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Prologue
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The light flowed around her, rousing her mind from a period of numb oblivion. Two brighter glows formed in front of her and became humanoid silhouettes.

Voices like tinkling bells spoke to her. She remembered hearing those voices before.

“Child, will you serve us as you promised?”

“How can I? I am dead.”

“What is death?” the tinkling voices asked.

“It is what I deserved, for the people I killed, and the children I tortured. I am no longer a Great One, nor am I still worthy to be your Advocate.”

“It was not you doing those dreadful things. Your spirit is pure.”

Yet the memories returned to her with photographic clarity, and flicked through her mind making her incorporeal self want to shrink.

“That which was corrupt is no more,” the tinkling voices assured her. “Physical death does not need to be the end. Death can be salvation, purification. To us it was merely a change in our state of existence. You have been like us – living energy. Do you recall?”

She did. Many years ago, when she and her brothers needed to save her home world of Tymorea. When they had finished they became human again.

“If you wish to serve us still – we can make you live again. To live...beyond death.”

“Beyond death,” she thought. “I promise to serve you to my death, and beyond,” she recalled.

Wasn’t this what she wanted? A new beginning? A chance to atone? A chance to serve again?

“A chance to heal,” the tinkling voices offered. Their loving concern wrapped around her.

“Can you live without everyone you ever knew?”

She thought on that. “Yes. If I knew that the ones I loved were well.”

A view opened in the walls of bright light. She saw her twin, Tymos, with a redheaded child in his arms, and she knew it was his. She saw her father’s delighted face. Then the view changed to a globe lit tunnel, and she recognised Llaimos, her younger brother. He looked up, at her, and smiled.

Her answer was never in doubt. “I will continue to serve you...wherever, however, you will let me. No matter the cost.”

She felt a gentle hand on hers, and felt herself moving as if through both time and space...moving towards life.
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Chapter 1
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She was cold. 

Cold deep to her bones.

Her mind was filled with a brilliant glare.

Her eyes saw the after image of that brilliance. 

When that faded there was empty darkness.

She had nothing in her mind – it was like a slate wiped clean.

There was no curiosity, no question of “Who am I?” 

Or “What am I?” 

Or even, “Am I alive?”

She just was...
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The young recluse, Ardeth, who lived in the remote mountains of Xephyre’s single inhabited continent, sat cross-legged outside his tiny camouflaged hut and watched the storm. It was the most violent storm he had ever seen. 

It had brought no rain, even though the clouds were thick and black, and low enough that he could almost reach up and touch them. Brilliant forks of lightning flashed from cloud to cloud and the thunder made the ground tremble. He could feel the raw elemental power, as an itch on his head. It felt like his shoulder length brown hair wanted to lift into rigid filaments - even the bristles of his short beard and moustache, wanted to stand straight out.

Electrical storms made his prime activity impossible, but they also made him safe. Whilst storms raged, those that he watched fled in their machines – back to the cities to cower in whatever they called their holes.

For ten years now, he had watched Xephyre’s alien overlords. In all that time, they had never once suspected his existence, or that he was monitoring their activities. 

He had never undergone their ‘adulthood’ ceremony, so he did not have one of their insidious ‘bio-locators’ in him. He, unlike the citizens of the cities, could move freely – without his every move being scrutinised. Moreover, unlike the ‘sheep’ in the cities, he knew that the ‘overlords’ did not belong on his world.

His parents had known that too. They had been watchers before him and he continued their task of observing the aliens, hoping to find a weakness that his people could use to exploit – to remove them.

In a deep cave, further up the mountain, was his technological equipment. The aliens had no idea that anything that complex existed on Xephyre. The antennas, senders and receivers were skilfully blended into the forest trees – unnoticeable when the aliens overflew the area. 

He did not need to watch his monitors all the time, for they automatically recorded when they sensed any activity. Some instruments were set to sound a warning buzzer when certain conditions were met. The alarms were pitched so it was just audible to his ears when it was relayed to a speaker in his hut.

That meant that the occasional hill folk who visited him with food or information, or came with a need for his services as a healer, could not hear it.

Some storms did affect his equipment, but not to the same extent that it disrupted the aliens’ machines, and unnerved their pilots. At times like this, he could enjoy nature’s spectacle.

The brilliant ball of light that streaked over his hut was a phenomenon he had never seen before. His mind suggested that it might be a meteorite, burning up in the atmosphere. His mind continued to puzzle over it as it passed over the mountain and went out of his sight. He heard the thunderous noise and felt the tremor as the object impacted. A brief flare of light outlined the hill.

A sensation of awe possessed him, but he was soon distracted when his hearing returned. The explosion had triggered multiple alarms, and he needed to sort them out. Some of the alarms had never gone off before. 

He went into his hut, and slid open a panel in the wall beside the door. Inside were rows and rows of red lights. One by one, he silenced them – able to find logical reasons for them activating. Finally, only one alarm remained squealing its tone. 

It was a proximity alarm. This sensor told him that someone was within a mile of his home. It would not be an animal, and the hill folk rarely ventured out this late. When they did, his sensors would first pick them up further away. He did not know how someone had come that close to his hut without setting off other alarms. 

If he weren’t so sure that the aliens would be far away at the moment, he would have thought one of them had been flying over the mountains and crashed...but the fireball had not been one of their flying ships.

However, the sensor was telling him that the person was off in the direction where the meteor had crashed. If it was an alien, he needed to be sure they did not come any nearer. If it wasn’t, he needed to find out who it was.

Ardeth silenced the alarm and closed the sliding panel once more. He dare not risk prying eyes seeing the monitor board. Such devices were unknown on Xephyre. His last glance indicated that the intruder had not moved. The person might be injured.

He was a healer, and the thought of not going did not occur to him. He went to the door, pulled on his leather boots and bound them tightly with the leather thongs. Almost unconsciously, he grabbed a rug from his low bed by the fire, before taking up the satchel he usually carried when he travelled away from his hut. With the bag slung roughly over his shoulder, he set off into the late afternoon dullness.

The lightning had moved to the north, away from the mountain he needed to climb. Ardeth strode purposefully up the trail. He felt cold, even though the evening was humid and still warm. He pondered the force of the compulsion that was drawing him. It was as strong as the one that had sent him fleeing into a disused tunnel ten years ago. 

That compulsion had saved his life. Had he ignored it and run home, he may have saved his parents, but in all honesty, he probably would have died too. 

The aliens had, for some reason, sought out and killed his parents. The reason was still not clear. Maybe a traitor had betrayed them, knowing that they had escaped from one of the cities. Maybe it was because they had never conformed to the alien’s conditioning.

It no longer mattered. His parents had always known they were in danger. Each had been ‘branded’ at adulthood – with a number tattoo on the back of their neck and bio-locator in their arm. It was how the aliens had finally traced them and identified them.

His mother and father had been watchers, like their parents before them. They had known it was too dangerous to remain in the city after the aliens had made it their own. One night, when it was well past the curfew, they had dismantled their equipment and put all that they could fit onto one wheeled trolley. Using old and almost forgotten tunnels they left their city home unit and travelled underground until they were well beyond the city boundary. They emerged into open country and dragged the trolley over the rough terrain each night, and hid it and themselves by day. They had hoped that the implanted devices could be neutralised by distance.

From the remote mountains, they could still link to the remaining city monitors. So they could still watch, and they had taught their only child, from a very early age, to be a watcher too. A child who was unbranded, unknown, unsuspected.

His parents had faced their deaths boldly, knowing their son could take over from them. They had screamed with their minds for him to flee, and that they loved him.

Ardeth pushed that memory aside and drew the blanket around him. He was still feeling unaccountably cold, despite the exertion of hiking and climbing. He was almost at the ridge, where the trees didn’t grow due to the rocky ground. The sky above was clearing, allowing some of the late afternoon sun to break through the clouds. The last of the storm still flashed and rumbled in the distance.

He followed the ridge until he came to the track down into the next valley and saw at once where the meteorite had landed. The explosive blast had blackened and flattened the trees for furlongs around. Nothing moved in that area, but as he scanned it from the cover of the trees at the edge, he noticed an oddity - a small circle of green grass in the centre of the blast zone. In that circle, curled up into a tight ball, was a person. He was too far away to see details, but the silvery clothing was not like anything the overlords wore. 

Many thoughts passed through his mind as he inched closer to the blackened ground. First, he noticed the heat coming from it. He recalled to his mind lessons in technology that his parents had taught him. He recalled two definitions of ‘hot’, and before going closer, he reached a hand into his satchel and took out a wooden carving. He touched the flattish wood at one corner and the carving snapped open, revealing a palm-sized device. He used it to scan the area.

Ten years of caution were enough to keep him from rushing to the stranger. It might still be a trap – designed to attract one such as he.

The sensor confirmed that there were no other beings nearby. Ardeth kept it activated as he neared the stranger. He did not need it to tell him how hot the ground was, he could feel that through the sandals on his feet. But the device confirmed that it was not hot with mutating radiation. He wanted to know who the stranger was, but the physiology readings were unusual. Whoever he was, he was not one of the aliens, nor it seemed was he a native. And how had the person survived the lightning blast?

The sensor data appearing on the small screen told him the stranger was alive, but not once while he was watching had he seen him move. Finally, when he was close enough, he held the sensor close over the curled up figure. He read the readings and put the device away.

The figure stirred then, as if sensing his proximity. A delicate hand unclenched from a tuft of grass, and the silvery clothing the person wore, shimmered in the evening light. 

In his mind, he heard the plea, Help me.

Ardeth tensed. Only his parents had ever spoken to his mind. Slowly, he reached out his hand, took the delicate one into his own, and felt the coldness of the flesh. He realised instantly, that the coldness he had been feeling had come from this ...woman! 

He knew he was not mistaken, but a strange woman out here was wildly unlikely. As she relaxed from the tight ball, she turned her face to his and her eyes were full of mute appeal. 

Cold! I am so cold, came the voice into his mind again. 

Even as Ardeth studied the woman’s pinched features, and the odd reddish brown hair, he was helping her to sit up and wrapping her in his blanket.

“Can you walk?” Ardeth asked, watching the woman’s face.

She looked back at him, trustingly, as a very young child might. There was no sign that she had understood him. On impulse, he tried an older language, one that his parents had known.

The response was unexpected. Silent tears leaked from the woman’s eyes. Ardeth wiped them away with a gentle finger. 

“Don’t cry, dear one. I will take you to my home,” he promised. 

He lifted the woman into his arms - she weighed as little as a child – and felt her snuggle into the homespun fabric of his long sleeved tunic.

During the trek back, Ardeth spoke softly to her in the old language. He asked the woman no questions. Instead, he spoke of himself – but only to give the picture of him that his infrequent visitors saw. He talked also of the surroundings as they passed – the names of trees, the animals or insects that made the unexpected noises, the birds that called out their nightly messages. He sensed the woman was listening, keenly. He told her of the storm that had just passed and of seeing the fireball. She glanced to where the lightning was fading in the distance - as if listening to the thunder.

No alarms were buzzing when he returned to his hut. No one had been there in his absence, but the locals seldom ventured out at night. If they had seen the fireball too, maybe they would come to ask him about it, though probably they would wait until the morning.

Ardeth pushed open the unlocked door and took his burden inside, placing her gently on a thick rug near the fireplace. Her eyes followed him as he moved around, first to build up the fire, and then while he was heating water in a small kettle to make them a drink. He took a cup from the mantle above the fire, then went to a cupboard in the corner to fetch another. He stayed there to add things to both cups.

He continued speaking to her, telling her what he was doing. Already, he had spoken more in the past two hours than he had in many years.

“I’m making cider, with honey,” he went on. “I’m adding a few herbs too – for strength, for relaxation, and to help you sleep.”

When his guest made no move to sit up and take the mug he offered her, he smiled and set it aside until he helped her to sit and propped her up against a log stool. Then he held the slightly cooled drink to her lips and urged her to sip. It took a few tries, with the liquid spilling down the fabric of her odd clothing, before the swallowing reflex returned. Then he patiently held the cup to help her drink, until it was all gone. 

Once he had eased his guest back down on the thick rug, he took a down stuffed pillow from his own bed, and settled the woman’s head on it. Then, after tucking his rug back around her, he sat in his chair and waited for her to sleep.

She would sleep deeply for a while, Ardeth knew, so he went out again to go up to his cave to check his instruments. These gave him views of the plains at the base of the mountain. Nothing was stirring there either.

When he returned to the hut, the first traces of dawn were in the sky. He checked his guest, the dying fire was keeping her warm, but his nose told him the extent of his guest’s state. It seemed that she had reverted back to a very young child. 

With a touch of guilt, despite the necessity, Ardeth stripped the soiled clothes off his guest, bathed her with warm damp cloths and redressed her in some of his spare garments. She roused as he was helping her, but made no sound – just started to cry silently again. 

He settled her back on the rug and took the dirty things away. The silvery fabric of her clothes felt as strange to his fingers as the fastenings had been to undo. At least his clothes would keep her warmer and arouse fewer questions should anyone visit.

Sometime soon, after he had slept, he must try to teach this woman the things she needed to know. For now, they both needed rest. He stood to go to his bed, but a soft mewing sound drew his attention to his guest.

Stay with me? the quiet thought came into his mind, and the eyes pleaded. 

Ardeth stood where he was, uncertain. He had never slept next to a woman.

Please?

He could not resist the plea. He was tired, and if his presence soothed the woman – what harm was there? As he verged on sleep, having decided to stay in his clothes, he felt the woman nestling into him again. 

After he woke later in the day, Ardeth fed his guest breakfast, aware that his guest’s eyes followed his every move. When the bowl he’d filled with bread soaked in ewe’s milk was nearly empty, he had the idea of having her try to feed herself. He sat beside her on the rug, positioned her hand to hold the spoon, guided her to take a spoonful of the soggy food and bring it to her mouth.

He helped her repeat the movement several times, and then spoke in the old tongue – encouraging her to try it herself. The woman’s eyes left his and she copied the moves, shakily, for she was still very weak. When the bowl was empty, she looked at him and saw his smile. She returned a tentative smile of her own.

That success reassured Ardeth that the woman’s mind was not that of a simpleton. She was weak, but as if she had been ill for a very long time. And then, for some reason, her mind was blank – so she needed to relearn even the most basic of things. Perhaps, for the moment, she was not thinking for herself, but Ardeth felt that she was taking in and understanding everything he said. She was like a sponge, taking in water. He would see, soon enough, if she remembered everything he had taught her. 

Slowly, because she tired easily, Ardeth continued to show and explain basic actions – how to sit up, how to walk, how to wash herself and make use of his primitive facilities, how to groom herself and dress herself. He emphasised that she should do these things when she felt the need. Unlike himself, she did not seem embarrassed to have him teaching her such personal things.

In between times, he talked to her, or read to her from his hidden collection of books. Sometimes he played music on a hand carved wooden flute. He always met her eyes, and he gradually noticed an increasing interest.

Once he asked her if she remembered anything. The sadness returned to her eyes and the sensation of cold returned. He hugged her at once, apologising for distressing her. He promised to teach her so much that she would have no need to remember anything. 

To distract her, he brought out an intricate carving he was working on. She watched his fingers and his knife as he whittled more of the wood away, and the coldness receded.

After a while, she rose and walked to where he had placed his wooden flute. With gestures, she asked if he had made it. 

“Yes,” he told her. “Can you play it?”

He wasn’t sure if she would answer, but she seemed to be thinking, or remembering, something. Then she raised the flute so the reed was near her lips, and blew softly as she had watched him do. He was amazed when she played through the song he had played to her. He had tears in his own eyes, for he remembered his mother playing that tune to him. For a time he did not realise that she had begun playing a different tune. One that he had not played to her, but it was hauntingly familiar. 

“That was beautiful. Do you know any more?”

She shook her head, but her eyes took on a faraway look. 

As the weeks progressed, the woman learnt to do more things. She was still mute, but Ardeth knew she understood him, and occasionally, he would feel her voice in his head. In that she was like his mother and father – the only other people he had ever heard in that way. 

Whenever any of the hill folk visited, she kept out of sight – always seeming to know when someone was coming, even before he heard his high-pitched warning alarms. He accepted this shyness, and never tried to change her mind. 

In fact, Ardeth was coming to cherish her company, and greatly feared the day when she would recall all of her previous life and want to leave. She had taken on a share of the work, and he found she was an excellent cook – seeming to know just the right herb to add to his simple fare to make the meal special. And whilst her washing and cleaning were adequate, her garden tending was amazing. She seemed to have a miraculous way with his herb plants. His herb garden, little more than an area cleared amongst trees short way behind his hut, and which had always struggled to survive - began to thrive once she began tending the plants. 

If he had to say anything, Ardeth would have said that the strange woman was happy with him – and content. The thought was...unexpected. 

When she grew stronger, he took her on long walks into the mountains, while he sought for plants that had medicinal properties. He continued to talk to her about the plants he sought and the properties they had for healing. She seemed to understand, and soon proved to have very sharp eyesight. Once, she startled him by suddenly climbing up an open rocky patch of hill before he could warn her not to. It wasn’t just that the rocky patch was unstable; it was that the alien overlords often overflew the mountains, and sometimes decided to land and torment the hill folk – for fun.

Yet she moved over the rough ground so lightly that none of the loose stones moved and she returned with some odd-looking red lichen. 

“What can this do, Dara?” he asked.

She simply closed his hand over it and thought to his mind, “Later.”

They continued on, scrambling through rocky gullies, overgrown with stunted twisted trees. Until Dara surprised him again by dragging him into a shallow cave he had never noticed before. When he would have questioned her, she gently covered his mouth in a tacit gesture for silence. Moments later, his pocket sensor set off its high-pitched warning. It was then that he realised that his Dara could hear it too. She looked around, eyes wide with fear. He took the sensor from his pocket, and silenced the alarm. Her eyes narrowed to normal, and she glanced at the device and seemed then to be listening. Moments later, he felt her slip into ‘coldness’ and he too shivered.

This time, it did not seem to be a panic reaction, it might be a subconscious or unconscious reaction, but it was controlled. She was doing something. He made no comment when she came close to him and hugged him.

Over Dara’s shoulder, Ardeth saw a file of six aliens pass the opening of the shallow cave. They were no more than arm’s length away but not one of the aliens sensed or even saw that humans were near them. The black caped and hooded creatures made enough noise as they moved further up the gully, to startle the native creatures into silence.

When he would have moved out to follow them and see what they were doing, Dara clung to him and kept him in the cave. He stayed, for he could feel she was trembling.

In time, the aliens returned, carrying sacks of rock samples and once again were oblivious to the humans. Ardeth wondered what they had been doing. 

Gold, Dara’s mind supplied to his. Precious metals.

How had she known? Ardeth wondered.

Many hours later, when they were safely home again, and he had silenced all the warning alarms, he had time to ponder Dara’s odd behaviour and the sparks of returning intelligence. She had sensed the aliens’ presence from further away than his instruments, she had hidden the two of them from the alien’s sight, and knew what they had been doing. 

It was apparent that she knew what the aliens were, and was afraid of them.

Now she was sleeping on the second bed he had made, and still looked like a trusting child. He sat in his chair by the fire and studied her face, wondering what existed behind the closed door in her mind. Intelligence, for certain, and some kind of power. He had seen glimpses of both. Whatever power she had, it was like nothing he had heard of. The voices in his head had a name – telepathy. His ability to sense the hurts of others was empathy. What she had done to hide them...he had no name for. He wondered what might happen if that mind door was opened. Could it be that she might know ways to send the aliens away?

He would not try to force her memory again – his few attempts had always resulted in a return of the frightening coldness. The recent minor breakthroughs had all been on Dara’s part.

Time was the best healer, and he had plenty of that and plenty of patience. He had been very much alone for the past ten years – since his parents died. Having Dara’s undemanding company was an unalloyed delight. He had come to dread the idea of his life without her.

It wasn’t that the hill girls had not tried for his attention...he was young and male and many of them were pretty. It was just that they expected him to spend too much of his time on them and what they wanted.

None of them could compare to his mother, who had been an equal partner with his father. None of the hill girls had anything like his mother’s intelligence. He might be being unfair, since the hill girls had no chance to learn more than the basics they needed to survive in the extremes of the mountain’s climate. He needed more than just a woman to mate with. He needed one that could be his partner in every way, and maybe one that challenged him to be more than he was.
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Early the following day, Ardeth’s alarms woke him before the sun was fully up. He dressed quickly, and checked the hidden monitors.  He knew a small group of hill folk were approaching, and put his kettle on to boil.

The hill folk had accepted him as one of them, even though his parents had come from the city. He shared information with them and traded herbs and healing for food and cloth. They might be considered by an outsider as being secretive and elusive, but that was because they lived well apart from each other – in the scarce patches where they could grow food plants. They also knew the hills as well as they knew their small rough huts.

Ardeth did not make the mistake of thinking the hill folk stupid. They had never had much chance to learn more than the skills necessary to survive. Yet they had known from the first sightings of the aliens that the creatures did not belong on Xephyre. When Ardeth had suggested ways to divert the creatures from approaching their huts – they had all learnt very quickly.

Unfortunately, it was not true to say that they aliens never bothered the hill folk. Sometimes people were caught away from cover by aliens who had ventured into the hills. At those times, the folk knew to act very stupid indeed, and so far, the aliens thought them little more than animals. As such, they were not worth the effort to round up and brand.

When the expected visitors rapped on the door of the hut, Ardeth was already moving to open it. He noticed that Dara had, as usual, gone to hide. He assumed she was outside, around the back of the hut, but he never saw her go. 

“Mathias,” Ardeth greeted. He nodded to two other men, brothers of Mathias, and wondered at the bundle one carried over his shoulder. “Come in.”

Mathias was more wary than normal. He entered first and his eyes darted glances around the single room. He took a step back when he noticed the second bed near the fireplace.

The bundle emitted a moan, and the enveloping blanket slipped to reveal the face of a young girl. It was Mathias’s daughter, Mharti.

“Them others been walking creeks and streams,” Mathias muttered. He turned to gesture his brother to put Mharti down, when his eye caught movement and he stared at something behind Ardeth.

“Dara,” Ardeth explained, after a brief glance over his shoulder. He watched the tenseness of Mathias’s posture relax.

“How can I help you? Is Mharti ill?”

“Them others had her,” Mathias summarised.

Ardeth asked a series of careful questions, slowly eliciting the story.

The girl had been out tending the families’ animals when a group of the ‘others’ had appeared and decided to have some fun. It had started with rude shoving, and Mharti’s young brother had run off to bring help. Mathias and his brothers had grabbed cudgels and came running. It had taken several hours to find her battered and bleeding body.

They had carried the unconscious girl home, and when she had still not woken up hours later, they had set out in the predawn to come to the one they knew of as a healer.

During that explanation, Ardeth had gestured for the girl to be placed on one of the beds and he had moved the blanket aside to assess the girl’s injuries.

Now he prepared to help her. “Dara, fetch clean cloths, bowls for hot water, and fluff fern and wax wort.”

The items came quickly, and Dara placed them on the hearthstone and seemed to be keeping her eyes averted from the men. Ardeth knew her attention was on the girl. He gave Dara a thoughtful look when he saw that she had brought him two other herbs that he had not mentioned.

She could not or would not explain, he knew, but her additions indicated that she had sensed something about the girl from the far side of the hut.

When Dara began to gently remove the simple gown from the girl, Ardeth turned to pour boiling water onto the two medicinals he had asked for. He turned back when Dara had draped a sheet over the girl for modesty.

Mathias’s two brothers had retreated outside, but Mharti’s father watched as the strange woman undid the bloodied bandages and examined the wounds. 

Ardeth noted the same things that Dara saw, and explained to Mathias what he needed to do. First, it was to stitch the deepest cuts and then they needed to bring down the raging fever.

The girl moaned faintly as he worked, but did not regain consciousness. Ardeth was worried. He could only do so much. 

Dara moved away and returned with fresh bedding and set to make up a third low bed near the fire. Ardeth understood that to mean that the girl needed to stay with them and keep warm. He stood up and moved to Mathias. 

“I have done all I can for now. Your daughter needs rest and care. Dara will look after her and I will do what I can. Will you leave her with me?”

“Yes, my friend. Wife will be relieved that you have woman here.” he turned to leave. “Will tell son to come for news. You need things, just tell him.”

Once the men were gone, Ardeth had Dara help him to move Mharti to the new bed. Then he touched Dara’s hand to switch her attention to him.

“Fluff fern to stop infection, and wax wort to seal wounds,” he commented. He pointed to the other medicinals with a question in his mind. “Willowwort and the red fungus? Many fungi bring visions when eaten, and willowwort aids in child birth – what did you sense?”

Dara was quiet but visibly upset. 

“I can’t sense anything,” she spoke quietly, but not in Ardeth’s language. “I just know things. I know what must be done....oh, how can I make you understand?”

Ardeth sensed her frustration, even as he marvelled that she had finally spoken aloud. He had a sudden inspiration and walked to a side cupboard and brought out a board of light coloured wood and a charcoal stick. 

Dara took them eagerly and drew several careful sketches and then returned the board to Ardeth. He tried to interpret them aloud; she nodded if he guessed right, shook her head if he didn’t.

“The aliens beat her?”

A nod.

“They put something on her...” 

A head shake.

“In her? Where?”

Dara stood and pointed at the relevant place on her.

“Rape?”

Dara nodded, and then added arrows pointing to the body and head of the rough female form she had drawn.

“This will affect her mind too?” Ardeth guessed.

Dara nodded, waiting for him to say more. When he didn’t, she frowned, and then began to mime a woman getting bigger in pregnancy, and shaking her head.

“We must not let what they put in her grow,” Ardeth guessed.

Dara nodded forcefully. 

“Is that how they reproduce?” Ardeth wondered aloud. 

This time Dara shrugged and mimed again, but this time Ardeth had no idea what she meant. 

Pain, madness, he heard in his mind. He wondered why she could not explain it all that way.

“It has to come out,” Ardeth said slowly, “Or she will go mad with the pain? Do you know how to do this?”

Dara nodded.

“I trust you,” Ardeth said, meeting her eyes and seeing the confidence there. “Show me what you need.”

Once more, Dara drew on the board. This time a woman’s figure, legs apart above a bowl on the ground. An arrow pointed from the woman down to the bowl. 

“Is that what you hope the willowwort will do?” Ardeth suggested.

Dara nodded, but pointed to the unconscious girl.

“But she can’t swallow it...” Ardeth guessed.

This time, Dara mimed picking up the willowwort and red fungus powder and rolling it into a ball and inserting it into the place on the girl. 

“I...don’t know if it will work that way,” Ardeth said slowly, blushing at the idea.

Try! came the thought into his mind, like a demand.

Then Dara took his face into her hands and looked right into him. Me! Not you! he heard in his mind.

He flushed again, this time with relief, and looked down. Then he felt the brush of her lips on his forehead.

Ardeth let Dara do as she intended, he helped her press rag bundles into place to hold the ball of herbs inside the girl.

“What now?” Ardeth asked, sure that his Dara knew what she was doing. 

We wait, he heard in his mind.

Two days passed. The girl stayed asleep and nothing had changed. Dara began rummaging through Ardeth’s hidden stash of scavenged alien artefacts and parts of crashed alien ships. The odd bits she selected seemed random until after she had boiled them all for a long time in a large pot.

After she had lifted the items out of the pot using crudely made tongs, she placed them on a clean sheet.  While they dried in the air, Dara washed her hands in a sterilising solution made from boiled water and some of Ardeth’s herbs. 

She began assembling the odd collection into what Ardeth finally identified as a crude suction device. He made no comment, trusting that Dara knew what she was doing. It became obvious that she did.

Ardeth was sickened by what was removed from inside the unconscious girl, but he watched and learnt as Dara then altered her method to allow a flushing solution to go in and out. The solution contained willow wort and fluff fern. When the effluent began to turn red, Dara stopped flushing and packed more clean clothes into place to soak up the rest. Her patient was still unconscious, but Dara seemed satisfied.

Ardeth finally commented, “When you can eventually talk to me in my own tongue, there is a lot you will be able to teach me.”

Whilst Dara stayed with her patient, Ardeth cleaned up and made food for them both. He was glad of the chance to ponder the enigma of the woman he had found almost half a year ago, and to wonder at the vast knowledge that might be locked in her mind.

When he returned with the food, it looked like Dara was asleep with her hand resting lightly on the girl’s forehead. The patient was moaning, like she was having a bad dream or was about to wake in pain. Finally, she quietened.

Ardeth, stayed still, holding the tray of food. He did not expect to feel the power swirling gently between Dara and the girl. He placed the tray on his little table, wondering what Dara was. He had always been able to feel the flow of life energy and power, as his parents had. Sometimes, he thought it actually worked for him. 

He was about to ask Dara what she had been doing, when she looked up at him. He saw the tears in her eyes, and a forlorn look on her face. He helped her up and drew her into his arms. He felt her sobbing silently.

“I don’t know how you could trust me,” Dara said, speaking her first words in Ardeth’s language. “If you knew what I did...” she had trouble continuing. “You wouldn’t think I deserved to live.”

“Did to our patient?” was Ardeth’s first thought. His eyes went to the girl lying under blankets by the fire. 

“No. To my people. The people I swore to protect and nurture. And others. I betrayed them. I let aliens kin to these here, murder so many innocents. I should be dead.”

Ardeth did not know what to say. He could not believe this woman could do such things.

“Come outside,” Ardeth urged. “Our patient is well enough for now.”

Outside, in the fresh morning air and the brilliant light of a new day, he felt Dara relaxing against him. It was as if she was letting the energy of the sun fill her. 

“There is a fallen tree where I like to sit,” Ardeth said quietly, as he led Dara away from his hut. 

The trunk was shaded by the foliage of another tree, but sun light found holes to shine through.

“Talk to me,” Ardeth invited. But Dara still hid her face on his tunic, so he held his arm around her and rested his cheek on her head. “I have never sensed any evil in you, Dara, not even when you shared your thoughts in my mind. You gave me your trust, and I return to you mine. You have done nothing but good since coming here. You have come to nestle in my heart as well as my house. I do not want you to go. Nothing you can say will alter that.”

“I don’t deserve you,” Dara said, moved by his trust.

“Talk to me.”

Dara pushed herself away from Ardeth, enough to be able to see his face. She could not believe that he would not be shocked by what she remembered of her past and for a moment, she quailed and wanted to run away. But Ardeth took her hand in his, and gripped it firmly.

Something inside her said, Whatever the cost...

“I am not from this world, Ardeth.”

“I have known that from the moment I found you. Yet you are like us and unlike the alien tyrants in the cities.” He gently squeezed her hand.

“I don’t know how I got here. I was somewhere else. I wanted to die, expected to die...and then I was in your house.”

Ardeth drew Dara closer to him and kept his arm around her. “I saw a blazing streak of light and heard an explosion. I found you at the centre.”

After moments of silent thought, Dara spoke again. “My memories are still hazy. I keep remembering odd things.”

Ardeth sensed she was thinking of what he said. “There was a storm,” Dara recalled. “And voices in the thunder. I couldn’t quite hear them.”

There was awe in Ardeth’s voice as he asked, “Who are you, if you can hear the voices of the gods in the thunder?”

Dara shook her head. “Not gods. Guardians...” She began shivering uncontrollably. 

“They brought you here. I am here. I think they brought you to where I could help you,” Ardeth said, as the feeling that it was truth filled him. “Talk to me.”

With her head turned to look at the hut, Dara began to speak. “What those aliens did to that girl...they did things to me too. I did things...horrible things.”

Ardeth simply held Dara while she told him what she remembered. It seemed her memories were beginning to return. At first, what she said did sicken him. But even so, he sensed that the memories sickened her more. When she tried to pull away again, he held her tighter.

“You think I am vile, don’t you,” Dara stated. “I can feel your nausea.”

“No, Dara, not you. What was done was horrible, but those creatures made your body do those things. It was not you. Not your choice. And I can feel how the memory sickens you, even now. You wouldn’t feel that way if your true self was evil.”

“I couldn’t stop doing those things,” Dara insisted. “My own people repudiated me, and called me an obscenity. The Guardians removed my power. I wanted to die.”

Ardeth wondered briefly what she meant by power, but he needed to speak of other things. 

“Dear one,” he said carefully, sending to her his respect for her tending to the girl in his hut. “I think that you were deeply shocked. The Creator and those that serve him surely know that it was not by your will that those things were done.”

Dara tried to protest.

“Hush! Had you been irredeemably evil, the Creator would have snuffed you out – sent you to some eternal hell. Instead, you live – and that girl inside will live because of your help. I think that the Creator has given you time to heal and gave you the mental oblivion so that you could again find yourself. And your true self is generous and caring and does not spare herself in helping others.”

“I am nothing compared to what I once was.”

“Perhaps,” Ardeth accepted that admission, filing the idea for later thought. “I do not think that those who brought you here did so as a punishment, but for a new start. Just think, Dara, you came to where I was the one to find you. I am possibly the only one on this world who could help you, and protect you. And it is certainly no punishment for me to care for you. I had been lonely for a very long time.”

Ardeth placed a shy kiss on the top of Dara’s light reddish brown hair. Her felt her shaking with more silent tears. Were those awful memories, and her fear of being reviled by him, the reason why she had not spoken until now? 

“Relatively powerless you might be,” he spoke gently. “But you know so much that might help us here. Help us to fight the aliens that control this world.”

“I would do that, but not so countless people must die. I would rather find a reason to make them leave.”

“Perhaps that is why the powers brought you here,” Ardeth suggested. “And if these aliens are akin to those that hurt you - they have not found you yet. The taint is no longer there.”

“How can you be sure?” Dara challenged. “Perhaps they did not think to look.”

“The day we saw them, did they see us?”

“No.”

“Those aliens overfly this area regularly, with their sensors on. It must be how they know where to look for ores. Sometimes they land, and ‘play’ with us animals. That girl is not the first. Many hill folk have become maddened and died. I have been unable to help most of them, but I feel I can help that girl inside, and it is only because of you.”

Ardeth felt the tremors ease. After a while, he spoke again. “I have sensed a door in your mind, blocking off most of what you know. Very slowly, that knowledge is leaking past the door. I think, soon, that door will begin to open, and you will remember more.”

“I don’t want to remember more,” Dara said.

“Dear one, you do not lack courage. I think the Creator has already forgiven you, and the only one who still needs to forgive you - is you. Can you put the past behind you?”

Ardeth stopped speaking, and as he held Dara, his own thoughts produced frightening images. Then he connected the unexpected appearance of Dara, her skill with healing, the other knowledge he sensed. “I think, Dara, you were sent here to help me watch this world. Dara, who are you?”

Dara searched her newly emerging memories. Finally, she spoke, “Kryslie...Princess of the Royal Blood of Tymorea. I was, once, a missionary sworn to the cause of peace.”

Ardeth felt his heart pound faster with excitement. “And you can be again. You know so much of these aliens, and they have no way of knowing about you.”

“Yes!” Kryslie said straightening in Ardeth’s embrace. 

More and more of her past was becoming clear. In her thoughts, she knew that the Guardians had been merciful. In the helpless state of her arrival, who but Ardeth could have helped her so selflessly, expecting nothing in return. 

If she had arrived in one of the cities he spoke of, she would have quickly become a pawn of the aliens, before she had a chance to learn better. She shivered at that thought, put it aside.

Ardeth was a good and honourable man. With him, she had a place, and purpose, a second chance at life, and a chance to love.

Recalled back to mundane concerns, Ardeth promised to tell her of his life - once their patient was better, and back with her family.
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“I haven’t always been alone,” Ardeth admitted, as he and Dara sat together by the fireplace. He still thought of her by that name, and she was used to it. 

Their patient had gone back to her family for them to tend, recovered enough in body, and mind, but not yet in strength.

“My parents lived here, but the aliens found them and killed them. I don’t know if it was chance, or if they had finally found prey they had been hunting. My parents had been immune to the control of the aliens, and eventually fled the city. They had lived up here for many years, all of my life.”

“Aren’t you afraid that they will return here and find you?” Dara asked.

“No, they don’t know that I exist. To them I am just another of the hill folk and they have little interest in us except as playthings. You see, there isn’t much need for education up here, and so they think us all next to mindless. They speak to us, try to order us, and we act stupid. Sometimes they hit us, to try to force us to do their will, but we act as if we have no idea what they say.”

“You imply they might have been hunting your parents, but why?” Dara had the sudden feeling that the answer would be very important.

“Watch. Remember,” Ardeth summarised. “They watched the actions of the aliens, learnt about them. And they remembered the Prophecy of the Coming and did all they could to prepare for it.”

“What is the prophecy?” Dara urged.

“That one will come, and the aliens will be defeated. They will leave our world and the people would be free once more.”

“Why your parents?” Dara wondered aloud.

Ardeth seemed to sit straighter as he said, “I can trace my family back to the dark ages, when our people lived underground. Then there were two great leaders - Peace Lords Xezir and Xan.” He named his lineage back to Xan. Fifteen generations had passed since that time. “My parents might have known if other descendants of those two leaders existed. I think, I hope, that there are. All I can do, is to continue to do as my parents did, and hope that the small amount of information that I learn is received by other watchers, and not by the aliens.”

Dara kept in mind to ask what his parents had trained him to do, but asked first, “What is it like in the cities?” She was hugging her knees, staring at the fire, and elusive wisps of memory were trying to return.

“I have never been to a city, Dara, but my parents described them as a place where many structures sturdier than this hut, are built close together. Many were even more than one level, though I find it hard to imagine...”

As Ardeth spoke, Dara found images forming in her mind - of places she must have been to, once.

She was aware of him giving details that did not fit with her images, but she remembered them, and assumed that his parents had spoken of them.

“So, the aliens are in control and the people just let them be,” Dara summarised. “Is there no resistance?”

“Not much can be done,” Ardeth admitted. “Those that the overlords believe to be opposing them, are killed in a public and painful way – to frighten anyone else with traitorous ideas. My parents resisted. They saw the truth, and as I said, watched, remembered. They had no way to prove their beliefs to disbelievers. Then they were betrayed and had to flee. There were always too few who believed that the overlords did not belong here, and they dare not risk too much. The majority of the city folk are sheep. I send anything I learn of the alien’s activities via the communicator. No one has replied - although occasionally I have received a message aimed elsewhere, which I do not answer.”

“What of the tunnels?” Dara asked, startling Ardeth.

“How do you know of them?”

“Something I remembered.” She did not offer an explanation.

“From what my parents told me, it has been so many generations since our people emerged onto the surface, that most folk consider them a myth.”

Dara waited for Ardeth to continue.

“My parents knew of them, and in fact escaped through them. However, they also said that most are blocked in multiple places – no one has succeeded in mapping them all. They were able to drill into a fragment with an exit well away from the city but while doing so, had to be careful that the aliens did not detect the activity. The aliens know of the tunnels, and it is believed that they caused most of the collapsed sections.”

“That makes sense – they would not want the people to have places to go to plot against them, even though they see very well in the dark. If your parents knew of them, then any others like them would too...and perhaps be using them. It might be why your comm signals go unanswered. That and so the sender cannot be located.”

Dara was silent, thinking, until Ardeth asked, “What are you thinking?”

“That I need to know what technology still exists here, and if there is anyone who still knows how to use it...I cannot help if we cannot communicate.”

“I can ask for confirmation that I have been heard,” Ardeth offered.

“Do you send messages at a set time, or listen for replies at set times?”

“No, if my parents had a schedule, they did not teach that to me. However, they and I can record anything that the unit receives.”

“I think what I must do first is to make sure the resistance has safe places to work from,” Dara told him. “A device to hide the way in, and to block sensor signals. So that an occupied space, or a hollow area, looks to be solid dirt.”

“Like the tunnel has collapsed?”

Dara nodded, and Ardeth did not ask if she could do this – she would not have mentioned it if she could not. 

Instead, “How many can you make, and what do you need?”

“How many cities are there?”

“Twelve, if no more have been settled since my parents died.”

“Do you have a map of their location?”

“No...”

“Which is the nearest to here?”

“The Plains city. The one beyond that is the Lake city.”

“I will try to make two devices – do you have tools? Fine ones for delicate work?”

“I will show you what I have – what else?”

“Let me forage through your box of alien bits. Lastly, do you have a way to deliver them to the Plains city?”

Ardeth merely smiled. That was all the answer Dara needed. Details were not needed, and she supposed that since the occasional city folk who fled to the mountains had succeeded coming this way – they would know of where to hide going back.

“If you cannot find enough bits here, there are more around. Alien ships often crash in these hills.”

Dara heard the bland tone, and stared at Ardeth. His mouth twitched and she suddenly understood. Her own grin was malicious. “I don’t suppose they had any tools on board?”

Ardeth gave a faint nod. “And many useful things. The metal hull is particularly vulnerable to the weather here.” His mind pictured the metal panels being stripped by the hill folk.

From Ardeth’s box, Dara selected various oddments and accepted his promise to bring her more of the same from elsewhere. He slipped out in the darkest part of the night, and when he returned, he also had a bundle of tools. He saw Dara’s eyes gleam at the sight of them. In his hidden cave up the mountain, where his equipment was hidden, he had the tools his parents had used, as well as some of the strange tools of the aliens. Some he had no idea of the use of. Yet it seemed that Dara knew. He watched with amazement as Dara micro-manufactured parts for what she was making – from memory, without a plan or schematic. The device was half the size of his hand, and the alien parts were morphed into something quite different. Small sections of the metal from the alien ship hull, became the casing – the shape being changed by heat and careful hammering. 

Finally the first was finished, it had a simple on/off button, a plain gauge to show power level, and a place to connect a palm sized solar panel to recharge the unit. 

Dara gave it to Ardeth. “Put it just this side of the fire grill and turn it on.”

“Ah!” Ardeth saw his fireplace become like an extension of the rough wooden wall around it. He did not resist the urge to feel it the fireplace was still there. It was...then he felt for the unit and turned it off.

“Does this work like that trick you did to hide us from the aliens...in that shallow cave?”

Ardeth’s eyes were bright with excitement at the ideas where a device like that could be used.

Dara had felt herself go tense, only then recalling what she had done without thinking. That required power, but she had none...not anymore...

“Close enough,” she admitted. “They can hide static objects and have a field diameter of about five feet. They require very little outside energy and can be recharged in sunlight. If used to hide a doorway, it works better if the door is shut.”

“What about to hide a person?”

“They can, best if the person is not where someone is likely to walk – and if tall, they need to squat. Being still is best – when it’s moving, there may be some visible distortion.”

“Dara, could you make a lot of these? I can help the hill folk protect themselves...”

“Yes, I thought to send two to the plains city and maybe there will be others there who could copy it and make more. If I had paper I could draw the schematic.”

“I’ll get what you need,” Ardeth promised. “Will you make another tonight?”

Dara nodded.

Ardeth hid her first device in a niche by the fire. Then he lay on his bed, watching her work in the light of only the fire. Her eyes had changed shape, and he wondered at that, but said nothing. His Dara was still a woman of many mysteries.

His mind turned from deciding to visit the hill folk for more of the odd alien ‘beads’ Dara was making use of – once they learnt what she could do with them, they would willingly part with the pretties – to the thought of how Dara had known of the tunnels. She ‘remembered’ she had said. Had Dara been on this world before?

Surely that was impossible...wasn’t it?

By morning he had forgotten the question of how Dara could have remembered the tunnels. It was more immediately useful to have more of the fabulous devices, and he went off to fetch more of the ‘bits’ from the alien ships.

He recalled the question some days later after Dara had completed the twelfth device. He asked her then, but her answer was an equally odd question.

“What do you know of this world, from before the Dark Ages?”

“Only that the cities were built up from the ruins of an ancient civilisation,” Ardeth revealed. 

The question implied that Dara knew things that he was avidly interested in hearing.

“Come outside and sit with me. I will tell you a story – but you will have to ignore a time paradox.”

Ardeth followed her to their favourite sitting place, under a canopy of leaves and hidden from chance observation from above.

“Once upon a time,” Dara began, and she paused as memories returned of her childhood that seemed a thousand years ago. Finally, she went on, “Once there was a world where two cultures diverged, and one group went off to colonise another world.  Many thousands of years later, the group that left realised that their world was in trouble. It was heading for a cataclysm that would kill every living being on it. They sought to return to the world of their ancestors, but they were refused. Not only could the first world not support a sudden doubling of its population, but the two peoples had incompatible ideologies.”

“There was a war,” Ardeth guessed.

“Yes, an undeclared war at first, intended to change the first world to suit the intruders, and to weaken the population. These intruders had allies, who helped them with technology, and seemed disinterested in the ancestral planet. But the intruders who merely wanted to return so their people would survive, were defeated, not once, but twice.”

“You talk in riddles, Dara,” Ardeth said. 

“My people, Tymoreans, merely defended against their distant kin. We sent them back to their ships, and it seemed that our world was open and defeated. Only then, did the so called allies of our distant kin show their true nature. They attacked, caring not if it were Tymoreans or their allies who died.”

“And how do these people relate to those of us who live here?” Ardeth had an idea, and he waited for an answer.

“Tymorean scientists knew what was happening on the world of our distant kin. We believe that their allies caused the instability. My brother and I, drew on the work of scientists from thousands of worlds and designed an underground city that their distant kin could build and which would preserve them when their planet broke out of their sun’s control.”

Ardeth did not know how such a thing was possible, but he did not think Dara was lying. 

“This world?”

Dara nodded. “The people who listened and believed were saved, though countless millions died. Generations passed in darkness, until this world was almost within the influence of a sun again.”

While Dara paused, Ardeth said, “One of the oldest legends that my parents knew was of the birth of our people from the bowels of the planet.”

“When the people first went underground, they were guided by two wise men, those you mentioned once - Peace Lords Xeric and Xan, then as time passed by their descendants.”

Ardeth drew in a breath, recognising his own ancestor. Had Dara actually known him?

“When this planet was nearing the new sun, my brother and I had reason to be near here, and we detected an alien ship on the surface. The ship belonged to the race that had betrayed the people whose descendants now lived in the tunnels. We neutralised the threat from that ship, but we knew that others of their kind might also know of this place. Indeed, a wise man, one Exlan, prophesised that the aliens would return, and certain actions were taken against that time.”

“What? What was done?”

Dara shook her head. “I don’t know, not exactly. At that time, I was involved in a war against these aliens on another world. My other brother came here, to teach the younger generations to be alert for the aliens. My returning memories tell me that his visit was only a short time ago – not the generations that must have come and gone. Hence the time paradox.”

When Dara looked again at Ardeth, his face wore an expression of awe. 

“Then it must be you...the one who was to come...”

With a gentle shake of her head, Dara said, “No, I am not the one...I am...powerless now. I cannot fight these aliens... not directly. By stealth, yes, that is all. But I think, that I will know when it is time to act.”

Dara knew with an inner surety that the one that prophecy referred to was her younger brother, but would the Guardians listen to her? Would they summon her brothers to help here?

To distract herself, she asked Ardeth to tell her what prophecies and legends he knew dating from the dark ages, and from after the people emerged once more onto the surface of the world. She wanted to know how it was that the aliens had come, and the people had not realised they were enemies.

“My parents spoke of these mountains as being sanctuary – and for many years it seemed that was so. Apart from that, as I said, there is a legend that a Great One promised that the people here would one day live upon the surface. There is no mention of the overlords in it, so I expect the aliens came later. I am not sure of when the legend of the Coming originated. Perhaps I can contact a scholar in the city to see if they know.”

“No. It is not that important and communications should stay at a minimum,” Dara decided. “Tell me instead of what is known of these aliens here, and how you have managed to confound them.”

And so began the first of many discussions, during which both Ardeth and Dara learnt more of each other and a deep rapport grew between them that was noticed even by the simple hill folk. The latter had readily accepted Dara, from the time she had helped to heal the daughter of Mathias. It was these same folk who witnessed the simple vows that Ardeth and Dara exchanged to become husband and wife.

Except for the gradual placing of devices to further protect the hill dwellers and discourage the aliens from interfering with them, those same hill folk were ignorant of the subtle plans Dara began to implement to strengthen the resistance in the cities. And that those in the cities came to talk of the Wise Ones in the hills.
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