a slight shift in the numbers. A
few decimal places down, but it's measurable. If she took the test now, her red scores
would be much higher since her learned skills create a higher aptitude."
Theo frowned. "Then how are any of the scores valid if they're that plastic?"
"Good question. These are really slight shifts. For example, your body developed
more muscle fiber from the physical aspects of the test and Jaxson would be able to
detect the difference. Again, we're talking about very slight changes, a couple of
decimal points to the right of zero."
"Is scoring high in two colors that unusual?" Theo asked.
"Not at all. What's unusual here are the higher scores and the grouping of talents,"
Anita said.
"The scores between red and blue are often linked," Lou said. "That's where a lot of
our fighter and gunship pilots come from. Blue-brown are rarer, but they're out there.
Red-brown are folks that lean more to military engineering and those are fairly
common clusters."
"You've probably already guess that there aren't a lot of gray crossover scores,"
Lowell said. "Of those few, there are almost no red-gray score clusters. I've only heard
about one other person that has that profile."
"And that would be me," Kawehi said. "Have you heard the title of Counsellor yet?
They're the gray specialists just like red has the Cadets or brown represents the
Pioneers. Almost all of the people with talent like ours are part of the Counsellors."
"If I can ask, what kind of things do the gray-red clusters do?"
"There's a variety of different roles. That's something we'll talk about as we go."

"First, you qualify for a private office rather than sharing a pod," Lou said. "I've got
one available for your use."
"I'd like to stay where I am for now," Theo said. "I think it's important."
"It is," Amanda said. "Until the situation requires it, Theo will stay with his pod
group."
"Greatest good," Lou said. "Unless you hear different, I'll see you first thing
tomorrow, Theo. You know where to find us?"
"The red doors?"
"That's the place. See you then."
Lou got up and left.
"We'll be taking your afternoons," Lowell said. "Since you're already working with
Kawehi, we'll start there. As your training progresses, you can expect to be spending
time with other instructors as well. Unless Anita has anything, I think we're done as
well."
"Good luck, Theo," Anita said as they got up. "I'm looking forward to working with
you."
Amanda smiled at him and got up. Mirjam walked into the room and walked behind
Theo's chair. She put her hands on his shoulders and squeezed as she kissed the top of
his head.
"I knew you were going to be special the moment I first saw you," she said. "I'm
proud of you and I know your mom would be too."
Theo got up and Amanda hugged him. "I'm just as proud. I'll see you at home,
okay?"
They left and Theo was left with Kawehi.
"I've never seen Mirjam that affectionate with anyone but Amanda," she said, putting
her tablet in its case.

Theo smiled. "She's always been like that with me. One of the things I remember
from before is her telling me it had to be our secret."
Kawehi laughed. "I'll keep my mouth shut then. Want to get some lunch?"
"Yes, there's something I wanted to ask you about. I walked over with a couple of
friends, I should tell them everything is okay first."
When they walked over to the coffee shop, Theo saw that Ayr and Jake had taken
one of the small booths. They were both leaning slightly forward with their hands on
the table and Theo had the feeling that they were both working up the nerve to hold
hands. He wondered who would make the first move.
"Hey guys," he said and they both looked up quickly.
"How did it go?" Ayr asked.
"Interesting, I'll tell you about it later. I'm going to go get lunch with Kawehi."
"You're welcome to come along," Kawehi said. "I was thinking of going over to EpiCurious."
"Sure," Ayr said and got up.
There was a flash of disappointment on Jake's face. "Everything go okay with the
meeting?"
"I'll tell you over lunch."
As they left the Admin building, Ayr reached over and took Jake's hand. He looked
surprised and then smiled at her.
"Theo," Kawehi muttered as they walked down the street.
"It was a tiny little nudge," he said, just as quietly.
Kawehi shook her head but she was smiling as they crossed the street.

Chapter 41

A couple days later, Theo walked down to the admin building with Jake, Ayr, and
Imae. Jake and Ayr were holding hands but other than grinning at them, Imae didn't
say anything. She'd probably figured the two of them a long time ago. Or Ayr had told
her. She was remarkably restrained and Theo wondered what Ayr had threatened her
with and if he could use it as well.
"What's this all about, Theo?" Imae asked, walking beside him. "Give me the early
scoop."
"I don't have a clue," Theo said.
"But she's your aunt!"
He smiled. "That doesn't mean Amanda sits down and briefs me about her job."
"Sheesh, Theo. You could at least ask," Imae said and the other three laughed.
There had been a town wide message this morning, Amanda had called a Project
wide meeting at the Community Center. Most people were watching via a weblink,
but most of the older students had grabbed the chance to get away from classes and
were heading for the auditorium.
Ayr had a strange sense of déjà vu as they looked for seats near the back of the
crowded room. She really hoped she didn't have to go stand up front again.
"Ayr!" Holm waved at them and pointed to seats he was saving.
They made their way and sat down. Theo looked for Emma but didn't see her. The
room was pretty much full but people were still coming in through the doors and
standing in the aisles and along the back wall.
At precisely 10:00, the lights dimmed slightly and Amanda walked out on the stage,
followed by Baela and two of the Ta'avi that had come to the house the other night.
Lou and Marisol followed them out and stood in the back. The crowd fell silent as
Amanda stepped up to the podium.
"Good morning," she said. "Thank you for your attention. I apologize for the short
notice but it's long past time to address some issues across the Project. First, Baela
Hean'dellsar from the Ta'avi community asked to speak to the Project at large. Baela?"

The older woman stepped to the podium and took a deep breath, looking around the
room and at the cameras. "Thank you for your time and attention. I am here to
apologize for grave errors made by the former leaders of the Ta'avi community. Those
elders misled all of us about the nature of the Project here as well as other obligations
carried by the Ta'avi community here. I have gone to Director Evans and asked her
forgiveness for these lapses in our responsibilities. She graciously accepted our
apologies and I am now here to ask the rest of the Project for their understanding as
well. The Flame Bridge Clan had their eyes covered by the weak and fearful and has
neglected their obligations to all of you. I have come to beg your pardon, we stand
ready to assist you in any way that we can. Thank you."
It was quiet as Amanda stepped forward as Baela turned from the microphone and
the two embraced and put their cheeks together for a moment. Amanda kept Baela
with her at the podium. Amanda started to say something but was interrupted as the
auditorium erupted in cheers and clapping.
…
Kawehi was finishing her summaries of the new students. She knew it was important
work but it was getting a little tiresome. She forgot about all of that as there was a
rapid triple chime from her tablet signaling a priority sender. She opened the message
immediately.
There have been some very interesting messages from the synthetic that administers the test.
Specifically, the results of Theophile G. Cosineau. We assume that you're aware as well. Has
there been any signs of further neural modification?
No, she typed back. I've been working closely with him since his return home, there have
been no further signs of interference. I would like to make my recommendation official;
Theophile Gautier should be directly recruited at the earliest opportunity.
Kawehi sent the message and went back to the endless progress reports. Getting a
message into the queue for the uplink didn't take long but it had to wait for a courier
drone to take it through the Slingshot Gate before it could be transmitted to the
Commonwealth base . Unfortunately, a workable ansible system was still science
fiction so it could take several days to get a response.
She was just getting back into the progress report when her tablet signaled an
incoming call and she accepted it without looking away from laptop.
"Hello?"

"Good evening, Lieutenant Moana," Jaxson said from the speaker and Kawehi forgot
about the progress reports again.
"Good evening, Jaxson. I haven't heard that title for a while."
"Lieutenant, I have an situational message for you marked as 'operational immediate'
originating at the Commonwealth Intelligence Directorate. The parameters of the
message have now been met."
"I'm listening."'
"From Lord Commander Nyles: You are instructed to begin assembling a new
section. You will be assuming command and Theophile Cosineau is placed under your
supervision. Emmaline Cosineau is to be strongly considered as an advanced dyad
candidate for Theophile Cosineau. Direct recruitment is to be at your discretion.
Additional team members are at your discretion and subject to Directorate verification.
When operational, the section will be assigned directly to this regiment. Any current
duties with the Terran Diaspora Project will not take priority over this posting. This
posting and section are classified as black, a document with the list of persons
authorized to know these plans has been placed in your document storage. Message
ends."
Kawehi took a deep breath. "Thank you, Jaxson."
"You're welcome, Kawehi. There is a voice message addendum, personal from
Coordinator Teydora."
"Go ahead."
"Welcome back," a strangely accented voice said. "I'm sorry to cut your recovery time
short but we need every asset we can put in service. And put captain's bars on that
uniform you never wear, I'll buy the bottle next time we meet. Congratulations,
Captain Moana, Mercy guide your steps."
"Message ends," Jaxson said. "I'd like to add my congratulations, Captain."
"Thank you," Kawehi said, entering a code into a keypad on her desk. There was a
click as a drawer unlocked. "Please begin tracking the whereabouts of Theophile and
Emmaline Cosineau. Both are now Priority Red-One."

"Understood. All assets will be employed in their protection. Both are currently at
their residence."
"Thank you. Please notify Director Evans and her Warden of the changes. Send a
message to CID adding Emmaline Cosineau to my team. I very much doubt they'd put
up with being separated."
"I concur. Message in queue," Jaxson said. "Be advised, your own protection protocol
has been upgraded as well. Do you require a personal weapon?"
"I'm covered." Kawehi took a holstered pistol out of the drawer and checked the
magazine. "I'm done for the night. Where are Lieutenants Jones and Gutierrez?"
"Both are at their apartment. Should I tell them you're on your way?"
"Sure, but don't say anything about my promotion, I want to see the look on Jonesy's
face."
…
Emma was already at home by the time Theo pulled into the driveway and she met
him at the door.
"What was your cadet score?"
"Hi Emma, I had a pretty good day. How about you?"
"It was okay until I had to beat some answers out of my brother."
Theo just nodded and put his bag on the table and went into the kitchen and got a
glass of water. When he turned around, Emma was leaning in the doorway.
"You said the scores weren't the most important part."
"That's before you took the test and had a secret meeting about the results."
He took a long drink of water, keeping an eye on Emma.
"Theo, tell me."
"I think we should talk about your competitive streak. It's not healthy."

"You know what else isn't going to be healthy in a minute?"
He looked at the stairs, wondering if he could get to his room before she could grab
him.
"I wouldn't try it," Emma said.
Theo tensed like he was getting ready to run. Emma stood where she was. He had
hoped he could fake her out and get to the front door but she wasn't falling for it. He
took a slow step backward. Emma held up a key.
"Headed for the patio door? I already locked it."
"You're bluffing."
Emma shrugged. "You can believe that if you like. You're outclassed, little man."
Theo decided to roll the dice and faked toward the stairs before running around the
table. He didn't even make it past the end before Emma had an arm around his head.
He tried to twist away but her other hand was holding onto his belt. They struggled,
Theo knew he outweighed her and tried to bull the rest of the way to the front door
but she pushed a leg between his and somehow threw him over her leg. Theo landed
half on the couch and half on the floor. Emma immediately moved in with a grin that
told Theo he'd already lost but he tried to keep her off of him anyway. Soon she had
his arm behind his back and was kneeling on the backs of his thighs. They were both
laughing but she wasn't letting go.
"That was just pathetic."
"I almost made it."
"Please. You weren't even close." Emma let him up and sat down next to him. "You're
happy. It turned out okay?"
"Kind of weird but yeah."
"May I please know your red score?" Emma asked politely.
"Oh, is that what you wanted? Here you go." Theo handed her the sheet with the
scores.

"Oh, I beat your blue score, 97 to 138. You beat me with the Pioneers, I was in the
seventies. Gray, 281, wow! I wasn't anywhere near that high. So you're headed for the
Counsellors?"
"Keep reading," Theo said. "What was your cadet score?"
"What? It was 282." Emma ran her finger down the page. "You got a 271? So you're a
gray-red. What specialty is that?"
"I've got more meetings tomorrow to figure that out. They said the last score like that
was Kawehi."
Emma frowned. "Rumor is that she was a counsellor that got burnt out and sent on
leave. I think she's part of the Section though."
"The what?"
"It's an administration thing, people are assigned to separate sections when they're
working for the Commonwealth directly. Section Tango is one of those but there's no
listing who they're working for and the people assigned there always have interesting
skill sets. We all assume that they do unusual work but no one knows what."
"How do you know all this?"
She grinned. "Cadet Information Network."
"You mean cadet gossip. Why do you think she's part of that?"
"Have you ever watched Kawehi closely? She's all smiles and love but watch the way
she moves and holds herself. She's also incredibly quiet when she walks. Like, spooky
quiet. Elementary teachers and empath instructors don't act that way. Anyway, it's just
a feeling, don't say anything about it to anyone."
"Because it's bad?"
"No, because they've got to be working in secret. Our grapevine takes care to keep
what we know quiet. Rumor is that they do pretty wild stuff and it's secret for a
reason."

Chapter 42
The next morning, Theo walked across the immense gym, headed for the red doors.
He'd hoped Emma would be around to go in with him the first time but he hadn't seen
her at lunch. Other than being red, the doors looked like any of the other ones and
Theo walked in. There was an archway with "Do Right, Fear None" painted in the
same red as the doors. Past that was a long wide hallway with doors on either side. He
could hear voices but didn't see anyone. The first door on the left was open and had a
plate that said "Command."
Theo went in to an office with a couple of desks and a door in the corner. A guy he'd
seen around was sitting at a desk reading something.
"Excuse me," Theo said. "I'm supposed to report to the Bastion."
He squinted at Theo and then down at a paper. "Are you Cosineau?"
"Theo Cosineau, right."
Theo wondered if the guy needed glasses as he squinted at him again. "We don't use
first names, noob. You're just Cosineau, get used to it."
"How are you going to tell me and my sister apart then?"
There was a laugh from the door in the corner.
"Who's the noob now, Frank?" Lou called. "Have him wait, I've got a couple minutes
left on my conference."
Frank nodded toward a couple of seats and Theo sat down.
"Who's your sister?" Simon finally whispered.
"Emma Cosineau," Theo whispered back.
"She's a cadet? I don't know if I met her yet."
"I'm sure you'd remember her," Theo whispered.
"Remind me not to trust either of you to sneak anywhere," Lou said from the office
door. "Your 'whispering' could wake the dead. Frank, get the hell out of my office and
go do something useful."

Simon jumped to his feet. "Will do, Senior."
"Come on in, Theo."
Theo went and sat down
"First rule, don't call me Senior unless it's something formal here on campus. I feel
old enough around you infants as it is. Captain will do. We'll stick with Cosineau for
you, Emma doesn't have much to do with the Guard training company, although I'm
sure we'll see more of her now that you're here. I was working on a way to get you up
to speed so that you could join the training company but Kawehi left a message that
we're all meeting in an hour. I'm guessing she has her own plans, so we'll wait and see
what she says. Let's take a walk, I'll show you around at least."
Theo followed him out into the hall. Lou pointed at the archway.
"Do Right, Fear None, our official motto. You'll usually hear someone call out the
first couplet and others answer with the second. What does it mean to you?"
Theo thought for a second. "If you're doing the right thing, you don't need to worry
about anyone."
"Nice try, but no. Write me an essay tonight on the meaning. In fact, the other three
branches have their own mottos as well. Find out what they are and what they mean
and add it to the essay. Let's move on."
They walked down the hall. "Specialized classrooms are on the right," Lou said,
pointing. "On the other side we've got secure meeting rooms. That red and white
candy striped door is the armory, across from that is our machine shop. The last door
on the right is our dojo."
Lou opened the door and Theo followed him in. "Wow."
"Nice huh?"
The dojo was impressive, two stories tall. The walls were wooden and somehow
gave the impressions of buildings so it was almost like fighting in a courtyard. There
were several different types of floor and above it was a balcony that circled the room.
An entire wall was taken up by racks of different kinds of weapons, from simple sticks
to some complicated looking stuff on the other end. The room managed to be
comfortable and imposing at the same time.

"This area is strictly for unarmed combat. Outside is a practice yard where most of
the physical training takes place. We've got a range as well, but that's further up in the
hills."
"Is that where Rachel works?"
He nodded. " Rachel is great, one of the most promising Warden candidates we've
ever had. Okay, last stop is our commons."
Theo followed him back into the hall and they went through the double doors. It was
a comfortable room with a lot of desks and chairs and a few battered couches as well.
A few people were sitting around studying. They glanced up and nodded but didn't
say anything.
"Most people spend their pod time in here," Lou said. "You're free to use your down
time in either one. Come on, let's head back to my cage."
They went back to the office and sat down.
"Let's cover what people graduating from the cadet companies actually do," Lou
said. "We've got several advanced specialties that a few people show aptitude for,
things like the Wardens or IRT assignments. Most of our students become Colonial
Guards and move to colony training after graduation. After that, they're bound for one
of the colonies. They'll get a better idea what colony life is like and as new colonies are
founded, there will be a trained pool of personnel ready to move in and help."
"Shep mentioned that most of the military folks were kind of like volunteer
firefighters."
"More or less. There's lots of crossover like I said yesterday. We get some military
engineer types but mostly it goes the other way, most of our Cadets are also Pioneers.
Out there, their main job is working with the rest of the colony but in case of trouble
there's a trained core of people. Have you met any of the Ta'avi?"
"Yeah, I'm friends with a few."
"You get along with them then? Good. Because they've been restricted to Pioneer
roles, most of the engineer groups are Ta'avi heavy. If you get the chance, head out
with them for field training. Those are normally run as Pioneers only but sometimes
they'll take other people along. I'm not sure what Kawehi has in mind for you but
knowing what other specialists are doing never hurts."

"I was curious about something," Theo asked. "The Pioneers and Cadets are
supposed to build everything and defend the colonists, but there's billions of people on
Earth. Are there enough of them?"
"No, nowhere near enough. Part of the training around here is learning to teach other
people, even the cadets. We're training the teachers for now. When the Project goes
public, we'll be helping train existing professionals who volunteer for the colonies.
Maybe we'll get enough people but I doubt it. Other questions?"
"I was wondering, I only see a few people wearing uniforms, that's not a cadet
thing?"
"Until you graduate you don't get to wear a uniform unless you're in the field or at
the range. The uniformed people you see are working as instructors to the junior
classes while they do their own advanced training. We've got two Wardens training at
the moment and four IRT candidates, including your sister. Here on Earth they make
up specialized teams that work directly against the Dominion. Once the colonies get
rolling, they'll also be out there providing support to Guard units. The people that got
you out of West Virginia are one example of those teams."
"When I got here one of the first things I learned was that we're all at war but
everything here is so quiet that it's easy to forget this isn't just another town."
"It'd be a damned strange town if so," Lou said. "Director Evans keeps things very
relaxed in public and it's easy to lose sight of the reason we're all here. The peace and
quiet isn't to make us feel better, it's to allow training and research and everything else
that goes on here to proceed without too much fuss. I remind myself every morning
what's at stake here. I would guess that you don't need much reminding."
Theo thought back to Watson's Hole. "Yeah, I'm ready to get to work."
"Good."
"You're both here, good," Kawehi said as she came in.
Lou and Theo both stood up.
"Good morning, Captain," Lou said.
"Thank you, Captain," Kawehi said. "Sit down, both of you. What did I miss?"

"Just finished a quick familiarization," Lou said. "Since Mr. Cosineau obviously isn't
headed for a Colonial Guard posting I'm assuming that you want to run his training?"
"I planned to oversee it, but I'd appreciate whatever help you can give me. Theo can
catch the critical classes with whatever company has the space. I'm going to ask Rachel
and Emma to help with physical conditioning and range training as they're able."
"Emma is one of the instructors for Company Two but I'll have Freddie step up to
give her more time to torture Theo. There shouldn't be any problems getting him into
the range schedule."
"Sound good, Theo?" Kawehi asked.
"I don't even know what I don't know here," Theo said. "Whatever you two think is
best works for me."
"You'll probably regret saying that," Lou said. "I'll forward the syllabus and class
times, Kay. Let me know what you want him to cover."
"Heavy on xeno subjects at first, he'll need GalCom induction too. I've got to go talk
to Morgan about getting him into basic flight. For now, I'll take Theo with me. It looks
like he's going to explode if he doesn't get to ask some questions about this."
They stood up and Lou came around the desk and punched Kawehi gently in the
shoulder. "That'll tack that thing on for you a little tighter until there's time to do it
right. Mercy guide."
She hugged him. "Thanks, Louis. Tell Jenny I said hi."
"She's still waiting for you to come for dinner."
"Soon," Kawehi promised.
…
"I didn't know you were a captain," Theo said as they walked down the hall.
"I wasn't until yesterday. I've been an inactive lieutenant on medical leave. Let's have
this conversation in quieter surroundings."
"Okay. Where are we headed?"

Kawehi didn't answer and Theo looked at her curiously but didn't ask anything else.
They walked to her office where Emma was sitting in a chair waiting.
"What did you do this time?" Emma teased Theo.
"You can't prove anything," Theo said.
Kawehi shook her head, smiling as she unlocked the door. The twins followed her
inside and Kawehi closed the door behind them.
"Have a seat," Kawehi said. "The first thing I need to say is that this meeting and
everything it will cover will not be discussed outside of a secure room. Understand?"
Theo and Emma nodded.
"Thank you, let's start. My work goes beyond helping the early education teachers. I
was previously part of a team of highly talented people tasked with…difficult things.
There were significant problems on our last mission and all but two of us were lost.
I've been recovering while working with kids here. Last night I received orders to
return to duty and begin putting a new team together. Theo, your scores attracted
some highly placed attention and I was directed to recruit you both immediately."
"Can I ask why I'm included?" Emma asked.
"However it happened, you two are essentially a dyad," Kawehi said. "Your scores
are as impressive as Theo's and now that you're becoming more settled I think your
skills would compliment his perfectly. I'm sure the Commonwealth planners are
happy they don't have to spend the time sending Theo through the entire Pairing
process."
Emma looked surprised. "He'd be assigned to a dyad otherwise?"
"Part of Theo's training will be how to run a special command of his own. Those
captains are always warded."
Theo looked uncomfortable. "I don't know anything about leading people."
"That's why they call it training. We're not headed into orbit tomorrow, you've got
time to learn this. Don't look so nervous, you know more about leadership than you
think. Question, Emma?"

"I assume we're becoming part of Section Tango?"
Kawehi smiled. "Why am I not surprised you know about that? Yes, you've both
already been transferred over. What else?"
"Can tell me who we're working for?"
"Directly? You've never heard of them," Kawehi said. "Operationally we'll be
attached to a Xero'pah regiment. The Lanterns."
Emma's eyebrows went up. "Whoa, aren't they one of the Elders?"
"They say they're the only Elder since they predate the Gyr," Kawehi said and then
laughed. "Do not get into any arguments about it, we don't have that kind of time.
Theo, you look baffled. There are several military units that date back to the Founders
Empire, One of them, and arguably the oldest is the Xero'pah's First Lantern of the
Emperor. There is a Gyr organization that predates their entry into the Empire called
The Fist. Since the Gyr are effectively immortal and the Xero'pah only slightly less so,
they have all the time in the universe to argue about it. Which reminds me, you'll both
need GalCom. I'm going to set up sessions at the lang-lab for you both. Have you done
anything there, Emma?"
"No, but I know where it is."
"Good, I'll let you know when I get some time scheduled. Emma, will leaving IRT
training cause you any problems?"
Emma shrugged. "Honestly, it wasn't a passion, Kay."
Kawehi laughed, surprising them both. "You've been in a holding pattern for too
long Emma. Now that your other half is here, are you ready to get to work?"
Emma grinned. "Hell yeah."
"Good. Our first job is going to be getting Theo up to speed while the rest of the team
comes together. We'll be taking on a few noobs like you two as well as a few veterans.
Lou is going to be ramping down your leadership modules, I'd like you to spend the
time teaching Theo physical conditioning, useful skills, things like that. Rachel will be
making time for him at the range as well. As more people come in, I'd like you to
expand that to them as well. I'll send a message to the training center that you have use

of any of the facilities you think you need. Set up a training plan and get it to me by
tomorrow."
Emma nodded and made a note on her tablet.
"I've also got a reading list for each of you to get started on. You'll work on your own
in the mornings. After lunch, you'll finish the day with me, strengthening your
connection as a dyad. I can guarantee you won't be bored. I've got to finish things up
here so I can hand off my job. That'll take me the rest of the day, why don't you two
head up to the range and chat with Rachel in the meantime."

Chapter 43
Theo was thinking about the test as he drove the Z, specifically when Jaxson asked
him if he was happy. The last ten days had been hard, his whole body hurt. He
thought he was in good shape but Emma was ruthless about pushing him further.
Theo was starting to get the feeling that she'd been taking it easy on him before. Rachel
was just as bad, this would be the second Sunday he was spending at the range. At
least he remembered gloves this time, his hands had been bloody last week when he
got home. Which did not stop Emma from making him run another ten miles before
bed. He spent the rest of his time in classes, learning tactics, history, critical thinking,
logic, the list went on and on. Some days it felt like his brain was going to run out of
his ears.
In spite of all of that, or maybe because of it, he could say he was truly happy. He
had a family that was loving, affectionate, fun, and in the case of Emma, possibly
psychotic. He grinned suddenly, thinking of the water balloon trap he'd left for her this
morning. Theo downshifted as the turn off for the range road came into view. He even
had a car of his own. The paint was faded and scratched up and there were a few
patches of rust showing through. But he was still convinced it was the most beautiful
car in the world. At least Amanda agreed with him, no matter how much the other two
made fun of it. Willy had even given him a pair of fuzzy dice for the mirror.
Rachel's jeep was already in the parking lot when he pulled in and he saw her
walking back to the firing line. There were fresh paper targets on the practical pistol
course and Theo smiled as he got out of the car. He loved the PPC.
"Morning, birdie," Rachel called and Theo waved.

They met at one of the shooting benches were Rachel already had a couple of boxes
open.
"Something a little different today," she said. "We're going to start getting you used
to shooting with a team member nearby."
Rachel had Theo raise the red flag while she uncovered signs that warned anyone
from using the range while they were in front of the firing line.
"Take both pistols," Rachel said, setting the timers on the moving targets.
Theo put on a pair of holsters, one on his shoulder for the automatic and one on the
belt for the revolver. He checked both guns before loading his magazines. Rachel was
already wearing two pistols and waited for him at the starting gate.
"Good to go," Theo said.
"First thing we're doing is a slow walkthrough. I'll be on your left side, pay close
attention to where I'm standing."
She slapped the start button and they walked through the course, using their fingers
as guns. Rachel made him repeat it several times, faster and faster before they took a
break. It was already heating up as the sun began baking the valley.
"Ready to try it for real?" Rachel asked as they drank water.
"I had one question, you keep moving me at the third barricade. It interferes with my
shot."
"Sure, lets use the table and I'll show you."
Theo stood behind the table and Rachel stepped behind him, her right shoulder
almost touching his left shoulder blade.
"Okay, move slowly forward," Rachel said.
They took slow steps forward to the table. Theo began to pivot but Rachel had him
stop and showed him the correct angle to use. It didn't feel quite natural to Theo and
Rachel put her hands on his shoulder and arm and gently pushed him into the proper
place. Her breath tickled his ear as they moved and he had goosebumps all over his

arms by the time they were done. Rachel noticed that he was distracted and made him
do it over and over as she watched. It was easier to remember, but not nearly as fun.
Then they moved through the course slowly, methodically shooting the targets and
covering each other during reloads. Then they did it a little faster, over and over until
Theo was starting to get the feel of it. They stopped for lunch and Theo grabbed
sandwiches out of the fridge while Rachel did something to the control panel.
They ate while Rachel quizzed him on the proper way to fieldstrip all of the pistols
he had trained with. The first time she'd run him through it, he was hopeless. Rachel
was just as merciless as Emma, taunting him and laughing when he got things wrong.
Theo had been irritated enough over the past week to spend some valuable sleep time
going through the manuals for each pistol. He could tell she was surprised this time
and grinned.
"Much better," she said. "Maybe there's hope for you yet. Finish your sandwich,
we're going to run this thing full speed with the added fun of the targets shooting
back."
Theo's eyebrows went up. "Do we get vests?"
"They're just little squibs that make a bang. When you shoot a target, the system
cameras decide if your shot was fatal. If not, there's a bang and you're dead. It's fun."
The first time through, Theo was tense and they "died" twice before the last target.
Rachel ran the exercise twice more and he began to relax, making it through the course
without dying. Rachel wiped her forehead and looked at the thermometer.
"One more time and we'll go in the shade and work on accuracy."
Theo felt himself falling into the rhythm of the exercise, hitting center mass each
time. There was a pause as he dropped an empty magazine while Rachel covered him.
She had two pop-up targets to drop in sequence and her pistol jammed after the first
shot. Theo immediately dropped the automatic, pulling the revolver as he stepped to
her side and fired twice, putting both rounds in center mass. Rachel cleared her pistol
and said "pause" three times loudly.
"Exercise halted," the system said.
Theo knelt down to retrieve his pistol and when he stood up, Rachel was still
standing very close to him.

"Nicely done, you saved my life," she said quietly, her blue eyes staring into Theo's
gray ones.
"I'm glad."
"For that, you get a kiss." Rachel leaned forward, kissing his lips lightly.
Without even thinking about it, Theo's free arm went around her and they kissed
again, longer this time. Theo could taste the peppermint of her chewing gum. Finally
Rachel took a step backward, breathing a little fast.
"We need to get into the shade before we end up with heat stroke."
Theo noticed he was breathing a little faster as well as he followed Rachel into the
shade of the shooting line.
"Cancel exercise," Rachel told the system. There was a bell and the range light went
from red to green.
"You don't want to finish?"
"I jammed and you dropped yours in the dirt, let's get these stripped and cleaned."
Theo unloaded his guns and cleaned them. Rachel went over her gun carefully after
cleaning it but couldn't find anything wrong. She said that it was probably the
ammunition and they spent another couple of hours with distance targets before she
decided it was too hot to continue.
Theo helped her clean everything and pack it up and they sat on one of the benches
drinking water.
"I think everyone else is too smart to come up shooting in this heat. They're probably
all out at the canyon sitting in the creek."
"That sounds pleasant," Theo said, wiping sweat off his face.
"You're doing really well," Rachel said. "That move on the PPC, that was pro-level.
Did you see that done somewhere?"
Theo shrugged. "It just felt right."

"Since you're doing so well, we will skip today's quiz. You may take me for a ride in
your car however."
There wasn't an AC in the car, but once they were moving, the open windows made
it fairly comfortable. Rachel told Theo where to turn and he followed a twisty two
track to the top of the ridge.
"Best view in town," Rachel said, getting out.
Theo went over and they sat on a boulder, looking out over the town and down the
valley. He could almost see the bluff way to the west where the ranch's boundary
started. Theo's heart was starting to speed up and he wondered if he should put his
arm around her. It was way too hot for that so he just put his hand near hers. He
looked at her and noticed a strange tension in her face.
"Everything okay?"
Rachel nodded. "Just admiring the view."
"It's incredible."
They sat there a few more minutes until Rachel said her head was frying and had
Theo take her back to the range. He drove home, trying to figure out what was going
on between them. Rachel would be affectionate at one moment, like today. Then she'd
back off and make a joke about it. It was confusing and Theo started to think about
what he was missing.

Emma was waiting for him when he got home.
"Breaking heat records today," she said when Theo came in. "Your ears are
sunburned, didn't you put sunscreen on?"
"Didn't think about it," Theo said, pouring a large glass of water.
"And you didn't wear a hat either? What if you get skin cancer on your ears?"
Theo looked at her, raising one eyebrow. "Are you serious?"

"Yes, I'm serious! Do you know that's the most common type of cancer? You need to
take better care..." Emma stopped and put her hand over her mouth. "Oh my god."
Theo laughed. "Thank you, I'll be careful."
"My temper is getting better but I need to get the worrying under control now. Drink
your water, maybe we can run after the sun goes down."
They went and sat in the living room, looking out the picture window. Theo tried to
figure out where he'd gone with Rachel and finally asked Emma about it.
"You can't see it from here. Rachel took you up there?" Emma smiled. "Did you have
fun?"
"We sat and looked at the view and then she said she was hot and we went back to
the range."
"You didn't go down to the little rock shelter?"
"Nope, we stayed on top."
"Don't tell her I told you this, but we both use that as our go-to spot after a date."
"After a date. What does that mean?"
She laughed. "We've both taken boys up there to make out. I wonder why she took
you up there."
"Maybe because I saved her," Theo said and explained what had happened during
the shooting exercise.
"Have you tried reading her emotions?"
"I'm really careful not to read her emotions. She said she didn't think it was fair
before. I noticed she was tense up there, but I try not to look too closely."
"Rachel is probably conflicted right now," Emma said. "In a few months they'll start
the first interviews with her to choose a partner for the dyad."
"I'm distracting her."

"I don't think distracting is the right word. You're a different path than Warden
training and I think she's probably having some doubts. I hoped she might change her
mind but I guess not."
"A relationship with me can't happen with her as a Warden, can it?"
"I'm sorry, I don't think so. Can you imagine Mirjam having a boyfriend
somewhere?"
"She was so sad when she came here. She tried to hide it but I found her crying."
"I never knew that, but I'm not surprised. She was married when she was selected for
Warden training. Mirjam had to walk away from her family when she paired with
Amanda."
"Kids and everything?"
"Not her kids. They have a different marriage system on Juneo, it's polygamous."
"So she wasn't gay before she met Amanda?"
Emma laughed. "Earth is one of the few planets that worries about that kind of thing.
Building attraction is part of the process but I'm sure if she wasn't attracted to women
at all they wouldn't have paired her with Amanda."
"Building attraction."
Emma lost her smile. "Yeah, sorry. You probably didn't need to know that."
"No, I think I did. I'll fix things tomorrow with her. We can't be flirting with each
other if that's what's ahead. She doesn't need the distraction and I don't need my heart
ripped out when it happens."
Emma looked at the ceiling. "This is all such bullshit. You two belonged together,
you have since we were little. The fucking Dominion really pisses me off sometimes."
"Yeah. But we're just two people and there's an important job that needs to be done
first. Happiness like that is for another time, maybe another life. It doesn't mean we
can't be friends."
Emma frowned. "Why are you being so noble about this?"

Theo looked at her. "Because I want revenge more than love Emma. Every time I
don't think I can run another step or read another book, I think about Ollie and Claire,
Ayr's family, or Watson's Hole. That's how I keep going. I want to kill as many of them
as I can."
"Don't let it cloud your mind," Emma warned.
"Nope. Then I couldn't get out there and get to work."
Emma sighed. "And please remember that this fight isn't your entire life. You have
the same right to love and happiness as anyone else."
"Like I said, things didn't work out that way in this life. I'm happy being here, doing
what I'm doing."
"I wish you'd get mad sometimes."
Theo sat up and looked at her and Emma studied his face.
"Oh," she said quietly. "You're very good at hiding it."
"It gets in the way if I don't," Theo said, looking back out across the valley.
Emma put her head on his shoulder and Theo put his arm around her. They sat and
watched the landscape without saying anything.

Chapter 44
He knew he had to but Theo really didn't want to have this conversation. He'd been
tempted to leave it alone since last night but he didn't need Kawehi to tell him this was
the best way. He tapped on the door frame and Rachel looked up.
"Hey, you got a few minutes?" Theo asked.
"Sure, I could use a break. Want to walk around the track?"
"Sounds good."
Theo followed her outside. With the sun starting to go down, it was getting nice.
They weren't the only ones taking advantage of the break in the heat, the track already

had a handful of people running and more were coming out to stretch or just hang out
on the benches.
"What's going on?" Rachel asked.
"This thing between us, I wasn't sure but I hoped it was going somewhere. Now that
I understand what a Warden really is, I realize nothing can happen. I'll back off."
Rachel sighed. "This is my fault and I'm ashamed that you came to me with this
instead of the other way around. It was stupid and irresponsible of me to cuddle and
kiss you."
"It was nice."
"But this part isn't," Rachel said. "I'm sorry Theo but you're right. A romantic
relationship outside of the dyad is pretty much impossible. I chose this before I ever
had a clue I'd see you again. I wish things would have been different but…"
"But it just didn't work out that way," Theo said, thinking of Kawehi saying the same
thing. "You've worked your ass off for this and I hear you're really good at it."
"You're not angry?"
"Not at you, no way. If there was a Crabtree I could get my hands on though…"
"I'd want next on that."
They walked the rest of the track in silence and headed back inside. They got back to
her pod and Rachel sat down.
"Thank you for doing this Theo, I apologize for not talking to you a long time ago.
Still friends?"
"That was never in doubt," he said. "I just…never mind. I'll see you tomorrow, okay?
Goodnight."
"Goodnight."
When the door closed, she leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. Finally,
she rubbed her eyes and sat up. Rachel stared at the physics book for a few seconds

before grabbing her gym bag. Maybe she could find someone to spar with, she really
needed to hit something.
Theo went to the pod, hoping to get some quiet time but Jake was at his desk reading
something. He glanced up and said hi and Theo nodded and put his stuff in his bag.
"Everything okay?" Jake asked.
"Honestly, no. I don't want to talk about it," Theo said without turning around.
Jake chuckled. "I don't blame you, people get a little too in touch with their feelings
around here. Just remember that tomorrow's another chance, partner. Feel better."
"Thanks Jake."
Theo got walked out to his car and decided to take a few laps around the Project
before driving home. Finally, he drove up the winding road to the house, resisting the
temptation to floor the old Datsun. He was hurting and pushing his luck with the car
was appealing. But missing a curve and sailing out into empty space wouldn't fix
much. If only it was different, things would have been so perfect…
Stop thinking about it. The universe isn't a fair place, it's not a surprise. She's your friend
and this is what's best for both of you.
He parked the car and got his bag. Amanda's BMW was in the garage and Emma's
Scout was in the driveway. Theo stopped before he walked up the steps. For the first
time, he wasn't looking forward to going inside. Instead, he walked around the house
and down to the patio. He tried the sliding glass door. It slid open and he was careful
not to make any noise as he closed it and tiptoed down the hall to his room. Theo
closed that door quietly too. He'd be fine tomorrow, he just didn't want to have to
pretend he was happy at the moment. With a sigh, he picked up the top book from the
stack beside his bed. Neither game theory or psychology was terribly appealing but it
was hard enough to keep up as it was.
He got his mind focused and was several pages into it when there was a tap at the
door and it opened slightly.
"Hey," Emma said quietly.
"Hey."

"I brought you some dinner down."
"How'd you know I was here?"
She smiled. "Do you think there's a door in this house that Mirjam doesn't watch
somehow? I take it you talked to Rachel."
Theo nodded and Emma put the tray down and sat beside him on the bed. She put
her arm around his shoulders.
"I'm sorry, Sparrow. But I know what will help. You need to watch the video. Be
right back."
"I don't understand it," Theo called as she went next door.
Emma came back holding her tablet. "What's to understand?"
She plugged it into the screen on the wall. A surfing video started playing and they
sat and watched it together.

Chapter 45
"Can I help you with anything, sir?" the woman asked Theo. She was pretty with
very stylish clothes on and he was a little intimidated.
"That's okay, I'm…"
"Yes, he needs a lot of help," Emma interrupted.
"Of course, just follow me," the woman said, leading them deeper into the store. "My
name is Gretchen. Is this for a special occasion?"
"A holiday party," Emma said before Theo could open his mouth. "He's going with
me, I'm thinking something elegant and classic."
"Mandy said this was casual," Theo said.
"That's nice," Emma said. "Gretchen, I'm going to go down to the jewelry store. He's
probably going to tell you he doesn't need to try anything on. Don't believe him."

The blonde woman smiled at Theo before looking back at Emma. "What color are
you wearing, miss? Do you want his accents to match?"
"Whatever looks good on him, I'll probably ditch him once we're there."
Gretchen laughed. "Take your time, I'll see what we can do."
Emma patted Theo's head and told him to be good before leaving him there.
Gretchen got a cloth tape out of her pocket.
"You two have to be twins."
"Guilty," Theo said. "How does this work?"
"Just relax, I won't bite."
"I don't like shopping for clothes."
"I don't know many men who do," Gretchen said. "Hold up your arm for me."
The woman quickly took Theo's measurements, muttering numbers to herself. He
couldn't believe it was already the end of the year. He hadn't even been here a year
and already his life in West Virginia was a half remembered bad dream. Theo
wondered what Junior would think of him now, He'd put on almost thirty pounds
since he got here and Emma and Rachel both made sure none of it was fat.
Theo jumped and looked down where Gretchen was measuring his inseam. Then he
looked away, slightly embarrassed. Her low cut shirt didn't cover much from this
angle and Theo wondered if she knew.
"Sorry, should have warned you," Gretchen said. "Okay, let's start with taking a look
at different styles."
Theo followed her and half paid attention as she pulled out several suit jackets,
pointing out the different fabrics and colors of each one. One of the many things he'd
learned was to divide his attention although he doubted Kawehi had taught him so he
didn't have to pay close attention to what kind of suit he should be getting. He was
surprised at how intense a teacher Kawehi was too. He'd been goofing off in Galactic
History and she'd heard about it. His ears still burned when he remembered the first
class ass-chewing he'd gotten. It had worked, he'd worked hard to avoid that ever
happening again.

"That one," Theo said to Gretchen. "I like that thicker material."
"It's nice, isn't it? What kind of suit were you thinking about?"
Theo shrugged. "I really don't have a clue what kinds there are."
"The first thing is how many elements. There's a jacket and trouser, or you can get a
little fancier and add a vest."
Something caught Theo's eye. "Like that one?"
She smiled. "That's technically a waistcoat. It's a bit more substantial than a vest."
Theo walked over and took it off the hanger. "I like the shape of it. What kind of suit
goes with this?"
Gretchen launched into another round of show and tell with the suit jackets and
Theo let his attention wander again. Running into Junior would be fun, Theo had
gotten fairly proficient with a shotgun and rifle but pistols were his first love. Kawehi
would probably frown on Theo shooting anyone but beating him senseless was always
an option. After he'd watched The Pink Panther with Emma, she'd taken to leaping out
at him around the house. Amanda had finally put a stop to it when they knocked
dinner onto the floor one evening in the kitchen but it had been fun. He'd never be as
fast as Emma but she was having to work harder and harder to beat him these days.
Theo's eyes focused on the jacket Gretchen laid over the colorful waistcoat. "That's
the one I think."
She smiled and nodded. "You've got a good eye, I don't know why your sister
doesn't trust you."
"There was a tie shaped like a fish once. It had LED eyes."
Gretchen laughed. "That would do it. Now, what about shoes?"
"I wear them, sure."
"Uh huh, good start. What were you thinking about wearing with the suit?"
Theo was led to a different part of the store and put in a chair while a series of shoes
was brought out for him to examine. Gretchen insisted on helping him put each pair

on and Theo was acutely aware of her exposed skin and bra as she knelt in front of him
tying each pair. Finally he asked her what her favorite pair was. They were all just
shoes to him. She smiled and picked out a pair. Theo got the feeling that she'd been
very aware of the effect she was having on him.
"For a small additional fee, we can have everything tailored in just a few hours," she
told him, leading him to the cash register.
He agreed that he needed it today and she totaled everything up. Theo was proud of
himself for not letting his mouth fall open at the final price. He'd come a long way
since Watson's Hole, West Virginia. Emma came in carrying several bags as they
finished up.
"How did it go?" she asked Gretchen.
"He made some very nice choices, I think you'll be pleased. We'll have everything
ready in a couple of hours."
Gretchen gave Theo a slip to claim his suit, which he thought was a little silly. The
mall was mostly deserted and there were only two people working here. He smiled
and put it in his pocket, thanked her and went to find lunch with Emma. They found a
café on the top floor with views of the distant mountains.
"How did it go?" Emma asked when they sat down.
"I wondered if I should tell her that I could see down her shirt when she bent over."
Emma laughed. "She already knows. How do you think she gets men to stand still
long enough to sell them a suit?"
Theo smiled and shook his head. No matter how much he learned, there was still a
world of things he didn't have a clue about.
"How much was it?"
Theo pulled out the receipt to look at the exact price. "She wrote something on the
back."
Emma took the slip of paper and looked at it. "Yeah, that's her phone number, you
goob."

"Really?"
Emma laughed again. "Yes, really. Did you get something that would be comfortable
outside? The Remembrance is the same night."
Baela had gone to Amanda a few weeks ago, saying that the Ta'avi people wanted to
invite the entire Project to their Remembrance ceremony. They all gathered and read
the names of the family and friends they had lost. Theo was very interested in going,
Ayr had told him at the start of the year that his parents were named and he wanted to
hear it. The problem was that the ceremony was on the longest night of the year and
that happened to be the night scheduled for the Project Gala.
It had started off years ago as a simple holiday party, just a few drinks after work. As
time went on, it got bigger and more elaborate. Now it was the social event at the
Project. Amanda enjoyed it and encouraged everyone to attend. She knew it was
important that all of the staff and scientists have at least one night a year to dress up
and have fun. When Theo had heard there was dancing, he immediately decided he
wasn't going. Emma had tried to get him to take dancing classes but Theo had
adamantly refused. With the help of Kawehi and Amanda, Emma had finally gotten
him to agree to at least attend after she swore she wouldn't make him dance.
Theo had expected the Ta'avi to be a little prickly about people having a party the
same night as their Remembrance but he was surprised when Ayr shrugged it off,
saying that the Ta'avi didn't all attend Remembrance. The final result was that both
events would start at the same time. The Remembrance began solemnly and then the
ceremony turned into a large party. Most of the people interested in attending would
show up when things had relaxed.
"I think the suit will be good outdoors," Theo said. "If it's really cold, I'll take a coat."
Emma nodded. "We're going to go with Rachel, remember?"
Theo nodded. Things between him and Rachel had been different since they'd
decided to keep away from anything but friendship. She was still friendly but more
like an acquaintance than someone he'd been friends with his entire life. He'd talked to
Kawehi about it and she'd explained that Rachel was protecting herself as much as
anything else. It made sense but Theo missed the way things had been between them.
After they'd eaten and Emma had dragged Theo into several stores, they went back
up to the men's store to pick up the suit. Gretchen and Emma were both adamant he
try it on so Theo sighed and took it to the changing room.

"Oh, nice," Emma said when he came out.
Gretchen just nodded and checked the fit in several places. Theo was pretty sure she
was doing more adjusting than was necessary and from the smile on Emma's face, she
saw it too. After changing back into normal clothes, it was time for the long drive back
into the emptiness that hid their home.

Chapter 46
Theo was getting ready, the suit was laying on the bed and he wiped the shoes with
a soft cloth. There was a tap on the door and Emma looked in.
"How's it going?"
"What's wrong? You don't look happy."
"There's something I need to tell you. Rachel has been going out with one the Raptor
guys for the last few weeks."
Theo knew it would happen at some point and took a deep breath. "Okay."
"The thing is, they're going as a couple tonight. Rachel didn't think he'd be back here
in time to attend, that's why she was going to go with us. But she called and told me
that he got an early flight back and she's bringing him along. They'll be here in two
hours."
Theo nodded and looked down at the shoe in his hand.
"I knew this would suck," Emma said. "One of you was going to start seeing someone
sooner or later. I was thinking that we could just meet them there."
"No, it's fine," Theo said. He got up and took a pair of blue jeans off the shelf. "Do
you think that jacket looks okay with these?"
"They'd look great together."
Theo nodded and hung the suit pants back up.
"You're not going, are you?" Emma asked.

"I think I'll go to the Remembrance instead."
"Theo."
"I can't do it Emma," Theo said. "And I'm not any good at pretending. You will be
miserable for me, Rachel will be uncomfortable and then probably get pissed. I know
Kawehi is going to be there too and she'll see…I just don't want to deal with it, okay?"
Emma looked at him for a long time and then nodded. "I'm unhappy you're missing
your first Gala. Do you want me to steer Rachel away from the Remembrance?"
"No, I doubt I'll be there that long. I'm planning to go long enough to hear Ollie and
Claire's names and say hello to Ayr's family and Deirdre."
"You're going to have to deal with the Rachel thing sooner or later."
"I know," Theo said, pulling his boots out the closet. " I'll be happy for her some other
day, okay?"
…
Rachel knocked on the door and opened it. "Hello?"
"Hey, we're in here," Amanda called from the kitchen. "Wow, that dress looks
amazing on you!"
Rachel was wearing a classic thigh length strapless black dress with a string of
pearls.
"Thanks, I want to introduce you guys to Marcus."
A short stocky man behind her stepped into the kitchen. "Director Evans, it's a
pleasure."
"Hi Marcus," Amanda said, going to shake hands. "It's just Amanda around here. I
don't know if you knew my partner, Mirjam."
Amanda gave Mirjam a look as she got off the stool. It said something about not
crushing his hand, or being anything but polite.
"Nice to you meet you, Marcus," Mirjam, shaking hands carefully.

"Hi Mirjam. I don't know if you remember me, I was in one of your SERE seminars."
"Of course, how could I forget?" Mirjam said, smiling. She had no memory of the guy
but Amanda was still giving her the "best behavior" look.
"Hey there," Emma said, walking into the kitchen. She was wearing a mid-length
wine red dress with a locket and diamond earrings that were her mother's.
Rachel whistled softly. "Damn, girl."
Emma grinned. "I know, right?"
"Emma, you look stunning," Amanda said. "I've never seen that dress before."
"Secret birthday present from me. I thought since there's a new and improved Emma,
I could show my girly side occasionally. And that's a pretty swank dress yourself."
Amanda was wearing a cream colored floor length dress and her hair was pinned on
top of her head in ornate black curls. "Thank you. We're off for a quiet dinner and we'll
see you there."
Emma kissed her cheek, further surprising Amanda.
"See you then. Hiya Marcus, nice to see you made it back in time."
"Where's Theo?" Rachel asked.
"He decided he's not going," Emma said. "Let me grab my jacket."
"What? Why not?" Rachel asked, following her. "Want me to go bug him about
going? He can't miss his first Gala!"
Emma pulled on her jacket. "No, he already made up his mind. Are you ready?"
Marcus opened the front door for them and Emma went outside. Rachel followed her
after a second. Emma waited while Marcus opened the car doors and got in the back
seat.
Rachel looked back at her. "Did he say why? Are you guys arguing?"
"We're not fighting, he's just not coming. Pay attention to Marcus, he's going to get
jealous."

"Nah, she explained they were buddies," Marcus said as he backed out.
Emma nodded. Marcus wasn't the worst choice Rachel could have made but Emma
still thought he was kind of a tool. Things between the three of them had shifted and
she knew things couldn't go back to the way they'd been before. It made her very sad
suddenly.
…
Theo slowly pulled into the lot with the other cars, his headlights were off so he
didn't disturb anything. He was going just stand on the edge of things to hear his
parent's names. If he saw Ayr, he'd say hi before sneaking back out. He put the jacket
on over the waistcoat. He'd thought about wearing a casual shirt but Emma would
find out somehow and there would be hell to pay. He had to admit that he liked the
way it looked.
There was a wall of bushes and a low arched doorway he went through. A woman
was already waiting inside. Her slicked back auburn hair was so short he could see her
tanned scalp. She was wearing a high collared embroidered jacket that reached almost
to her knees.
"Oh, I thought someone was out here mowing the lawn," she said. "It must have been
your car."
"Deirdre? Wow, you look amazing."
She said a short phrase and he answered with the phrase in Sharhef that Amanda
had taught him.
"Nicely done," she said. "Welcome to the paddocks."
"This is really pretty. Do you really keep livestock here?"
Deirdre laughed. "No animals allowed. It's a ceremonial name."
She took his arm and led him around a curved hedge. There was just a couple of fires
for light and everyone was talking and laughing in the dimness.
"Your eyes get used to it pretty quickly," Deirdre said. "Ayr, look who I found trying
to sneak in."

Ayr had gone through the same mysterious transformation as Imae but her coat was
different colors. She was standing with Piter and Baela who were wearing different
versions of the same thing. They all looked very formal and Theo silently thanked
Emma for insisting he wear a suit.
"We didn’t get the chance to introduce ourselves properly at Lady Tulani's home,"
Ayr's father said. "I am Piter and this is my saddle mate and wife."
"Please call me Baela," she said, shaking his hand. She repeated the greeting phrase
and Theo very carefully replied.
"You are welcome here," Baela said. "And I think one of us has a horrendous accent."
"Yes, that would be me. I'm ashamed to admit I don't speak my father's language."
"No shame in that," Piter said, eyes twinkling. "It was a thing well done, no matter
how much you mangled it. Welcome to Remembrance."
"I didn't know if it was okay to come early, I wanted to hear my parent's names if
that was okay."
"We're glad you're here," Baela said. "You'll stand with the family for the ceremony?"
"I was going to stay out of the way," Theo said. "I'm not dressed and…"
His voice trailed off as Baela shook her head. "Unthinkable. You stay close to Ayr,
there's nothing complicated about it. I've got to be in the front, my big mouth got me in
trouble."
"Come stand over here," Ayr said. She hooked her arm through his and led him to
the large grassy area. There were two younger kids standing there and Ayr introduced
Theo to her youngest brother and sister. Theo smiled and returned their bows. They
gaped at him and Theo figured they'd heard of him. From the looks they gave Ayr, he
figured she'd gone up a few notches in their eyes.
"Is everything okay with your mom?" Theo asked quietly when Ayr stood next to
him.
She smiled. "Don't listen to her complaining, she loves being in front of everyone."

People began to gather in the grassy area as each of the fires was extinguished. Holm
and Piter came and stood beside them. It was completely silent with only the faint
starlight for illumination. There was the low sound of a horn from the far side of the
paddock and it echoed across the valley.
“Be welcome here, all you People of the Flame Bridge," Baela said from the darkness.
"Be welcome here, you honored guests. On the longest night we remember those who
went before us. We remember our lost folk. We remember our lost home. We
remember the journey from home to home. We remember those who were left behind."
"The Folk live on in our memories," the crowd around Theo said.
"May memory last forever," Baela said loudly, her resonating voice echoing across
the valley.
Piter and his children began a slow recitation of names, the names of their ancestors
and the family that had been left behind. Around them, each family was doing the
same thing. Theo had expected it to sound like confused babble but everyone's voices
were kept low, although he could feel reverberations in his chest. He got the feeling
that he could listen closely enough to understand each of the names. Theo could
imagine each one floating out into the darkness and suddenly hoped that somehow
each of the departed could somehow hear their name and know they hadn't been
forgotten.
"We remember those who guided us from home to home," Baela said as the last of
the family voices died away.
"Now say the names like I taught you," Ayr said quietly from next to him.
"I remember your name, Tulani Isadhor Oli'vehndra," Theo said along with everyone
around him.
"I will not forget you father," Theo said loudly and then realized he was speaking
alone.
"We remember your name, Claire Ke'tefyrach," the crowd intoned.
"I will not forget you, mother," Theo called to the night sky.

Be at peace, both of you, he silently added. I am whole and well and I am taking my place
beside my sister, Aunt D'hamandhau, and Caitriona Mirjam here. We will continue the fight.
Someday we will meet again and you will see.
…
It was almost midnight when Marcus parked the car and they walked toward the
voices and light. There were several woodfired ovens lit to provide heat and a lot of
twinkly lights overhead.
"This is nice," Marcus said. "Have they ever opened a Remembrance to everyone?"
"Hardly anyone until now," Emma said. "Theo had a lot to do with the whole Project
being invited."
"What did he do?"
Emma smiled brightly. "Turns out if you're kind to people and listen to what they
have to say, all kinds of good things happen.
"That's really cool," Marcus said.
When he wasn't looking, Rachel glared at Emma. Emma didn't care, at dinner she'd
suddenly remembered Marcus complaining about Bullfrogs back when they had
classes together. She wasn't going to rat him out but she hadn't gotten so mellow that
she wasn't going to do anything.
"Emma, hey," Holm said.
Emma had visited Theo's pod and had gotten to know him. He'd been terrified of her
at first but when he stopped cowering, Emma saw he was actually pretty cute. He was
young but he could make her laugh hysterically. He even had the makings of a pretty
good Cadet.
"Holm, this is Rachel and Marcus. Marcus is doing his advanced flight training right
now."
"Hi, nice to meet you both. Emma, you look amazing."
"Not too bad for the agro-lash?"

He laughed. "Argyro'lsh."
Emma smiled at him, a real one this time. "Right, that one. Did Theo ever show up?"
"Yeah, and he's still here. Over by the tables."
Emma looked through the crowd and saw Theo sitting on a table with a bunch of
people. He said something, moving his hands and they all laughed.
"He's over there being charming, isn't he?" Emma said. "Let's go over, I've heard
about this but never actually seen it."
Holm offered her his arm and she took it. Rachel and Marcus grinned at each other
and followed the pair.
Most of them were sitting on the benches or leaning against the benches like Theo. It
was a loose circle, but they were all paying close attention to Theo. Emma almost
started laughing when her eyes adjusted and she realized the group was almost all
young women. Ayr was sitting next to Theo and Emma almost laughed again. Ayr was
keeping her eye on all of them, looking like Theo's bodyguard and Theo was as
blissfully innocent as ever, chattering away.
Ayr saw her and smiled, waving for them to come inside the pavilion. Theo looked
up and smiled but looked back at the woman who was telling a story. Rachel was kind
of surprised and hurt for some reason. He had barely glanced at her. And the way all
of them were all looking at him, it was irritating.
"Hey," Emma said, standing beside Theo.
"Oh my gods, you two look just alike," one the girls said and everyone else laughed.
"They're twice-born!" Ayr said, rolling her eyes. "How did you miss that?"
"No they're not! Don't be rude Ayr, that would make her the horrid Argyro'lsh."
There was a choked cough that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. Emma looked at
Theo who did his best to look innocent.
"Not a word."
"Oh, no. Of course not," Theo agreed.

Ayr laughed. "Sorry Emma, this is the first time Tana has had wine."
"That we know of," Holm added.
Tana beamed at him drunkenly.
"Before everyone gets carried away, I want all of you to know that Theo isn't
sweetness and light all the time. You've never had to drag him out of bed for example."
"Out isn't the direction I'd drag him!" Tana announced and there was an amazed
silence.
"Dude," Holm said very quietly, packing a lot of meaning into a single word.
Everyone roared with laughter except Tana who looked horrified.
"Did I say that out loud?"
"Come on, Tana," one of the women said. "I think we're done for the night." She put
her arm around the girl's shoulders and led her away.
"I cannot wait to see her face when she remembers this," one girl said and there was
another roar of laughter.
Theo put his arm around Emma. "Emma is positive that she's not the Argyro'lsh but
you'll have to decide for yourselves. Behind her is Rachel who you probably already
know and her boyfriend Marcus."
"Here is the scent of salt and smoke along quiet rivers," Emma said in perfect Sharhef
and they all stared at her.
"Warm winds upon this meeting," Rachel added.
The group's reaction surprised them both. The women all gaped and then they were
both surrounded by sniffling Ta'avi who each hugged them and touched their hair.
"Was that French?" Marcus asked Theo as they watched.
"Uh, little further away than that," Holm answered. "It's a ritual greeting between
their people and ours."
"Oh, right, I always forget Rachel isn't human," Marcus said.

Holm rolled his eyes at Theo when Marcus wasn't looking.
"So, Theo, I heard Kawehi was personally working with you," Marcus said. "What's
that like?"
Theo thought for a second. "Pleasant but very intense. I work very hard not to
disappoint her."
Marcus laughed. "She was the same way when I had her as a troop leader my senior
year."
"You're talking about Kawehi?" Rachel asked from behind Marcus.
"Hey babe," Marcus said as he turned and put his arm possessively around her
shoulders.
Holm slowly raised one eyebrow behind Marcus. Theo ignored him, knowing he'd
start laughing if he saw Holm's expression.
"And I heard Emma's doing your unarmed combat training?" Marcus asked. "I don't
know if I could take my older sister teaching me that. She's too mean."
"Older by eight minutes but it's much worse than you think, Marcus," Theo said.
"First there's Emma, who seems to be in charge of beatings and general ass-kickery. But
there's also Rachel there. She takes care of the more technological ass-kickery. I've got
two older sisters after me all the time."
They all laughed but Rachel was a little sad.
Stop being childish, she thought. I chose my path and he's respecting that.
…
The Remembrance party had been getting livelier as time went on and there was a
large laughing crowd in the open space. Emma had wanted to stay near Theo but
Rachel stayed close to her and Emma didn't want to put her brother through watching
Marcus draping himself over Rachel.
"Hey, I'm starting to feel like a little bit of an anchor," Emma finally said to Rachel.
"I'll ride home with the moms so you guys can leave whenever."

"Are you sure?" Rachel asked. "I don't want to ditch you."
Marcus nodded. "And it looks like I'm dating two beautiful women this way."
Emma tried her new fake laugh out. "At the risk of destroying Marcus's new
reputation, I'm sure. That way you don't have to find me when you want to go or…"
"Or I could just give you a ride. I mean if you can get your legs far enough apart in
that dress," Holm said.
They all stopped and looked at him.
"What's wrong? You don't like motorcycles?"
Emma looked at Rachel who was working hard to keep a straight face. "See? There's
all kinds of options. Now I think we should find some of whatever Tana was
drinking."
"Hey Marcus, it's good to see you," Lou said from behind them. Emma waved at
Lou's wife as Lou and Marcus man-hugged.
Holm leaned closer to Emma. "That was totally a dick joke," he said quietly.
Emma nudged him with her shoulder. "Everyone in earshot knows that was a dick
joke," she whispered. "Ballsy though, with your mom right behind us."
Holm stiffened and slowly looked over his shoulder and then relaxed. There was no
one there.
"Oh, that was mean."
Emma smiled, not looking at him and Holm felt his heart beat faster.
"I think I'm in love," he said.
"You poor bastard," Emma said, still not looking at him.
…
It was after two in the morning and Rachel was looking for Emma, she wanted to say
goodbye before they left. Marcus was ready but Rachel knew she had to talk to Emma

once more. Anything else felt weird, no matter what Emma had said. She didn't see her
anywhere but found Theo hanging out with Deirdre and asked him.
"She went for a walk with Holm down that path," Theo said.
"It leads to some great places to make out," Deirdre added.
She laughed as Theo closed his eyes and shook his head. "He winces every time I say
that," she said to Rachel.
"I can't imagine why. Can I steal Theo for a few minutes?"
"Sure," he said.
"Would you walk me out?"
"Sure," Theo said, getting up. "Let me grab my jacket."
Deirdre and Rachel watched him walk over to the pavilion.
"Hey, I was just wondering, how long are you planning to yank him around like
this?" Deidre asked, still watching Theo.
Rachel was suddenly furious. "No one is yanking him around."
"No? Sure looks that way."
"No. We're friends, I wanted him to walk me out to the car."
"Where your date is waiting for you," Deirdre said. "Why are you rubbing his nose in
it? You know that he stayed away from the Gala because of that. Theo's my friend too,
Rachel. I don't like seeing this."
"Do you think I like living it? He's my oldest and best friend, Deirdre. You think I
like the idea that I hurt him?"
"I don't know why you're a Warden anyway," Imae said. "You kicked ass when you
came out with us. Are you really going to be happy watching some engineer or
politician around the clock? Or is it being an airborne taxi driver that's so exciting?"

Theo came back down the path, saving Rachel from having to answer that. She said
goodnight to Deirdre who nodded in return and then ignored her. Rachel took Theo's
arm as they walked down the dark path through the trees.
"I owe you an apology," Rachel said as they walked. "I chased you away from your
first Gala. It was thoughtless and I'm sorry."
"Not your fault," Theo said. "I couldn't fake being happy through it."
"It would have been a lot more fun with you there," Rachel said.
"This was important too."
"I know and I'm glad you were here, even if it was hard to see the way your admirers
looked at you."
Theo didn't say anything and Rachel sighed. "Yes, I know that's selfish and bitchy
and unfair to say. I can't help it."
She stopped on the path just inside the trees. Beyond were the parked cars and Theo
could hear an engine running. Despite Emma's efforts, Theo had seen them together
and was sure Marcus was impatient to get some alone time with Rachel.
Rachel put her hand on the side of his face. "I'm sorry for hurting you."
Theo stepped back. "Please don't make this harder than it already is. Goodnight,
Raheyel."
"Warm winds at your back, Theophile Cosineau," Rachel said quietly as he walked
away. She turned and walked toward the waiting car.

Chapter 47
Jake had his feet on the desk and was dozing while Theo was graded tests for his
class. The lights dimmed in the room and a siren whooped several times. Jake sat up
suddenly and tipped over in his chair. Theo stuck his head in the hallway, there was a
blue strobe flashing and people filing out of their rooms.

"Shelter in place?" Theo asked Jake who nodded, getting up to grab a couple of
things off his desk.
"Theo, meet me in the parking lot," Kawehi's voice said from his tablet. "It isn't a
drill."
"Good luck, partner," Jake said as Theo grabbed his tablet and ran down the hallway.
The doors were already open on his car when Theo got to the parking lot. Emma and
Kawehi were already waiting inside when he climbed in.
"Get us to the admin offices," Kawehi said. "Fast, the doors close in six minutes."
Theo nodded, starting the car. He flipped a red switch that had been added to the
dashboard and there was a whine as the turbocharger began to push more air into the
engine. Theo pulled out of parking spot and tapped the throttle and there was a chirp
as the car leapt forward. Emma turned sideways in the back and pushed her feet
against the other side to wedge herself in place as Theo skidded into the street. The car
leapt forward again, flying through the city streets.
"What's going on, Captain?" Emma yelled over the roaring engine.
"The Project center in Thailand came under attack," Kawehi called, holding tightly as
Theo whipped around the corner and began climbing the twisting road to the mine
portal.
"Do I need to stop at the top?" Theo yelled, wrestling the screaming car around a
hairpin.
"They know we're coming," Kawehi yelled and the car sped up even more.
"Really hope you were paying attention during the driving seminars," Emma
muttered, wedging herself in tighter. "What kind of stupid car doesn't have a
backseat?"
The heavy doors had begun to move when the car screamed across the old
equipment yard.
"Get us in that mountain!" Kawehi yelled, holding on tightly.

The car shot through the gap with a foot to spare on either side. Theo downshifted,
his foot already on the brake as they shot past a startled guard.
"Good job," Kawehi said. "Straight to Admin."
Theo flipped the turbocharger switch off and headed deeper into the massive cavern.
"This is a pretty good car," Kawehi said.
"Needs a backseat," Emma grumbled.
People were rushing in and out of the prefab building that held the project
administration. Theo stopped beside the front door and the three of them got out. The
security team for the complex arrived seconds later. Theo was pretty sure he would
have been tazed if Kawehi hadn't held up some kind of badge. All four of the security
officers gave Theo evil looks but they got back in their cart and drove away.
Once they were inside, Kawehi led them to a large conference room full of people.
There were several large screens showing maps and looping video footage from
several cameras.
"You two, find seats against the wall," she told them before going to talk with one of
the staff.
Theo and Emma found some empty seats and after a few minutes Mirjam came and
sat down with them.
"I'm glad you two are in here."
"How bad is it?" Emma asked.
Mirjam shrugged. "Pretty awful for them I guess, but it could have been much worse.
Their security teams have been seeing increased activity in the forests surrounding the
complex, probably pre-strike recon teams so not everyone was surprised."
"Was there anything like that here?" Theo asked.
"No. I don't think the Dom knows where we're here. The Thai center has been in the
same place since the 1940s. But better to get our people under cover in case this is
another widespread attack like '67 was."

"Link is active with Alpha-Echo," someone called.
The map on one of the large screens was replaced by a collection of frames, most of
them with people sitting at desks.
"At least the orbital platforms are good," Mirjam said. "I've got to stay near Mandy,
talk later."
"Director Evans is linked in," Jaxson announced to the other project directors.
"Everything quiet there?" a woman with a Russian sounding accent asked.
"Nothing," Amanda answered, sitting down in front of a camera. "We've got them in
shelters just in case."
"I think this is an isolated attack," a man said. "We're not seeing any activity here."
"Dejen Arendse," Emma whispered to Theo. "Runs the Ethiopian center."
"I'd inclined to agree," a man with an English accent said. "We're getting support
teams set up for Thais but quiet otherwise."
"I thank you for that," another man said.
"Kulap Metharon, runs the Thai center," Emma whispered.
"In my experience, the Dominion does nothing that is isolated," Metharon continued.
"And as I've said before, we are all vulnerable in the shadows. Until the eyes of the
world are on these places, Dominion surrogates can continue to attack us with
impunity."
"We're not ready," a man with an English accent said. "We should consult with the
Commonwealth planners in any event. Does anyone feel we need to vote on this?"
"Dozens of my people were killed," Metharon said. "Not just security teams. There
were engineers and scientists killed here, along with their children. All of them were
valued friends. I must insist on another vote."
"Is there a second?" the English man said.
"I'll second a discussion," Amanda said and the man looked surprised.

"Very well. Discussion?"
"Echo-Surface takes the floor," Amanda said. "I agree that this attack is not a general
offensive like we first feared. But Kulap is right. How long until there is another
offensive that targets all of us or a critical part of the infrastructure? We are tied to our
facilities but there is no Dominion target for us to strike back against. I also agree that
the world's attention would make the work of Dominion agents much more difficult. I
support Kulap's call for Billboard, I urge you all to do the same. Echo-Surface yields
the floor."
"Echo-Alpha," a man in a blue jumpsuit said. "The orbitals support our parent facility
and call for a vote."
"Kæmmā orbitals support a vote as well," a woman in the same blue jumpsuit said.
"Is that enough support, Northern?"
"More than enough," the Englishman said. "Prime facilities will vote first. We are
voting on Operations Plan Billboard. Arclight Northern abstains."
"Kæmmā S̄ảkhạỵ votes for," Kulap Metharon said.
"Tayezhnyy issledovaniye votes for."
"Kefitenya Iyita votes for," Dejen Arendse said.
"Echo-Surface votes for," Amanda said.
"Sagarmāthā Anusandhaan votes for," the woman in the sari said.
"That is a nearly unanimous vote," the woman with the Russian accent said. "I would
prefer consensus but you should vote Charles."
"I agree," Amanda said and most of the people on the screen were nodding.
"Very well. I think the Commonwealth should be notified in advance and I maintain
we are not ready." the director of the Arclight Northern facility said. "All that being
said, we must be united in the coming fight. Arclight Northern votes for. We have a
unanimous vote."
1900 GMT

Orbital Platform Alpha-Echo
Geosynchronous Orbit, Earth
"Bridge to comms."
"Comms, go Bridge."
"This is Captain Haskins. Initiate Op-Plan Billboard. Six-Delta voice authorization."
The chief technician glanced at his assistant who gave a thumbs up.
"Copy that, Captain. Initiating Billboard."
The specialists that had come aboard last night began entering the commands that
would allow the orbital platforms to take over the satellite feeds for radio and
television. A similar operation was being repeated below as agents began taking over
Earth's cellular and data networks. The chief technician and his assistant watched as
status lights changed colors. The chief glanced over at the screen where CNN's news
anchor was talking about a budget bill stuck in Congress. She was replaced by a live
view of Earth, the blue and white jewel hanging in the blackness of space.
"Your attention please," a calm, friendly voice said. "This is an announcement of
importance for the entire human race. We will begin in five minutes. Please alert your
friends and loved ones. This signal is being broadcast across all media networks. Do
not be alarmed, you are in no danger. Your attention please. This is an announcement
of importance for the entire human race…"

