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Prologue




(warning: Spoiler alert- if you haven't read
book one – Sea's Dance, read it first)

A summary of what has gone before…

In Apros of the year 1592 sc, the CSIC
ship The Weightless Sword
headed out on a mission of research and discovery. Professor
Valeria Pelayrm had managed the translations of a particular alien
language. That language was used for inscriptions upon several of a
collection of alien stele from the edges of the civilized
universe.

The ConSect Interstellar Corporation
hired her to translate these inscriptions. CSIC hoped the professor
could follow the trail of the Scribes. They hoped to find ancient
alien tech treasures. Outfitting The
Weightless Sword, they put her in charge of the
search. Commander Sykes ran the ship with a minimal crew. Captain
Gabriel was in charge of a squad of elite guards to protect the
professor and whatever treasure they found.

With the professor was an alien creature
named Azkor. It was a massive creature resembling a hybrid of
several old-earth animals. Pure black, its head and body was
somewhat like a tiger. Its shoulders and forelimbs were massive,
with hands like a mountain gorilla. It had a thick prehensile tail.
Though it was dangerous looking, no one suspected how dangerous it
really was.

The reason none suspected became clear with
dramatic consequence to Sea, who was assigned to bodyguard Valeria.
Sea was the only female of the squad. It became clear to her Azkor
was not the pet Val pretended. It was more that Val was the pet.
The creature was powerfully psychic. It soon tamed Sea, as it had
tamed Valeria. More than simply taming them, he merged the two
women, linking them fundamentally, so they were one person.

All the while he worked on them psychically
they invaded his memories, learning the truth of him. His memories
imprinted within them. The creature had used these memories to
assist Val in her work. It had enabled her achievements.

As the mission reached its halfway point
Azkor began altering the women, altering their DNA. While that was
bad enough, there was more. Suspicions developed that members of
the crew were spying on Val, hoping to gain the bounty of her
mission.

Then… upon arrival at the expected system
they were blasted.

The ship was dead and falling inward.
They managed to regain partial power and avoid joining the
wreck-filled reef. Dead ships beyond count filled the reef. In
hopes of fully restoring the Sword, they explored these alien ships. Azkor
made use of this confusion, taking them another step farther,
engineering pregnancy in both women.

Val finds a treasure trove of data contained
in memory crystals. After collecting all they could carry, Val is
captured by scavenging survivors. Sea follows her trail through a
wild collection of passageways and ships.

At a scavengers' base, Val is introduced to
the leaders. Using Azkor's memories, Val is able to communicate.
The other guards catch up to Sea. Linked telepathically, she knows
all Val is experiencing.

Val learns some ancient truth of Azkor from
one of the alien leaders.

As the alien realizes she'd been touched by
Azkor, it tries to kill her. The guards rescue her.

Returning to the Sword, they break inward to seek the planet of
the Scribes' origin. After surviving another attack, they reach the
planet. Val deduces where they must go to find the
Source of the Scribes. Along the
way, they encounter a survivor from a previous wrecked mission,
Janus. As Val, Sea and several others climb a mountain to
the Source, part of the
ship's crew mutinies. Azkor takes a female crew member and begins
transforming her. She's mentally linked to Sea and Val.

As they reach the Hall of the Source, Azkor realizes the truth. He
tries to stop them. He is too far away. The Source frees them of Azkor's control. Before
they can do anything, several of the crew attack, believing they'd
found treasure. Sea is nearly killed.

After the battle, Val heals her.

Returning to the lowlands and their base,
intending to put down the mutiny, they are attacked by Azkor. The
creature is killed. The mutiny is put down.

While most things are settled and the
mission a success, they don't yet have ID drive so they can't go
home. Also Val, Sea and Gloria are pregnant by the creature's
genetic manipulation. Gloria has been physically altered to look
other than human. She carries six babies.

They remain on planet until the children are
born and grow for a while.

They set up a small settlement in a fertile
valley east of the mountain range.

There are a lot of unresolved personal
issues. More develop over the course of time.

The planet is safe and peaceful. It is a
wonderful land to raise the children.

Eventually, they must return to the
stars.

*

 


A reminder about time:

Since human chronometers in early
space exploration held with a twenty four hour, sixty minute per
hour cycle, the standard day
remained the same. Nine days per week was later decided, with five
weeks per month. For the sake of tradition and remembrance, twelve
months in a year continued.

If the reader is using a form of
calendar other than the Human Standard
Calendar, please bear this fact in mind for any dates
or chronological measure.

 


By the reckoning of the Standard
Calendar this story starts in
the year 1597sc on a planet in an uncharted region of space. The
planet was simply called Beta…

 


 



Chapter 1




 


Elise is my daughter.

I don't know what of her is of Azkor. It
doesn't matter.

Azkor was an alien creature. It had healed
my body. It was responsible for my pregnancy.

Long ago I'd been ripped, torn and scarred
within. For many years of my youth I'd been a mind 'jacked slave,
captive on an alien planet beyond the bounds of human civilization.
My will had been dead. Something within me brought that part of me
to life. I escaped my slavery… wounded, nearly dying. I
escaped.

Yet my womb had been dead. That's what the
Azkor creature healed. When he did it there'd been a lot going on.
I'd welcomed being made whole. It was the first time in my adult
life that I was able to be a whole woman.

Azkor hadn't healed me as a favor, or to
allow freedom. It healed me for its own agenda. Azkor had claimed
Valeria's will, owning her. It took me. Later it had taken Gloria.
It modified our bodies, our wombs, our brains for one purpose,
merging us to become one strange entity. Azkor made us into
incubators.

I'm not sure we were still human.

Azkor made us pregnant.

Valeria had been changed for the same
purpose.

Gloria was changed to a greater degree, for
the same purpose. She had carried six children.

Yeah, I had given birth to only one
child.

Elise is my daughter.

*

When Elise was several months old, in my
womb, I heard her dreams.

At four months she reacted to my voice and
those near. I sang to her, though only with my thoughts. Nearing
six months she would wonder to me, it wasn't talk or clear
telepathy. It was a directed emotion… curiosity.

I always listened and responded as best I
could.

The birthing was a trial for both of us. I
don't know who was the more upset, but we were in touch the entire
time. We comforted one another. Val and Gloria were with us, of
course.

We three were never far apart. Our mental
connection never wavers.

Elise was born first.

Jason was born, Valeria's son, several days
later.

By then Gloria wasn't moving around much,
although she was not as large as I'd expected, even carrying six
babies. We knew them before they were born. We don't know Azkor's
plans. We were certain something had been planned. There were four
girls and two boys of Gloria's children.

We didn't track the birth order, although
the children know. Tasha, Sylva, Rosal and Lyres were the girls.
Sparo and Hedaro were the boys. It was so normal that by the time
they were born we were familiar with them.

Aunt Sayla had become close. She was a
great help with the babies. Most of her free time was spent helping
Gloria. Sayla was the only environmental technician for the ship.
She had to go off-planet frequently to keep the hydroponics and the
gardens healthy and productive. She maintained a garden near our
settlement. She stayed busy. The ship, The
Weightless Sword, hung in geo-sync orbit above our
settlement. The landing field for the shuttle was half an hour
away, on a hard gravel shelf above the riverside.

The guys, Gabriel, Warren, Mason, Janus and
Hammer did what they could to help. We'd erected our dwellings when
we found a place in the eastern lands of Beta.

*

Professor Valeria Constance Pelayrm is an
archaeologist specializing in recovering data from ancient alien
tech or artifacts. Her ability to decipher a collection of ancient
stelae landed us on this remote planet. Since all of that was
behind us… we wouldn't change a thing of it.

Sometimes it was best not to dwell on the
complications. Val tells me that I live in the moment. I don't
think about it much.

*

Gabriel was temporarily retired. He was
captain of the Guard.

I was retired, too. I guarded Val. There was
nothing on Beta to worry about, or guard against. Of our elite
guard squad only one other had survived, besides me and the
captain. That was Mason.

He didn't stick around the compound very
much. Especially if I was there.

Mason didn't like us raising the
children Azkor had created in us. It was more personal than that…
he and I had… well, we almost
had… something.

The surviving crew, besides Sayla, included
Commander Sykes. He matched Gabriel's retirement plan. They'd found
sport in fishing the rivers and sea. They accrued a list of fish
stories over the years. Hammer, the engineer, spent a lot of time
up on the ship. When he was groundside, at the compound, he was a
great uncle to the kids.

The other guy, Janus, was still working out
what it meant to be human. He was good with the children. Having
been an extremely powerful space-dwelling guardian entity, now
human, he was doing okay.

For all of us, it was a learning
experience.

*

I really don't know how we got through the
diaper years. Fortunately, our babies were more communicative than
the average child, having telepathy among us. According to Sayla,
who had experience with children, the range of normalcy for human
babies was such a wide spectrum that ours wouldn't cause a buzz.
The buzz would be for Gloria's children resembling her.

Azkor had altered Gloria to something akin
to his feline form.

Val and I had healed some of her physical
restrictions, allowing her to walk upright, for one thing. We'd
worked on the children before and after they were born. We didn't
have the knowledge to undo what Azkor had done to her and them on
the genetic level.

The children's range of fur coloration and
eyes was varied. It might change as they grew. They could not be
identified as human. To someone who didn't really know the WRash,
Gloria and the kids might be mistaken as that breed.

The WRash, or, more properly, the
WiRasshitearla, had been one of the first space faring races humans
had encountered during the expansion. They were mostly trader
clans. They'd helped humans join the civilization of the stars.

I had lived among them for years. I'd taken
the clan name Italiashe, as my own among humans. I had no past, no
memory, before being rescued by them. Even my name, Sea, is a
convenience I chose. I had no memory of my life before being
enslaved to a mind-leech.

We'd decided to raise the children on Beta
until they were old enough to go into space.

Val, Gloria and I needed time to learn how
to be parents. Being connected mentally we solved most of our
problems as they developed. Val was the smart one of us, Gloria was
the more sensitive or emotional, while I was leader… keeping us on
track when there was a track to be on.

*

*

I suppose five years doesn't seem long when
it's already past.

"What are you doing, Tasha?" Val said,
settling on a rock near the rushing stream where the girl
played.

Tasha was moving rocks along the side of the
stream, straining at some nearly half her size.

Looking up to Val with a bright smile, she
stopped. She rinsed mud off her hands. Like the other children she
wore the shorts Sayla had sewn. Unlike the other children Tasha's
mane was red gold, and shiny. The light downy fur over her body was
their normal pale brown. Her wide eyes surveyed the work she'd
done.

-- She's so
energetic. I said to Val mentally.

~ Yeah, unlike me.
Val said.

Val smiled as she thought that, stretching
out on the rock, flexing her muscles and body.

Both edges of the stream had been tightened,
lined with rocks, forcing the stream through a narrower sluice.

"See, Mama Val," she said in quick bright
words. "I'm moving the rocks, making the stream faster. Uncle
Hammer says it'll create more force, making our flatboards go
faster. Is that okay, Mama Val?"

"Sure, honey," Val said. "Did you do this
all yourself?"

"Oh, no," Tasha said, smiling. "Elise and
Sylva started helping me. But, you know… they went to help Sparo.
So I stay with it."

"You like riding the flatboards, don't
you?"

"You know I do. And I ride the best of us
all."

"Yes, you do," Val said. "And you stick to
projects as well."

"I know… it is me."

"Yes," Val smiled.

The girl reached into the water to loosen a
huge flat rock, heaving it to the side.

-- It is her.
I said.

~ Yeah. Are you okay?

-- Sure, why shouldn't I be?

~ Sea, you can't keep doing this to
yourself. Let it go.

-- I'm not hurting anybody… I can't…

~ Freaking black holes, Sea… you're like a
screlling storm cloud filling the sky one day and diminishing the
next. But it never rains, never strikes down and never, ever
dissipates… don't tell me you're not hurting. I know you are. We
feel it, it's like a… a toothache that can't…

+ What's a
toothache? Gloria said. Is
this another of your memories or an antiquity thing?

~ Antiquity. Don't you agree, Gloria?
Shouldn't she get over this?

+ How do you expect her to get over it, my
Val? You have Janus, although he is still not used to being human.
She has no one. I have no one, really. You explain how to get over
this. She gave her heart to that man after a lifetime of fleeing
men… you tell me.

Val watched Tasha moving smaller rocks,
digging out the streambed.

Gloria turned, spying movement around her,
catching sight of scattering ground birds.

I continued climbing the cliff face. I was
some distance west of the settlement, higher.

I saw all that they saw, my two others as well as the children.
My gift expanded. I was filled
with the lives of those around me. Such a perspective kept me
occupied.

~ I thought you and Warren had settled on
one another. He likes you. I know that.

+ I know it, too, but something has changed
within him. He's distant.

~ He's busy with preparations… that's
all.

+ Yes.

Gloria said yes but meant no.

I focused on a higher grip, shifting my foot
up to the next crack. The wind was with me with a gentle push up my
back. I'd climbed this cliff before. To make it more difficult, I
altered my route.

Free climbing was exhilarating.

~ Only you would think that.

The preparations were for leaving this pristine
planet, Beta, the only home the children knew.

Even though Mason had turned from me for
these years, I'd had some comfort.

The current guardian visited me at times.
Usually it was when I was up the top of this ridge. We met in other
places as well, always alone, usually at sunrise.

I'd made a rock bench here to view the
sunrise when I stayed.

The Guardian would sometimes visit, touching
me in that familiar all-over-my-body way. It was the kind of hug
I'd never forget. It was a shame he wasn't a physical being.

I'd become used to understanding him.
His touch could include his voice, though in truth it was not a
voice. Neither Val nor Gloria could hear him, kind of like
the worldsong. For some
reason I was in tune with it. Atop this ridge I spent lots of time
listening.

Listening… filled me.

During his visits I'd talk about things that
bothered me, or things that delighted me.

He was a good listener.

I'd mentioned my concern with the ship's ID
crystals once. He assured me he'd heal them when it was time. The
crystals were the main component of the ID drives. The
interdimensional drive enabled our ship to go between stars and
galaxies. A week ago he'd said they were fixed. A day later Hammer
confirmed it, not as shocked as once he would've been.

Val had been thinking about leaving, so the
turn of the dance came to us.

I didn't climb the ridge exclusively to see
him. He didn't always visit.

Like Val said, I moved my storm from their
proximity to ease myself… to ease them…

*

Tasha turned suddenly, pointing and
laughing. A bright yellow shape swam about her legs for a moment
before dashing downstream, visible even in the mud she'd churned
up.

"It's Bright-tail. Bright-tail," she
laughed. "I seen him upstream two days ago. He swims under my board
at times, you now?"

"I know. Do you know why?" Val said.

"'Cause he likes Tasha."

"Why does Bright-tail like Tasha?"

"'Cause I put him back in water when he got
stuck on dry land."

"Ah," said Val, remembering.

Val stretched, curling sideways, relaxing in
the sun, watching Tasha.

The girl continued moving rocks. Some were
pulled from the streambed and pushed to the side. Rocks along the
side she adjusted nearer, working steadily. She filled the crevices
with smaller rocks, stuffing them tight. The stream already flowed
faster than anytime previously.

As Tasha struggled with a rock as big as
her, she stopped and took a breath, leaning against it. While the
children were immensely strong for their age they occasionally
needed help. Age had nothing to do with their strength. Their small
bodies belied that strength.

Tasha sent a call for help, before she
attacked some smaller rocks.

A couple of minutes later Elise, Sylva and
Sparo came loping from the far side, out of the woods. A moment
later the four twisted the big rock to Tasha's desire.

The stream sound changed again in Val's
ears.

"Aye, Tash, you do good," said Sylva.
"Getting done before dark?"

"Yea," Tasha said. "Nearly done, now, for
fun."

"Short ride," observed Sparo.

"Longer than before," said Tasha, not taking
notice of her brother's comment.

"Aye, Tash, much longer, faster, too," Sylva
said, pushing against the water's current. "Eh, Tasha, may I use
it, too, for a couple of rides?"

"Course, Sylva," said Tasha. "All can, you
know."

"Sure, take turns, like always," said Elise,
pushing stones into a crevice. "Hey, hear the stream song?"

"Aye, it laughs."

"Yah," said Sparo. "Laughing at you."

"No turns for Sparo," said Elise, looking to
Tasha.

Tasha smiled as she turned to look up
at Val… us.

"Mama Val goes first," Tasha said.

The kids laughed at that.

"She so big," said Sparo. "Can't float a
flat board."

Val laughed with them. They flashed on a
memory of a beach trip when the grownups had tried flat board wave
surfing. All of us could do it standing except Val. It came too
near to weightlessness for her. She preferred floating around
gently.

Tasha and Sylva resumed cleaning rocks from
the center.

"Eh, Elise, Sparo get turns?" Sparo
said.

"Did Sparo make right with Tasha for being
mean?" Elise said.

"I do it," said the boy and slipped
downstream to Tasha and Sylva.

Elise turned her back on her cousins,
climbing up to settle by Val. Taking a handful of Val's hair. She
sat combing her fingers through it. Elise's hair was black, like
mine. Val's was a rich brown color.

The children each had some way of being
close to us, the mothers. It didn't make a difference which one of
us. The comfort they found in touching us was not something we'd
disturb. They would likely grow through it. It was soothing,
comforting. The constant mental touch was something else.

A group awareness we'd worked on for the
past year was bringing verbal communication to our telepathic
offspring. Sometimes it was an uphill battle. To bring them into
human occupied space… talking was necessary. Teaching them to keep
telepathy a secret would be an all but impossible task. The
children were so used to the small number of adults on this
paradise world that they could not conceive of danger. The concept
was difficult for adults. Even though these five-year olds were
precocious, they fit the curve somewhere. Such concepts were a bit
trying.

"Mama Val," said Elise, not looking up. "Why
so sad?"

*

I was sitting on the highest point of Sea's
Ridge, on my bench. The kids had named it.

I was resting after my workout, which
I'd done here on top. I needed to work out, I didn't do gun
practice, not since the children had been about three, but I did
other exercises. Climbing the mountain to find the
Source had reminded me how I enjoyed
rock climbing. Now I did it when I needed to. Usually it was to
work out a dark mood. There is a lot of dark with me… has been for
years. I couldn't take the constant politeness of my relationship
with Mason. It was driving me crazy. If I didn't have my others to
help with keeping me, I don't know how sane I'd be.

Up here it was quiet, usually with a slight
breeze.

I could look out to the basin and beyond to
the river.

The stream Tasha was working fed into the
basin. It was fed by several other streams. The basin was a small
lake. It emptied over a wide rock shelf into the river which later
ran to the sea.

Gloria was there with Hedaro.

Mist was pulling in from the east, flowing through
the valleys. The sun was lowering beyond the mountains. We'd soon
be in shadow. Twilight might linger for an hour. I could stay here
all night if I wanted.

A stone shifted slightly below me, to my left,
crunching. It was loud.

I pulled a pellet gun and stood, waiting,
watching.

Just because I didn't practice the
Way of the Gun didn't mean I'd
stopped carrying them.

I stayed in condition.

*

"I don't want to leave this world, Elise," Val said.
"Taking you guys into space to human worlds will be difficult."

"So you say," Elise said. "Why not stay here…
paradise, eh?"

"I wish we could, darling."

We'd explained our obligations to the kids. Mostly,
we had to get into space again.

*

Nothing on this planet had proven dangerous to
us.

There were no animals large enough to pose a threat.
Nothing was interested in us. As the kids had found, many of the
life forms proved social, friendly. We tried to eat only the less
social.

There was movement on my ridge.

It was Mason.

I put the gun away, turning back to the view
below.

Mason approached.

"Sea," he said.

I looked at him. Shadows were moving faster.

"Can we talk?" he said.

"Why did you follow me?" I said.

"I wanted to talk with you, in private."

"You could talk to me anywhere, it'll never be
private," I said. "You know that. That's one of my problems."

"It's not a problem."

I didn't look at him. The mist in the valleys was
thickening, darkening.

Tasha was riding a flatboard down her stream. The
kids saw perfectly in the dim light, even in nearly complete
darkness. Sylva followed Tasha downstream. Elise still held onto
Val's hair. Sparo was getting ready to take another turn when they
all stopped.

Elise abruptly turned from Val. She rolled from the
rock.

"What's up," Val said.

"Going to see the round-shell nest," Elise said.
"Sparo found them coming from the big river. We been watching all
day. They move now."

Elise dashed over the rocks, bounding from one to
another in a quick easy dance. Purely human in appearance, she
moved as gracefully as Gloria's brood. Within moments they had
disappeared, to visit the round-shells.

*

"Yes, it is a problem," I said, knowing it was.
There were many things he couldn't get over.

"Okay," Mason said. "So Val and Gloria are here,
too. I greet them. I want to talk to you."

Gloria and Val were suddenly still, listening,
concerned. Val stood up without thinking, looking up to my
ridge.

-- Ignore this, you two. It's meaningless.

"Fine, talk," I said. "I don't have plans right
now."

"We're leaving Beta, Sea," he said. "I want to get
some things straight… between us."

"There's nothing between us," I said. "There's
nothing to get straight."

"Yes, there is… at least… I thought there was."

"Obviously you were mistaken," I said. "Are you
finished?"

He moved closer, coming up on my left.

"Don't touch me," I said.

~ Sea…

-- Cool it, both of you.

I stood, taking a step to the right. The ridge ended
at my toes.

Fifty meters below… a ledge jutted out into space.
There was nothing after that until one reached the bottom.

I looked at the darkness.

"Come back from there," he said.

"Go away, Mason," I said. "You don't have anything
to say. Just leave."

"I cannot leave, Sea," he said. "I don't want to.
You're all I ever see, all I ever think about… I need to talk to
you."

"You do talk to me, you have," I said. "Now you can
go away."

"No, I won't go away. I need to get this straight,
Sea. Blazes, woman, don't you see I'm trying to…"

I turned, shifting my feet carefully. That
thunderstorm build-up Val had been talking about boiled inside. I
felt the charge of the lightning.

"Five years," I said, not shouting. "We've
been here five years. And now
you feel like talking? You arrogant bastard, what makes you
think I'd hear anything you have to say now?"

For a moment he said nothing. His dark eyes studied
me.

He saw my anger. It was all I could do to keep from
pulling a rod and smashing his smug face. Did he think I was
so…?

"Blazes, Sea," he said. "It took that long just to
hold your hand."

"Do you think that's funny? Freaking novas, just go.
Go now before I lose my temper…"

I turned away… turned to look at the vast expanse
before me.

This was too small. The world was not big enough for
me suddenly.

"I don't have the words I need, Sea," he said a
moment later.

I heard him breathing, the slowness of it, sensing
the tightness of his chest. I heard his heart beating an
accelerated pace. His blood pressure would be elevated. The tattoo
on his scalp would be dark, flushed with the rich blood. It would
be warm.

"You didn't need words," I whispered to the
space before me. "Five years ago you didn't need words. Now, there
are no words. There are not enough, anyway."

I listened to the wind and the sound of his
heartbeat and his breathing. I didn't turn around. I waited for him
to leave. Why did he try to talk to me? Why did he make this
attempt now?

~ Sea?

-- No…

+ Val, leave her be… we must.

They would never leave me. They'd give me
time alone, if or when I desired. I don't pry into their lives. We
know how to live together, after five years we learned that, if
nothing else.

~ We learned more than that. If he is
offering reconciliation after this long… can you not take it?

-- No. No, there is nothing to take.

+ Azkor was driven by a wrong done to his
people five thousand years ago, Val… why should Sea give up on a
wrong after only five years?

The stars were ablaze across the sky, coming
to life as the sun lowered. Soon we'd be back among them. Soon all
of this wouldn't matter.

~ Of course it will matter…

-- Shut up. Just shut up. I don't need this
from you.

~ If not from us, then who? You're too
stubborn, too strong.

-- Don't you see? I have to be strong, for
all of us… I must be.

+ No, our Sea, you don't have to be so
strong, not alone…

"Okay, so I don't have the words… I don't
have anything, Sea," Mason said. "I want you. Being on Beta, I
don't know… I thought it might go on forever. I'd forget about that
beast and find words. It never happened. I look at Elise and see
you… and… I see that beast, too."

I pulled my hands from the hip guns,
pressing them together, the sweat drying in the breeze.

"How could you let it take you like that,
Sea?" he asked. "How could you allow it?"

It was totally dark below me now. The
darkness had come quickly, almost a surprise.

~ Please, don't even think that.

-- I'd like to feel zero-g right now, Val.
I'd like to feel weightless.

~ We'll go up to the ship, it'll be…

I felt the tears leave my chin. I pretended
they slipped into space, fell fifty meters and splashed. They only
soaked my shirt. I couldn't pretend.

-- He believes I allowed
Azkor to rape me, to rape us. He… I mean, it is
my fault. Just as much as Gloria's
change is my fault, so is this.

~ You freaking selfish bitch, how can you
think that way? You know the truth. Think of Elise. And Jason. And
Tasha and Sparo, Hedaro, Sylva, Rosal and Lyres… think of them if
you think about regrets. I don't regret that they were born. They
are beautiful, lovely. They are our children, Sea.

"Just go back down, Mason," I said.
"Go."

I didn't listen to him, not anymore. The
wind had picked up, blowing through my hair, pushing at me, keeping
me from falling off the edge. Not that I would… no… I had too much
to live for, too much to keep alive.

I stood. The wind wiped my tears away.

I'd never had so much before… family… my
others…

Tears continued to flow, falling onto my
shirt in the darkness.

Only starlight surrounded me. The moons
would rise later.

I stayed, allowing the wind to hold me
up.

-- I'll be down in the morning, Val,
Gloria.

+ Go rest, our Sea.

~ Yes, please be okay.

-- I'm fine. Let me be.

There was soft tension within when we
listened to one another, a knowing
when we focused. I mean, we always heard one another, but it
was different, a background thing.

I felt them move away.

I had climbed up rather quickly, wanting to
push myself to the limit. I'd had my gun workout and now this
emotional workout.

Exhausted, I stepped back from the edge
later.

My tears had stopped, run out, half an hour
before.

I could barely see what was around me. We
could see in a near blackout. Gloria could see in the dark. Here, I
rarely needed to look. I'd used this spot for three years. I knew
every inch.

There was a nest among the rocks. The kids
had worked on it last year, making a shelter suitable for any
weather. I'd sleep there tonight.

Something was wrong.

I felt it as I stepped past the seat.

There was movement.

I spun away, flicking my rod to my hand,
tabbing the stunner out.

"Stop, it's only me," he said.

"I told you to leave."

"Sea, I refuse. Talk to me."

"Mason, you talked, I listened. It's over…
go."

"I can't, Sea…"

"Don't try to be funny."

"Never. I want you, Sea," Mason said. "I
look at Elise… and the kids. I see that beast all around. But… I
want you. I don't want to be away from you. I know when we get back
you'll go with Val, wherever she decides. You won't be apart from
them… I don't want to lose you. Do you understand me?"

Freaking black holes.

I retracted the stun tip, turning. He faced
me, less certain in the dark than I. My long black hair kept me
shadowed. I wore dark clothing. It didn't matter, none of this
mattered.

"I hear you," I said. "You could have had
me… you could have kept me five years ago… I was yours then…"

"You can't say it's too late," he said. "I
won't believe that."

"Believe whatever makes you happy, Mason. I
can't care about that… I don't…"

I didn't think I had tears left. At least it
was so dark he couldn't see them.

He moved toward me.

I hit his arm with the rod, keeping him
away.

The tears continued.

He blocked my next strike. I had both rods
out then. I hit his arm, stopping him. He continued. I hit him
again… four quick strikes on his blocking arm.

I hit his other wrist as he swung… before I
could stop myself.

It sounded wrong.

He had no armor, no padding.

Pulling his arm tight against his chest, he
was holding his breath, holding in the pain.

I turned away, the sticks falling from my
hands.

I must have tripped. I was on my knees then,
crying, sobbing.

I don't know what happened.

When he touched my shoulder… I flinched.
Striking with my fist, I blocked his grab.

"Leave me alone," I said… choking on the
words. I don't know what it sounded like.

"I want you."

"No."

"You gave yourself to me once. I was too
foolish to hold onto you then. I want you now."

"NO," I screamed, twisting free, falling to
the rock.

"I want you. Can you say you don't want
me?"

He grabbed my wrists, squeezing the
sheaths.

I wanted to tell him to get lost, take a
flying leap, whatever.

On this planet, this world of all worlds, I
could not deny the truth. For five years Val had harped on being
truthful… though, in truth it was not harping, nothing I
minded.

I wanted to say something… another sob
emerged.

Blazes, I was so freaking screlly… weak.

I twisted a hand free. His strongest grip
couldn't hold me. I smashed my elbow into his chin… that's where I
aimed. He twisted. I hit his shoulder. I drove a sword-hand strike
into his ribs. He twisted with it, lessening the impact.

His fist swung. I blocked, turning the block
into a strike on his arm. Twisting, on my knees, I swung a kick at
his near leg. Holding one arm, he shoved me off balance so I
missed. I slammed a short snap punch against the wrist of the hand
holding me. Turning my wrist at the same instant I broke his grip,
swinging that fist to his chin.

He blocked that strike and punched my chest,
hard.

Taking the impact, I rolled back to kick up
at him, my shoulders braced. He was on his feet, taking the kick on
his thigh, the brunt of it on thick muscle. A sweep of his arm hit
my ankle, spinning me. My other kick missed entirely.

"Blazes, Sea, would you stop," he said. "I
don't want to hurt you."

Five years, five years of hurt, killing me…
every day… and now he doesn't want to hurt me.

It would have been funny… in some other
universe. Maybe.

*

"I was too weak…" I murmured, my cheek
rubbing the rock, tears flowing. "I wasn't strong enough… I didn't
know… not 'til later."

I was sobbing again, curling up, getting my
face onto my arms.

"It's okay, Sea," he said from nearby. "I'm
sorry. I never believed I could touch you… not the way you were.
You changed, I didn't know why. I didn't think about it."

"Shut up, Mason… just leave me alone and
shut up."

When he touched me, brushing my hair to the
side, I couldn't react. I didn't want to hurt him. For all the hurt
he put me through, I was done with hurting him.

Maybe he did want me.

Mason stroked my head as I cried.

He shifted away.

I took a deep breath, not knowing his
intention.

He reached me again. He lifted me, like I
was one of the kids. He held me against his chest, cradling me.

The world shifted… I was dizzy.

I was crying.

"Hush, Sea, hush," he said. "Don't cry."

That didn't help.

Then he was putting me down again. It was
soft.

I looked around, it was dark. I knew where I
was. I was inside my nest.

"What?" I said.

"Hush," Mason said. "Tell me that you want
me."

I took a breath. My throat tightened, fear
gripped me.

Val and Gloria were silent, holding me.

"Yes," I whispered. "Yes, Mason. I want
you."

He let out a breath, as though he'd held it
for hours. His hands slipped away.

Taking one of my arms, he released the
sheath to set aside. He freed the other.

"Really?" I said, quietly.

"Yes, Sea… really, truly."

I didn't move. I was numb. I couldn't
move.

Touching my face, he felt the tears. He
caressed my jaw, holding my head. His breath held his scent. He
kissed me.

I gasped as his lips touched mine. My
stomach clenched. I reached for him. I wasn't certain what I
did.

Later we were naked in the blankets.

I was more exhausted than I'd been in a long
time.

I felt better than I could ever recall.

*

Creeping from the nest as the sun rose I
walked to the edge of the ridge to greet it.

I wanted to scream with all my power, with
everything within.

~ Must you awaken so
early? Val said.

-- Hush, you're still
asleep, dear one, I said. Don't allow me to disturb you.

~ Oh, like last night wasn't disturbing?

-- Was it? I was thinking it was a dream.
But… he is still here.

+ The storm broke in the night, the cloud
shed its burden. The lightning crashed, but there was no thunder.
Our Sea… she is whole again. We are glad.

-- As am I. Why did he wait so…?

+ Yes. Do not wonder. Men are moved by
deadlines and change… who can figure them?

~ Not me, and mine is not even used to being
human.

+ You should teach him, Valeria.

~ Like with Mason, I must take things in
their turn. To hurry Janus would probably hurt him.

-- No more hurting… not if we can help
it.

~ No more hurting.

+ I agree. I have some more sleeping to do,
my others.

Gloria slipped away.

~ She is such a poet at times.

-- Yes, as you are in turn. Go back to
sleep.

~ You don't make a good
lesbian, dear, Val said. You
like your man too much. Although… you like being naked as
well.

I laughed. I shook my head, letting the wind
blow my hair about.

Val slipped away. I stood still, as the wind
caressed me.

There was another touch, like a tendril of
the wind, but not.

It brushed my nose… curled down to
circle my lips. It caressed the bow of my lower lip. Closing my
eyes, I parted my lips, unsurprised. That touch shimmered inside my
mouth to encircle my tongue before withdrawing, again kissing my
lips. It was the Guardian.

"Good morning," I whispered, pleased he'd
come this morning.

The lightest of touches circled my wrist and
tugged, turning me around. I opened my eyes to look. A brilliant
glow, not of the sunlight, shimmered on my rock seat… it vanished.
The tug on my arm pulled me nearer. Kneeling, I examined a mark
there.

"How?" I whispered.

Etched into the rock was a small
polished marking. It was a woven ring of circles. Within it were
more circles, an inward spiraling conglomeration of circles. It
was me, as the guardian saw
me… as he remembered me. It was incredible.

"Thank you."

He touched my cheek. Then he was gone.

I knelt for another moment, touching the
etching, wondering what it meant. I mean, it was me, but why did
the guardian render it? Why now, after all this time?

Everyone was waiting until the last moment
for taking action… why?

Standing, I looked around again before
stretching. I ran my fingers through my hair remembering last
night. I would never forget.

Walking back toward my nest I touched my
belly, struck with a vivid impression. Something of the etching
made me feel inside of myself, reaching gently through my body.

I was pregnant.

-- Val? I
said.

~ Blazes, I heard you. Leave it to you to
have a one-nighter and get pregnant.

-- This is longer than one night, darling… I
believe so, anyway.

~ Yes, I'm sure it is.

+ This is wonderful.

-- Yes.

Feeling like I was in zero-g, I entered the
nest.

Mason hadn't stirred.

I slid beneath the blanket to smooth myself
against him.

*

We didn't get down from the ridge that
day.


Chapter 2


 


~ There will be no more flatboarding on the
snow. No throwing ice, snow or rocks. No rough-housing. Am I
understood?

* Yes, mama Val.

The mental chorus was blissfully harmonious.
Hedaro's use of a wing shield for a snowboard had almost cost his
life. He'd flown off a snow ridge toward the precipice. We'd caught
his fright as he realized the danger. I threw a rope, making him
catch it. It saved him.

The wing-shield fluttered away into
space.

Hedaro hung against the rock face on the
rope.

A minute later I hauled him up. They'd been
suitably impressed.

I didn't know how long that would last.

Mason and Gabriel had come up the mountain
ahead of us to prep the camp. There was little for the children to
do.

Janus had decided he couldn't face
the Hall again. It was
difficult for him to talk about the place. Remembering his past,
trying to reconcile his future was not easily done. We did all we
could to make it easier for him.

The others had come last week with Val, to
see what had called her across the galaxies to this planet. Each
had been impressed, awed, at the impossibility and wonder of
it.

For each, it had been a profound
experience.

They'd absorbed as much as they could
handle. We three had taken in more than I could imagine or recall.
Val was the custodian of our knowledge, our brain. We'd learned that the dance Azkor had
started in us for his purpose
was meant to turn another direction completely. Just finding
the Source had initiated that
turn. This was our turn of the dance.

Every step we took echoed what Val knew.

Tomorrow we'd finish the climb to the
entrance, to the Hall.

The guys had used the ascenders to get the
equipment up. We'd thought the climbing would tire the kids out,
that they'd sleep.

We still had a lot to learn about their
energy levels. The climb might have energized them.

It was the three of us with the kids. We'd
made better time than expected, even figuring we'd go faster than
any previous climb. With our connection they knew where to step as
I led. We'd untied upon reaching the ledge. We could have climbed
through the night. I chose to camp at the prepared site. There was
no reason to rush.

I roped off a section where they could play.
Val's admonition kept their attention, marking the seriousness of
where we were.

They dispersed, some going into the tents
and some to the safe area.

Gloria was fixing an evening meal. Lyres
helped.

I sat on the far end of the ledge,
watching the sunset. My attention was half on the kids. Val was
near the tents. This high, the worldsong shared only the weather and the fact
of us. I'd learned how to understand from listening so
often.

"Mama Val," Sylva sat beside Val. "What
would happen if one of us died? Would we lose him?"

This was a question they'd all thought to
differing degrees. Now that Sylva had voiced it they all listened,
no matter where they were.

"Sylva," said Val, taking the girl onto her
lap. "Children, I don't know what would happen. I believe we'd lose
him, or her. You would keep them in your memories, of course. But
they'd not be alive… and yet… our inner lives are unique. There is
no way to tell. It's something I don't want you to learn of. I want
each of you to live long lives and be happy in all you do."

"Is death of the inside life or our outside
life?" Sylva said. Several prompted her.

"What we know of death… it ends our outside
life. We think that it ends our inside life, too. But… let me say
that we do not know what death holds. We have not died. We wish to
wait as long as possible to find it out. I wish to explore life,
seeking knowledge and truth as long as I may. When it is time for
me to die, then I shall explore death."

Sylva had huddled against her. She turned
her face up as Val finished.

"After you die will you explain it to us?"
Sylva said.

"I'll do my best, little one," Val said.

h - I'm sorry I almost died, Mama Val. I'll
be more careful, as Mama Sea said. But if I ever do die I'll be
sure to tell you all about it.

~ Thank you, Hedaro, yet I want you to
remain alive for many, many years. That goes for all of you.

* Yes, Mama Val.

Sylva went to her tent, with a bowl of stew
from her mother. The others left the play area to settle in their
tents, to eat. Val went to help Gloria, as all the kids were
in.

I stayed on the ice, watching the sun set in
all its glory far to the west. The colors were impressive. I
considered how wonderful the last few weeks had been since Mason
reconciled with me… or me with him. We'd moved past the faults and
blame as though five years had been nothing.

Well, some of it lingered. I couldn't
understand how he'd stayed apart. I tried to ignore those thoughts.
It was enough to know he wanted me.

Mason's look when I told him I was pregnant
was amazing. It overshadowed almost everything.

I listened and watched through my others
without paying attention.

The children finished eating and settled
down. The quiet song, the constant sound of their thoughts, gentled
as they relaxed.

Then, between one breath and the next, they
fell asleep. It was normal for them to sleep at the same time in
this way. Their shared dreams were something of a playground.

*

"What do you expect tomorrow?" I said to
Val.

Gloria handed me a bowl of stew. I knelt
between them, completing our circle.

"I don't know," Val said. "I've… you know.
Each of us learned a different truth from… it."

"Valeria," Gloria said. "How can it be
an it? There is sentience and
more…"

"We've gone over this," I said. "We
agreed to refer to it as the Source."

"The Source of all things," said Gloria
quietly.

"Yes, and from the Source we learned the truth… which freed us of
Azkor."

"That's part of the reason for the
children to meet the Source,"
Val said. "I don't know that we'll learn anything. It is for them.
There is a purpose for them in the dance. The Source could give them guidance beyond anything
we might do."

"It sounds like you're expecting something
specific," I said.

"I am hoping," Val said. "That isn't wrong,
Sea. I'm hoping specifically for guidance."

*

The Hall was open when we arrived.

We dropped our gear at the campsite. Val led
the way.

Gloria brought up the rear. I stood at
the opening, ushering the children inside. Their anticipation and
excitement was alive. They were filled with wonder. They'd learned
of this Hall from us over the
years. They'd looked through our memories.

As on every other occasion, the
Hall was different. In size it ran
deep into the mountain.

We'd speculated whether this place existed
in this dimension. We had no means of testing. The number of
columns within seemed the same but spread farther apart. They
looked wider, too.

The beginning of the
Hall was deeper, drawing Val with
her need to learn.

Mason and Gabriel stood at one of the
columns. No light flowed about this one, although it was
illuminated. The columns were illuminated as though soft light
lived beneath the surface. They were speculating on the substance
of the column as Val joined them.

"Did you have any problem with the last
camp?" Gabriel asked.

Val smiled, shaking her head.

"Hedaro nearly took a dive off the ledge,
snow-boarding on a wing-shield. Sea managed to catch him but the
shield is lost."

Mason smiled.

I watched him through her eyes.

"That boy is a hazard to himself," Mason
said.

"So what came of it? You seem thoughtful,"
Gabriel said.

"It led to the question of death and what is
after."

"Deep stuff for kids."

"Yes, it's deep for me, even," Val said. "We
have no idea how to talk about it."

"I'll bet he had a solution though," said
Mason.

There'd been other incidents with
Hedaro.

Mason was more relaxed with Val, as though
making things good with me changed all our relationships. Likely it
had. Though Mason had avoided me, he'd been a good Uncle to the
kids. Remembering how involved he'd been, I realized the avoidance
hadn't been entirely on his side.

~ You
can be stubborn.

+ You had comfort, if only on the
metaphysical side of things.

I faced the column that glowed brighter than
the others.

"Oh, yeah," Val said. "Hedaro promised if he
died he'd come back to tell me about it."

"I hope you told him to take his time,"
Gabriel said.

"Yes, there's no reason to seek those
answers."

Val moved to help the children, encouraging
them on the last few steps to the entry. This was the first time
they'd been so hushed.

~ Children, come along forward, to me.
Please stay together. Remember what we requested… quietly in the
Hall, quietly.

They were in such awe that it didn't occur
to them to make noise.

While they'd seen Val's images, scans and
our memories, the reality was different.

Gloria and I joined them. The guys moved
away, giving space.

The children were curious, already focusing
beyond Val.

Val would introduce them. They would proceed
at their own pace. Five years ago we'd discussed this day without
knowing how mature they'd be.

Mentally they were within the human norm for
their age. Physically we had no idea. Jason and Elise were
reasonably grown for their human appearance. Gloria's brood was
another matter. Where she had grown a thin, golden fur across her
body, the children had been born thus. Their manes were shaded
within the human norm, showing a reasonable variety of colors. The
catlike appearance of their hind legs was not remarkable, but
different from pure human. The bulky muscular forearms, shoulders
and hands of Azkor were not evident among the children.

We wondered how they'd grow.

They held the look of their mother,
with muscular shoulders and upper arms. Their forearms were slender
with long, tapering fingers. The children preferred an upright
posture. We'd healed them
before they were born. We'd healed
them as babies and as they grew. Some might think they were
young WRash. The feline aliens lived throughout our galaxy spanning
civilization. Full grown WRash were nearly a meter taller than an
adult human.

I knew a lot about the alien WRash,
the WiRasshitearla. I'd lived among them. My size had been joked
about. My ferocity gained respect. I'd lived and traveled with the
Italiashe clan. They were star-traders. They'd rescued me from a
slaver world and carried me to civilized space, civilizing me on
the way… at least up to their
standards of civility.

To my eye the children looked nothing like
WRash.

We needed to know how like Azkor they'd be.
We'd tested every way we could.

The kids were used to it.

The key element was their memories from
Azkor. His genetic memory continued.

Disconcerting was the fact that they held
their mother's memories, too. We had no clue how that was possible.
Elise held my memories. Jason showed signs of knowing Val's
memories. Gloria's brood showed evidence of various memories of
hers. In all it was a random thing.

They approached the
Source. Their normal pattern
emerged. It was so quickly done that we only recognized it for the
familiarity.

The Source greeted them all at once, yet each was
given privacy, unlike our experience.

Their song, the joined mental
communication we always heard quieted while with the
Source.

We mothers exchanged a querulous look as we
began to wait.

I turned to see Mason leaving. In the
lighted square of the doorway, he turned and looked my way. I
doubted he could see me but I smiled. Being with him these days was
very right.

Gloria moved with the children, taking
opportunity to look at the beginning of the Hall.

There was nothing to allow her entry this
time. We had long ago surmised that each person was allowed
entrance only once.

Each of the children picked up the small
globe before them… then they were gone.

They weren't physically gone. They only
moved within their minds.

I retreated, wondering at that trip we'd
each made.

Val had taken that step for me and
Gloria, as we three were one person in the eyes of the
Source. I wondered if
he had… eyes. That brief meeting had
filled us. It had filled Valeria with all that we would ever truly
need.

I remembered that threshold.

Once was enough, once was all that was
permitted…

The column of the current Guardian was near
me. I stopped to look, to say goodbye.

Kneeling, I found the representation of me.
I examined it. Not surprisingly, it had grown, not in circumference
but in depth, or perhaps merely in detail. Using Val's magnifier I
examined it.

~ Vanity?

-- Curiosity.

I couldn't see all the details. Val
suspected they continued into the sub-atomic level… I couldn't
fathom the fact.

Suddenly, not surprisingly, although I
hadn't expected him, the Guardian was there.

The flow of light curled about the
column from somewhere, lapping out to touch my wrist. Then
it, he, covered my arm,
moving to my neck. Like a cool breeze, he lifted my hair, though a
breeze couldn't have pulled it free of my collar.

He did that.

His brilliance covered me. I closed my
eyes. It was bright behind my lids as well. He caressed my brow.
The slow familiar touch curled down my nose. He brushed my cheeks
and lips. That gentle exploration of the edge of my lips felt like…
like… there was nothing other than his touch to compare it to, not
anymore.

This was so wondrously familiar.

I opened my mouth as he desired. He kissed
me, touched my tongue with his being for an instant. Then he
withdrew. The light diminished to where I could open my eyes.

He didn't withdraw from touching me. Curls
of him wrapped my shoulders and upper arms. A slight pressure, a
hug, squeezed me. He rarely touched me like this. Then he covered
me.

-- Oh, my.

He touched me, all of me. He reached through
my clothing, touching my skin, all of my skin at once. For a
moment, a long moment, he rubbed my belly. Tendrils reached along
my thighs, caressing me. He slipped away, easing back around his
column.

One warm finger caressed my arm, encircling
my wrist.

Again he tugged me to lean toward the
column, where he hovered, obscuring my place, my marking.

I knelt, waiting, as he desired.

One loop of his light wrapped my neck,
gently caressing my cheek.

Then he moved aside to reveal my mark.

It had changed.

The chain of loops that had encircled me had
been broken, altered. Another series of loops had been added, woven
into the outer pattern.

"Is this my baby?" I said.

A squeeze of his touch reached my mind,
assuring me it was so.

"What of my other baby? What of Elise?" I
whispered.

A tendril of light moved back to the
etching. It lingered along the woven links. There was a separate
pattern within that ring, as this new pattern was now separate but
linked.

"Elise is much more a part of me, is that
it?"

His touch this time held no real meaning,
only the assurance that I was connected to each.

"I wanted to tell you that I'll be leaving
soon," I said. "I know you knew, I just… I wanted to tell you. I'm
very grateful to have known you all these years. I'm thankful that
you fixed the crystals. We all are. I just… I didn't know how to
tell them about you. It didn't seem important to them. I hope you
understand."

The touch he pressed to my arm and
neck allowed me to relax. He'd fixed the damaged crystals for the
sake of the Seeker, Val, so
she could return to her worlds.

I knew he was grateful to me for spending
time with him. At least I understood it as something of that order.
Being on another plane of existence made communication
difficult.

"We'll be leaving in a few days, likely. I'm
sorry that I won't see you again… but I understand it will be
impossible for us to return."

He had known all of this. He caressed my
cheek.

After another quick kiss, he was gone. The
warmth of his touch lingered.

I wanted that touch to linger… always.

I watched him slip away, wanting to hold him
longer.

+ Supernovas, Sea. He likes you.

-- I'm glad. I like him, too. I imagine it's
a different kind of life that he has among the stars, and here… as
the Guardian.

~ Yes, he is not a physical being.

+ You have Mason. Having another being
loving you would only cause complications.

-- I know. It never would have worked out.
He's much too… bright… though… lovely.

~ Avoid black holes, Sea. Don't mention this
to Mason.

-- He already knows, Val. I showed him the
mark on my ridge. He's okay with it.

+ Darling, my Sea, no man is okay with
another showing his beloved inordinate attention.

-- I suppose I am his beloved, huh?

~ Yes. Although it took long enough for him
to come to his senses.

-- Blazes, what's a few years? I'll get over
it… won't I?

+ You are already over it, darling, my
Sea.

~ She's our Sea.

+ Yes, and you are our Valeria.

*

"Mama Val," said Tasha, settling on Val's
lap with her mug of hot brew. "Is it all true… everything that we
learned of the Source?"

From Tasha's wide, green-eyed gaze, Val
looked at the circle of children. Gloria was near her in the midst
of the columns.

I was out on the ledge, watching the sunset
again. It was amazing to watch it set beyond the sea. Watching it
rise in the east had been as impressive.

I watched the children through their eyes.
The lights reflected in their eyes as they studied Val, waiting.
That glow marked them as different. Only Jason and my Elise had
human eyes.

The waiting expectation for the answer grew,
from all of them.

Looking to Tasha, Val smiled, and then
nodded.

"The Source cannot lie, Tasha," Val said. "What it
reveals is truth. From the history written in this Hall everything
begins with the Source. Yet
that beginning, that essential truth, does not stop, it grows. It
is the great dance. We are all of the music and movement, we are
the dance."

"Mama Val," said Hedaro. "You told us that
we dance within the dance, now you say that we are the dance… I
don't understand. Why is it so difficult?"

Val looked around, taking a sip.

"Hedaro… children… it is difficult and
amazingly, incredibly complex, and yet it is simple and easy."

"It's a riddle," exclaimed Sylva, abruptly.
"Ain't it?"

"Yes, it is… yet, it is not. You see the
light surrounding that column?"

The children nodded as some glanced, some
looking through the eyes of others.

"When it first came today you were
concerned… then you grew accustomed to it. You were able to touch
this light. You found it allowed no shadows, so… is it light?"

"No," said Elise. "You called it… alive… in
your thoughts, when we touched it. You talked to it, asking it not
to mind our curiosity. So if you know it's alive… how can it be
light?"

"Yes," Val said. "I know that it is alive
and it is light, but what is it?"

"It is light, that's what you said."

"No, that's not what she meant… like
we call you Jase sometimes
but your name is Jason… the light is only its name,
right?"

"Very close, Rosal," Val said. "Being
here with the Source we are
in a place many wise people have desired. Here, in this Hall, we
are allowed to see the forming of what is, drawn by the Source from what is
not."

We felt the varying levels of confusion,
wonder and one outright rejection.

Val was not surprised to find that it was
Jason, her son. The flavor of thoughts always identified them.

"What do you say to this, Jason, that you
reject my words?" Val said.

"No, mama," Jason said. "I don't reject it,
but you say it too complicated."

"Perhaps you could make it simple," she
suggested, smiling.

Giving her a green-eyed look, he
shrugged.

"Sure," Jason said. "The source
makes stuff and that stuff is
the dance… but it is
everything and everything moves and that's the dance."

Jason looked back at her sideways and
grinned before sitting back down.

"Yes, that is a simple way of saying it,
Jason," Val said. "Your words did not say it all. You used thought
projection to add essence, guiding the meaning. You gave simple
words much more meaning to our minds. We…"

"It isn't wrong, Mama Val," said Hedaro. "I
understood. Why is it wrong?"

Spreading her arms, she made as if to wrap
them in a hug, projecting that image in thoughts. The children
understood. She did this to bring them close. It wasn't closeness
in physical values, but closeness of understanding.

"It is not wrong… not among us. But
out there," she pointed up. "Out among the humans and aliens, our
civilization, it is wrong. You must rely on words to communicate…
exclusively. If words fail, you must let it go. The truth of
the Source is both the
simplest fact and the most difficult to explain. This is why we are
here tonight."

The children got thoughtful. Most
reflected on the revelations by the Source in themselves.

"Mama Val," said Tasha. "Are all those
images true… the ones you just had about explaining the
source?"

Recalling her thoughts, Val nodded.

"Yes," she said. "Disputes over
the Source have created war
and hatred and dissonance throughout mankind's history… even aliens
have the same disputes. The farther you are from the
Source the less agreement there
seems. And, too, no one sees it or explains it the same.

"You children are unique… when you
understand something you have the ability to share that
understanding. Not everyone out there will appreciate your
ability."

Every one of them regarded her with the
seriousness she expected. They knew that returning to human space
would be difficult, extremely different for them. The kids had
mixed feelings about this aspect of their future. Excited
anticipation was balanced by a heavy sense of dread. Through those
feelings was woven a vague formless heaviness, Val and I recognized
it was from Gloria.

The woman was bouncing back and forth
with her feelings. Gloria feared her reception among friends and
family. As she often said, she wanted… needed… to be among the stars. The only comfort
Val could offer was a place on her ship when she went exploring.
With the children things were going to be different beyond anything
she'd ever dreamed of.

The children were quiet, talking or
thinking about the Source and
what had been revealed. As Val had expected, few could precisely
relate what had been said. It was the same with the adults. In her
private thoughts Val had trouble recalling all she'd learned. As
important as it was, she only knew the barest details of what she
needed to do.

While some revelations from the
Source had been general and shared
among us, others were private. Many were for the future.

~ Is there anything else
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