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Chapter 1  Kailin
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When to the new eyes of thee 

All things by immortal power,

Near or far, 

Hiddenly

To each other linked are,

That thou canst not stir a flower

Without troubling of a star;

—From Mistress of Vision by Francis Thompson (1859-1907).

.


When the forest trail narrowed to a mountain goat path, Kailin used a large boulder to haul herself onto the next ledge. She glanced back for her younger brother Dreng, but the seven-year-old lingered to study a redwood wider than he was tall. Unlike the larger trees, this redwood’s needles were silver-gray rather than green.

“Hurry, Dreng. We need to get farther away before the sun sets.” Kailin pulled herself up onto a waist-high ledge and waited. She did not think the boy could manage the climb alone.

“I’m hungry,” Dreng said. “Can’t we go back for supper?”

“No. They’ll have missed us by now. If we go back, the overseer will punish us.” 

As if in response to her words, an overseer’s flyer zoomed across the river and then followed the waterfalls upward. Kailin ducked into the ferns sprouting from cracks in the rocks, but her brother stood open-mouthed and watched until the flyer disappeared beyond the mountain crest.

“You idiot,” Kailin said. “Why didn’t you hide? They might have seen us.”

Dreng paced to the ledge, looked up at her, and squinted against the bright afternoon sun. “I wanted to see if a Tujec was in the flyer.”

“You wouldn’t know a Tujec if you saw one.” Kailin extended her hand to help him. “Put your left foot on the big rock.”

Dreng ignored the rock and her hand; instead, he scampered up an adjacent crevice. Loose gravel gave way near the top. He slid, tore his pants, scrapped his knee, and landed half-on, half-off the ledge.

“Ow.”

Kailin grabbed the back of his shirt and hauled him onto the goat trail. “You’re bleeding. Serves you right.  Blood scent makes it easy for the pseu-hounds to find you.”

“Tomas says pseu-hounds can smell you without blood.” Dreng pulled his pants leg above his knee. “I’m not bleeding much.”

“We have to go.” Kailin started up the goat path. “We must get farther into the mountains before night.”

“I’m hungry. Why didn’t you bring any food?”

“Where was I going to get food without them suspecting? Come on. We can find berries higher up.”

A hundred yards higher, the narrow goat trail widened onto a long terrace that overlooked the valley. When they neared the waterfalls at the far end of the terrace, the thunder of cascading water from high above drowned out the persistent birdcalls from the forest below.  The scrub oaks thinned near the falls, and a spring of water bubbled into a shallow depression, which then spilled over the terrace edge to join the falls in plunging to the river far below. Mist from the waterfalls billowed onto the terrace and coated the ferns in the shadows around the pool. At the other end of the terrace, black soil layered with rock, and a few large oak trees clustered against the rocky incline.

Dreng ran the last few yards to the pool and plunged in his face to drink. Kailin was thirsty too, but she pushed her way past the damp undergrowth onto the rocky rim of the terrace for a better view of the valley.  Even at this distance, the towers in the Tujec city dominated the cultivated fields that spanned the remainder of the valley basin. 

Mist from the waterfalls moistened Kailin’s face while she mentally retraced their route up the mountainside. The only signs of pursuit were on the far side of the valley where two flyers skimmed the river. 

Perhaps she and her brother were lucky. Perhaps with the harvest underway, the overseers were too busy to search for two missing children.

“I’m tired, and I’m hungry.” Dreng peeked through the underbrush. 

Kailin pressed her lips together. Her recent growth spurt had lifted her a full head taller than her brother. She was the older sister—four years older—and he looked up to her not simply because she was taller, but because she had promised to get them home. 

“I know,” she said. “I’m hungry too. We can camp here for the night. We passed oaks on the far side of the terrace. Do you want to help me look for acorns?”

“How will we find Mamma and Papa?” Dreng cocked his head to one side and squeezed one eye shut. “We’ve been away forever.”

“Less than a year.” Kailin rested her hand on her brother’s shoulder. “When they captured us, I watched through the flyer window. We flew around Eldfjall and over these waterfalls into the valley. After we climb to the top, we’ll look for the smoke from Eldfjall—that’s the direction to find Mamma and Papa.”  

§§

Kailin collected a few handfuls of acorns, but dusk came before she found the blackberry bushes. Feeling past the thorns for ripe berries in the fading light, she harvested what she could. 

A chill arrived with the darkness, a chill that light from the rising gibbous moon could not push aside. If the wind picked up, they might freeze, but she would not worry her brother over that.

Although Dreng had quickly given up searching for nuts or berries, he settled next to her at the pool to share what Kailin had gathered. He cracked an acorn with his teeth and immediately complained about the tough shell.

“Use a rock to break them open,” Kailin snapped. “Or do I have to do everything for you.”

Dreng pushed out his lower lip, but did not reply. Instead, he took a second helping of blackberries and left Kailin with a smaller share. They finished the berries in silence, and then spent half an hour picking meat from crushed acorn shells. She deliberately had collected only a few handfuls. Eating too many acorns would make you sick.

Kailin wistfully looked at the scattered branches and limbs shed by nearby trees. She sighed. Even if she had some way to start a fire, she dared not risk the firelight. 

Dreng shivered and pulled his knees against his chest. 

How cold did the mountains get at night? Mist from the waterfalls did not help.

“Come on.” Kailin stood. “Help me gather dry leaves before the clouds cover the moon.”

“What for?”

“To sleep under.” She led him away from the spring to the scraggly oak grove. 

By the time they accumulated a suitable pile of leaves, clouds obscured the moon and darkness covered the mountain. Kailin burrowed into the pile alongside Dreng and pulled in loose leaves for cover while her brother snuggled against her.

“Are you warm yet?” she asked.

His head nodded against her chin. She sighed. One day done. One day closer to home. 

“Kailin?”

“Yes.”

“Why did we have to leave today? Tomas says that the farm is not all that bad. We have food to eat and a warm place to sleep. He says Mama and Papa are wild humans, and he wouldn’t want to live wild.”

“Tomas was born on the farm, Dreng. He doesn’t know anything different, and he certainly doesn’t know as much as he thinks he knows. If Mama and Papa are wild humans, then we should be wild too. Don’t you want to see Mama and Papa again?”

“Yes, but why today?”

Kailin did not answer immediately. What could she tell him that he would understand? She shivered, but she did not know whether from the cold against her back or the fear inside her heart.

“You know my friend Ilen?” Kailin pulled her brother closer. “She’s just a year older than me, but they put the collar on her yesterday.”

“The collar?”

“You know, the collar that adults wear. The collar that lets the Tujec always know where you are. The collar that hurts you when the overseer is angry. Once you wear the collar, it never comes off. They attach a collar when you become an adult.”

“Ilen is no adult,” Dreng giggled. “She’s too silly.”

“Yesterday they put the collar on her. Now, she can never escape. She can never run away. In a couple of years, they’ll want her to make babies. Babies are stronger than any collar to keep you from running. How silly does that sound?”

“Oh.”

“Do you understand why we have to leave now, during the fall harvest?”

“I guess, but I’m still hungry.”

Kailin gritted her teeth. Boys are such idiots. She should have left him at the farm. She rolled onto her back. He could keep himself warm.

“Don’t be mad, Kailin.” Dreng’s whisper barely rose above the rumble of the waterfalls in the distance. “I understand. Ilen is only a year older than you are, and you’re a girl too. I won’t complain anymore.”

§§

A flyer swooshing close to the falls woke Kailin the next morning. She peeked from beneath the leaves, but the flyer was already gone. Were they searching the mountains more carefully now?

Glancing at the sky, Dreng emerged from the bushes near the pool. Had he hidden from the flyer? Dreng retied his trousers. More likely, he simply had gone into the bushes to pee before the flyer passed. Kailin shook her head. She more forcefully would have to explain their situation to her brother.

Dreng waded into the pool. Kailin retreated behind the oaks for her own toilet.

The sun rose above the far end of the valley. 

They had slept longer than Kailin intended. She remembered the blackberry bushes, somewhere near the oaks. Surely, she could pick more berries in the morning light.

“Look what I have,” Dreng shouted when Kailin left the shelter of the oaks.

“Shush,” Kailin said. “Your voice carries.”

She stretched and walked to the pool. A blister had started on her big toe, but she did not want to remove her moccasin to check it.  

She was hungry. A good drink of water would help fill her until they could find more berries for breakfast.

She knelt by the pool and reached for the water. Before she could touch it, the water danced and rippled.

Then the earth shook. Rocks rained down the mountain face and bounced across the terrace. Dreng swayed, stumbled sideways, and fell face first into the pond. Kailin braced herself with both hands. A large rock flew past her head. 

She looked up.

A hundred yards above, a boulder broke loose from the mountain crest and bounced towards her. She tried to stand and run, but with a growing rumble, the quake knocked her down. The falling boulder struck an outcrop, deflected to a new path, and smashed into the oak grove. If Kailin had slept a few minutes more, the rock would have crushed her.

The shaking subsided, and Kailin rose unsteadily, but she kept her feet wide apart in case there were aftershocks. Dreng crawled from the pool. He was soaked.

“What was that?” he asked.

“The earth moved, just like when Eldfjall erupts. You remember.”

He shook his head, and slung water from his hair. “I don’t remember it shaking that hard.”

“Maybe we are closer to Eldfjall than I thought,” Kailin said. “Hurry let’s get to the top.”

“I’m wet and hungry.”

“You’ll dry, and you’re always hungry.” Kailin reached toward her brother. “What’s in your hand?”

“I found a salamander in the pool.” Dreng held up his prize. 

Kailin poised her fists against her hips like Mama always did. “You’ll squeeze the life from it.”

“I don’t want it to get away.”

“Put him in my blouse pocket. You’ll need your hands free to climb. I’ll tie the flap so it can’t get away.”

“He’s mine.” Dreng wrapped both hands around the animal.

“I don’t want your stupid salamander, but if you kill him, I don’t want to hear about it.”

Dreng’s lower lip pushed out, but he passed the salamander to Kailin. Unlike a lizard, the salamander felt moist and soft. Kailin turned the animal onto its back. The creature’s toes were stubby and its head seemed too large for its body. Kailin almost dropped the salamander when it changed color from spotty blue to brilliant red. 

Was the creature angry? Did it bite?

“Henki changes colors a lot,” Dreng said. “That’s how I noticed him. I’m hungry.”

“What kind of name is Henki?”

“Just came to me that he looks like a Henki. Where are the blackberries?”

Kailin gestured beyond the damaged oaks. “I hope the boulder didn’t squash them all.” 

She slipped the salamander into her blouse pocket and tied the flap closed. 

In the valley, a plume of smoke rose from the farm buildings. Something burned. The quake had started a fire. Kailin gritted her teeth with satisfaction. That should keep the overseers busy a while longer.

§§

Before noon, Kailin crested the canyon walls well away from the river feeding the waterfalls. Ahead of her, the plateau spread for miles. The crisp air beyond the waterfall mist would quickly dry their clothes while the sun warmed them. 

Near the plateau edge, Kailin waited for her brother to catch up. When he topped the rim, he looked almost dry and not too tired. Satisfied that he was safe, she shaded her eyes and studied the terrain. 

The rugged plateau extended on her left to snowcapped mountains. From those distant peaks, trees followed the meandering river, which wended across the plains before plunging over the plateau edge into the valley. Walking this plateau would be much easier than climbing the valley walls. 

Ahead of her, beyond the wandering river and forest, a massive cone jutted above the tree line and dominated the western horizon. Smoke billowed from the cone, and even through the sunlight’s glare, flashes of fire followed the migration of lava down the side of the volcano.

“Eldfjall,” she declared proudly. “Closer than I thought. We’ll be home soon.”

“Eldfjall looks different than that,” Dreng said. “Wider, but flat at the top like it was chopped off. This volcano looks pointy.”

“That’s because we’re closer and on a different side.” Kailin said, but the volcano did not look quite as familiar to her either.

She looked to her right. Miles away, another cone belched smoke into the sky. In between the two volcanoes, and so far away that she could not make out the individual shapes of the mountains, a third plume of smoke drifted skyward.

Three volcanoes. Which was Eldfjall? Could there be even more volcanoes farther away?

“Are we lost?” Dreng asked.

“Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that. We’ll just have to go to each volcano until we find Eldfjall. We might as well start with the closest. Let’s follow the river. It will take longer than cutting across the plains, but we can hide from the fliers beneath the trees, and there should be nuts and berries. Maybe we can spear a fish.”

“I’m afraid, Kailin.”

“It’s all right to be afraid, but we can’t let that stop us. So long as we stay together, so long as we try our best, we’ll make it home.”

§§

They followed the river upstream several miles until it widened into a shallow lake. Trees and brambles lined the shore. With darkness close, Kailin gathered what blackberries she could harvest from the brambles—and got numerous thorn scratches on her arms in the process. She thought she recognized an edible variety of Morning Glory. When the flowers opened in the morning she would be sure, but she did not want to risk digging for tubers before she saw the open flowers. 

An hour before dusk, a flyer skimmed the river and followed the tree line back towards the valley. Kailin grabbed Dreng’s arm to keep him from rushing from concealment in the trees to watch the flyer pass. 

She yelled and scolded him, and then stalked off into the woods when he whined.

Dreng moped and followed her while she gathered more blackberries. He did not help, but neither did he complain. Munching on the juicy berries, they walked another half-mile upstream until Kailin spotted several walnut trees that had dropped clusters of leaves to the ground. The fallen leaves were still green. With darkness close, they ate a few walnuts and burrowed into the leaves for the night.

While Dreng slept late the next morning, Kailin scouted for Morning Glories. With the flowers fully open, she would know which were safe to eat. She hiked the half-mile back to where she had seen the first Morning Glories, but when she saw the open flowers, she knew they were not the edible kind. More bright flowers drew her further from the lake. Soon, she found tangled vines and open flowers covering the trees. Mama had taught her that these Morning Glories were edible, and she began digging up the tubers. A swoosh and rumble passed overhead—a flyer?—but she saw nothing through the heavy tree canopy.

Clutching her dress hem in her left hand to form a sack, she gathered a skirt-full of tubers. When she returned to the oak cove where she had left Dreng, she called, but he did not answer. Kailin dropped the tubers and ran to the lakeside.

“Dreng,” she shouted. 

Still, he did not answer. Panicked, she ran to the oaks and dug through the leaves, but Dreng was not there. She spent the remainder of the day searching several miles up and down the lakeshore, but saw no sign of her brother. When darkness came and she could no longer see, she dropped exhausted to the forest floor. 

Kailin did not bother to gather oak leaves against the chill. She lay alone beneath the trees and cried. 

How could she go home without Dreng? What would she tell her mother? 

When she awoke the next morning, her face was sticky from the tears, but now she knew what must have happened. The overseers had found her brother and taken him back to the farm in the flyer she had heard pass overhead. She must sneak back to the farm to rescue him.

Resolved to free her brother, she hiked away from the lake until the trees thinned and only scraggly bushes dotted the plain.  Cutting directly across the rugged plateau to the canyon edge would be faster than following the meandering river back to the waterfalls. 

She turned east. Although the sun brightly glowed where it rose above the valley, a dark shadow crept from behind her. Kailin looked back. 

The squat volcano loomed nearer than she expected, and an enormous black cloud spread from its peak. The ground rumbled and shook. Kailin staggered and searched for a place to run, a place to hide. In her blouse pocket, the salamander struggled against her chest.

The top of the volcano exploded skyward and the blast destroyed the side of the volcano facing her. Like an avalanche, a boiling mass of super-heated air and debris roiled towards her. 

She screamed, but it was too late.
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Chapter 2  Henki
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Henki had not enjoyed being a vulture; the experience was too brief to satisfy him. He had barely hatched before a snake entered the vulture’s nest and swallowed him whole.

Disappointing, but Henki was used to the unpredictability of life. 

Months later, he tried to convince a mountain goat that she had birthed him, but the goat sniffed him a few times and then left him to flounder on a rocky outcrop. That surprised Henki. He thought he had mastered the goat’s peculiarities and had become an acceptable kid, but every species had unexpected variations. Every species reserved surprises. 

Surprise sustained Henki’s curiosity. After thirty thousand years of consciousness, Henki still struggled to understand organic life by assuming its various forms. Thirty thousand years and life still surprised and amused Henki. 

He exercised his kid’s vocal cords and bleated a few times. Just when he had reconciled himself to dying from exposure, an eagle descended and made quick work of him. Sometimes nature was kind, but seldom was it gentle.

He resolved to try a goat’s life again at some other time. Perhaps he should not have ventured so far from his usual haunts. Goats lived there too.

Henki disentangled himself from the dying kid’s body and disassembled his essence into a wisp of glowing gas. He floated with the currents of the mountain winds and contemplated his latest errors. When he sensed the excess moisture in the air, he summoned a familiar success from his repertoire and coalesced on a long terrace jutting beside a waterfall that cascaded into the valley below.

Overlooking the valley, a small pool of water collected on the terrace. Rich ferns grew nearby with brush and trees not far beyond. A perfect place for a salamander to reflect on life—his current life and the many lives before. 

Henki’s previous life as a salamander had not been idyllic, but old age had exhausted that salamander’s body and completed his impersonation: a better experience than ending at the jaws of a hungry predator. He counted that life as a success, and success fed his confidence.

Henki assembled himself into a familiar blue-spotted salamander and scurried into the pool of water. After a few moments, he ascended to the pool edge, and with eyes just above the waterline to alert him to predators, he enjoyed the cool water and contemplated his next emulation.

After a week of contemplation, he still had not decided whether to try the life of an untapped species, or redo the life of a previously imitated species, perhaps this time in a different region. Henki always learned something from every life trial, and he was patient. Although repetitions did not teach him as much, usually the familiar comfort that came with repetition offset the lack of new information. 

Mammals were the most difficult species to emulate, but they were also the most exciting and informative. A few mammals like the Piktas, Henki had resolved not to repeat, usually because he had learned all he cared to learn about that species. He would like to retry the life of a Vanhem Pi, but he could not bring himself to emulate a Vanhem Pi again, not so long as Tieto lived. Goats he would surely try again, but not today. Why rush?

While he contemplated his choices on the afternoon of the eighth day, a two-legged hominid rushed the pool and thrust its head into the water to drink. Henki did not recognize the biped creature—although it resembled a Vanhem Pi more than a Piktas. He slipped to the bottom of the pool to avoid notice.

Two legs suggested an animal that made efficient use of food. Two arms with hands suggested manipulation of the environment. How intelligent was this hominid? Smart as the Vanhem Pi? Vicious as the Piktas?

A slightly taller version of the animal passed the pond and pushed through the underbrush to the edge of the terrace. The first creature stopped drinking and followed. Ah, social animals. Living as a social animal always offered extra learning opportunities because Henki could not rely on just instinct in his impersonations. Although young mammals learned much from their parents, social animals continued to learn from the herd after their childhood.

Henki floated until he peered just above the water level. Because he only relaxed as a salamander rather than committing to a life-long investigation, he was willing to alter the salamander’s body. He reconfigured his eyes to hawk-like precision and adjusted the salamander’s brain to process the extra information. 

These creatures were not Vanhem Pi, but physically they were close. Despite the similarities, these hominids were not a species that Henki had previously imitated. Excitement flamed within. This species was new to him.

Curiosity drove him to the edge of the water. Here was the solution to his dilemma. Here was his next project, but he would not make the same mistake he had made with the goat. Henki would thoroughly study the chemistry of this species before he became one.

§§

During the night, Henki sensed the stress increase in the earth’s crust. Soon the ground would shake in preparation to releasing fire and molten rock. In his life as a pseu-hound, Henki once had suffocated from volcanic ash, but that was from an eruption miles away. This stress was closer and much more powerful. The built-up power swelled within him. At first, he simply fed on the energy, but soon he could not digest so much ambient power at once. Nor could he convert more than a fraction of the potential to his own use. 

He considered abandoning the salamander form and escaping the danger, but these new hominids fascinated him. Now they slept beneath leaves in the oak grove. 

Long before Henki learned the joy of becoming an animal, he once had been an oak. He learned the patience of a hundred years while he was an oak, but what would happen to these creatures if the volcano erupted while he waited overnight? 

Could urgency be safer than patience?

Henki resolved to study the two hominids for as long as feasible. If needed, he could always break away and avoid the unfettered release of energy from the volcano, but he worried whether he could find other examples of this species to study. 

When the sun swept darkness from the next morning, the smaller hominid crawled from beneath the leaves. With his eyes just above the water, Henki watched from the far end of the pool. The creature crept behind the nearby bushes for bodily relief and then turned to the pool for a drink. Standard mammal behavior.

The hominid’s face was light brown like rusted sand and smoother than a Vanhem Pi’s was. Like the Vanhem Pi, this animal wore clothes, so that Henki could not discern more intimate, distinguishing details without physical contact. He yearned to taste the creature.

He risked a color shift to bright blue with an iridescent green undertone and crawled onto a rock at the water’s edge. This creature might eat salamanders, but if Henki could provoke its curiosity....

At first, the creature did not appear to notice Henki. Henki rapidly changed between yellow and blue, then orange and back to blue. He scurried across the rock. The hominid’s head snapped up. Pleased with the attention, Henki froze.

Slowly, the creature crept around the pool. It stopped whenever Henki moved, until at last, it hovered near Henki and extended its hand. Henki waited until the hand almost touched him, and then he dashed toward the water. As he expected, the hominid grabbed him.

Immediately, Henki tasted the animal. Complex chemistry filled his senses. Familiar chemistry, but he would need time to digest the details and distinguish them from the myriads of animals he already knew. He wriggled in expectation that the creature might eat him, but instead the creature prodded him and turned him over. Henki stopped wiggling and submitted to the examination. 

Another success. Like Henki, the animal was curious.

Several minutes later, the second hominid emerged from the oak grove. The creature holding Henki made noises. Perhaps like the Vanhem Pi, they communicated by sound. If so, Henki did not recognize the language. The taller hominid approached the water to drink.

The ground shook and spilled the small hominid into the pool of water. Henki easily could have escaped, but instead he clung to the creature’s hand when its grip loosened.

Once the quake subsided, the small hominid crawled from the water. Sounds passed between the larger creature and the smaller. The smaller hominid gave Henki to the larger.

Immediately, Henki tasted the larger creature. Similar, but different in the fine details. Complete analysis of the low-level chemical structure and comparisons would take him a week. 

The larger hominid examined him. Again, Henki worried that the hominid might eat him before he had a chance to learn, but instead the creature secured him in a pocket.

The two hominids climbed the canyon face. 

Henki refined his fingers and wedged them through the clothing weave until he found the creature’s skin beneath. Carefully, he transformed his fingers into delicate sensors and worked them through the skin and into hominid’s body to compare the DNA codes to the physical body structure.

Soon, he ignored the swinging gait of the creature’s walk. He extended more sensors into the animal and focused on digesting the influx of data to the exclusion of all else.

§§

The taste of sour hormones alerted Henki. Was there danger? The creature shouted and ran along the shoreline of the lake. The disturbance interfered with Henki’s studies, and he extended fine tendrils into the hominid’s brain and tapped into its sensory nervous system. He had little trouble interpreting the sight and sound patterns because they resembled those of the ape that he had imitated a thousand years before. 

Once he had a clear view of the creature’s surroundings, he puzzled over its actions. No predator pursued. No storm converged. Why was the creature distraught? The ground moved slightly, but the creature appeared not to notice, so that could not be the source of alarm. 

Henki deliberately ignored the gathering power of the volcano. An eruption could occur at any moment, or the ground might simply rumble and quake for days. The volcanic cone lay several miles away, and he had plenty of time to escape from the creature in the case of an unexpectedly violent eruption. 

Night fell, and the biped collapsed. Exhaustion and intense emotion surged through the bloodstream. Henki manipulated the hominid’s hormones to calm it, and the animal quieted with darkness. While the exhausted animal slept, Henki cemented his attachments to its brain, and matched the most elemental DNA sequences to the body structure. He had never bound himself so closely to a subject before. Most of the raw information he stored for future study. Before he abandoned this specimen, he would gather enough raw data to occupy him for months. Then he would be ready to make his impersonation.

§§

In the morning, the hominid struck out through the woods and away from the lake. Although emotions still raged in its bloodstream, determination drove most of the fear to the back of its brain. Henki tapped into the remaining senses—touch, smell, and taste—not quite as good an experience as imitating the life cycle of one of these hominids, but an even deeper contact than he had previously allowed himself. He was determined to know this creature well. No goat mistakes this time.

Full of a purpose that Henki could not decipher, the hominid exited the woods and marched onto the plains. Henki felt and saw through the creature’s senses. Despite the rising sun ahead, darkness rose from behind. The hominid looked back. 

Smoke billowed from the volcano and spread across the sky. The top of the volcano exploded and the side facing the hominid erupted. Emotion surged through the hominid’s nervous system and released chemical fear into its bloodstream.

Henki sought to untangle himself from the creature, but for the first time in his experience, he could not. The creature’s emotions flooded him and imprisoned him as surely as briars and brambles can seize and bind an unwary animal. He managed to break the deepest of the physical connections, but despite his efforts, the creature’s maelstrom of emotion sucked him into its whirlpool of confusion.

A roiling wall of debris and super-heated gas plunged towards them.

Henki’s confidence abandoned him. He attempted to disassemble, but the emotional grip of the hominid only tightened. Seeking freedom at any price, he sought extra power and tapped into the approaching tsunami of fire as a resource. The volcano’s energy overwhelmed him when he attempted to convert its raw energy to his own use. Too much power. Even in his most elementary and insubstantial form, he could not expect to survive this much violence. What to do?

The hominid screamed.

Henki decided. 

He choked on the energy from the approaching wave, used the overflow to disassemble both himself and the hominid as if they were one creature, and then propelled the essence of the combination away from the cataclysm. Even so, the volcanic eruption engulfed them in their new form, and he lost all control.

Immediately, Henki knew he had made a terrible mistake.
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