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A Troubling Day At School

This takes place about three weeks after the events of ‘Ahriman’s Epiphany'.

––––––––
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A very warm day in February. Still summer in Australia. The school year for Australia starts the first Monday in February; our girls, Katya and Danila, were now attending school. Nalini, Saodat and I were free for the next few hours.

Philip and Liz arrived at our door. Philip is a slender young man with dusky skin, round face, curly dark brown hair, tawny yellow eyes and bulbous nose and fleshy lips, a mixture of Greek and Middle Eastern. He was dressed in black baggy trousers tucked into black boots, a black belt with a silver buckle, a plain shirt of dark crimson, and a jacket in silvery grey. Liz is dark skinned, about the same height as Nalini, roughly 170cm, though more solid, and with shoulder length black hair with red streaks. She has a broader nose and heavier brow than Nalini. She was dressed similarly to Philip, in black and red. Nalini is a mixture of Indian and Chinese features, with glossy purple hair, yellow eyes and coffee coloured skin, Saodat is Slavic with dark red hair, and dark eyes, about five centimeters taller than Nalini. I am Danny, European looking, five centimeters taller than Saodat, with medium blue hair and blue eyes.

“Not intruding are we?” Phil asked.

“The girls are at school; you have more time on your hands.” Liz added. 

“That’s true, but there is always something to do.” Nalini replied. “The council approvals came through yesterday for building our big house on the block next to yours. The builder said he could start in April.”

“That’s great. How long do they reckon it will take?”

“Likely October. We didn’t try to haggle over the price, and there is a bonus for finishing on time.”

“That’s great. You don’t want to run into December, wet season will stop building for several months.”

“That’s why he’s not starting now.”

“How big will it be?” Phil asked.

“About twice the size of this one. We currently have five bedrooms plus a couple of studies that can be turned into bedrooms; the new one will have ten. They wouldn’t let us have more unless we were building a small hotel. And that would fall foul of the residential zoning.”

“Do you need that many?”

“If Lukeios and Durathror and Mary-Anne and Paula all decided to visit at the same time we don’t have enough bedrooms.”

“My father can stay with Liz and me, but more rooms will give you freedom.”

Nalini started getting cakes out, I started making coffees.

“We have some news.” Nalini announced as we drank our coffees. “Saodat has agreed to marry both of us.”

“Aren’t you and Danny already married?” Phil asked. “I didn’t think this shadow allowed plural marriages.”

“Congratulations to the three of you.” Liz declared. “Phil, you are supposed to congratulate them.”

The three of us thanked Liz; Phil offered his congratulations.

“It is a big step for me.” Saodat added. “But I feel it is right step. We have been through a lot in the last seven months. We have become very close.”

“You were becoming close back when we were all in your shadow.” Liz observed. “You claimed your power when you helped us create the mandala of the four winds.”

“Creating a mandala of existence knits you all together.” Phil added. “More so than a marriage. But since you all sleep together, a marriage is an easy next step.”

“When and where will you hold it?” Liz asked. “I expect you won’t hold it here.”

“Some parts of this shadow recognize plural marriages,” Nalini replied, “but it would be a pain to get married here. We plan to hold it at Saturn Station, next month.”

“Apparently they do recognize plural marriages.” Saodat commented. “I have not been there though.”

“Neither have I.” Liz replied. “I would like to visit there.”

“Isn’t that some sort of space station?” Phil asked.

“In orbit around that shadow’s version of Saturn.” I explained. “Built by the Tukani, it’s a habitat, or a worldlet. It's huge, thirty five kilometers long, twenty seven in diameter. There’s nearly three point eight billion people living there, I think thirty five percent are humans, the rest are Tukani people. And my link informed me there is room for about twenty six billion people.”

“I know you and Nalini have built in electronics from there.” Phil replied. “Why do they call themselves Tukani?”

“They don’t.” I smiled. “They come from a star in the constellation of the Toucan. Someone invented the name and it stuck.”

“And of course the two of you are invited.” Nalini stated. “It will take place over a few days. We will try to organize it for the Easter break.”

“Which, I believe, is in March this year.” Liz added. “We will be there. Though we will need help to locate the place since neither of us have ever been there.”

“Is my father invited?”

“Of course, and Elanor.”

“We might go with them then.” Phil suggested. 

“Will it be a big ceremony?”

“I hope not.” Saodat countered. “Something low key, friends; I don’t have any relatives.”

“I doubt any of us have relatives we could take on a shadow walk.” I added.

“So true.” Liz confirmed.

Phil smiled. “I have shadow walking relatives, but they can get there by themselves.”

Lukeios, Elanor and Mary-Anne arrived about forty minutes later. Lukeios is an Egyptian looking man who habitually dresses in yellow slacks and a lavender shirt along with a pair of stout walking shoes. Elanor is an African looking woman who dresses in bright colors. Today she wore a red and white top, pale blue slacks, and good walking shoes. Both appear to be in their early thirties. Mary-Anne is a tall, slender, blonde-haired English woman who looks about twenty three. She was dressed in bluish-grey slacks, a pinkish long-sleeved top, a darker pink jacket, and good walking shoes. The three doffed their shoes in our foyer and put on light slip-ons that we provide for guests. Mary-Anne would be staying with us for the next week, and since she could not shadow walk yet, Lukeios and Elanor had brought her.

“Where are the girls?” Elanor asked.

“At school. The term started on Tuesday.”

“Elanor has started me reading the Harry Potter books.” Mary-Anne announced. “So far they are entertaining, though the magic is odd. I suppose that is what happens when a mundane writes about magic.”

“I read them with my grandchildren.” Elanor added. “I enjoyed them, I thought Mary-Anne might.”

“Katya and Danila have been reading them.” Nalini added. “Sometimes they pretend to be casting magic spells.”

“With a wand?” Mary-Anne remarked. “I thought they might have been fencing with each other.”

“You never know.” I commented. 

Nalini announced our marital news. Mary-Anne, Elanor and Lukeios all congratulated us.

“I think some of you will need a lift.” Lukeios smiled.

“We planned on going with you.” Phil told his father. 

“No problem. Give me a list of invitees and I will collect them.”

Saodat and I picked up Danila and Katya from school. Both are Slavic looking. Danila has grey eyes and shoulder length black hair; she would turn twelve in a March. Katya has long brown hair and blue eyes, and will turn thirteen in a few months.

The two girls hugged us both, and that was when I noticed Danila wince. 

“What’s up? Have you been playing rugby?”

“It looks like you’ve been in a fight.” Saodat added.

“No, I just fell over, that’s all.”

“All right, in the car. Nalini will want to inspect your bruises, and make sure there are no injuries.”

Danila was not her usual chatty self, and Saodat and I knew there was more to that story than Danila was letting on.

Nalini shook her head. “Danila, into the bathroom. I want to check your injuries.” 

Saodat followed Danila, Mary-Anne followed Saodat.

A few minutes later there was an “Oh my god!” from Nalini. A moment later she stuck her head out. “Have a look at her injuries. Saodat thinks she was stabbed.”

Danila stood there in her underwear. There were many bruises over her body, and three punctures that looked like stab wounds. I took some pictures, we needed to show the school details of her injuries.

“She should have stitches.” Saodat advised.

“Wait, I want to consult with Saturn Station.” Nalini replied. My own inbuilt computer advised me there were devices for injuries such as these.

“You poor thing Danila, how did this happen?” Mary-Anne asked. “Who attacked you?”

Danila shook her head and made a sour grimace.

Nalini stood still for a minute or so before reaching out through shadow, fetching something from Saturn Station. Twenty seconds later a medibot stood there in our bathroom. It was almost as tall as Danila, but rotund and with four arms. It communicated by our links.

Which is the patient?

Nalini pointed the medibot towards Danila. She has been wounded, stabbed. Can you heal her?

Scanning. The knife has penetrated one to two centimeters. No major damage. I will repair that in minutes.

Three hands reached out, each one cupping one of the stab wounds. These wounds are being sterilized. Now repairing the tissue. Estimate two minutes thirty seven seconds.

Mary-Anne looked at the robot, shaking her head. “I was about to suggest I try a healing spell. Perhaps once the robot finishes, I will see if anything else needs to be done.”

“I could have sterilized and stitched those wounds myself.” Saodat added. “This looks like a much better outcome.”

Mary-Anne put her arms around Danila. “You poor thing. Tell me what happened to you.”

Danila shook her head. 

Nalini started to say “We will find out...” but Mary-Anne waved her to silence.

“We should ensure that this does not happen again. What if you are attacked again tomorrow? You can tell aunty Mary-Anne. We have been through a lot together. You can tell me what happened. They got away with it this time.”

“No, they didn’t.” Danila replied. “Ahriman scared shit out of them.”

I refrained from asking how many had died. Let Mary-Anne find out in her own way. I telepathed to Nalini and Saodat.

“So what did happen? Picture it and then tell aunty Mary-Anne.” I could feel Mary-Anne working some magic on Danila. “Picture it, we will picture it together.”

Danila grunted and growled a few times, then Mary-Anne said “You did very well. It seems that Ahriman did not harm anyone. That was a good outcome. They had knives, you could have been badly injured or worse. I believe we should report this to the head mistress.”

“Okay, aunty Mary-Anne, if you say so.”

The knife wounds are healed. I will start on the bruising.

“Leave some evidence of bruising, we need to show the authorities tomorrow.”

I will heal the five worst ones now. You should call me here again tomorrow.

“We will, thanks.”

The medibot healed the worst bruises, and then handed Nalini a tube of ointment. Gently rub a small amount over each bruise. It will take the pain away, and encourage healing. Apply three times per day for seven days. Now, there is nothing more for me to do. You should return me.

Nalini placed her hands on the medibot. “Thank you. I will send you back to where I fetched you. Be still.” Nalini stood still for about fifteen seconds, and then the medibot vanished in a rainbow smear.

“All right Danila, let’s get this cream on your bruises.”

“How are you feeling now?” Mary-Anne asked.

“Much better. Most of the sore bits have stopped hurting.”

“What actually happened?” Saodat and Nalini asked.

“Don’t wanna talk.”

“Three girls attacked her at morning recess.” Mary-Anne stated. “Danila used her karate skills and sent them packing. Then at lunch time about fifteen of them ganged up on her, they were kicking and beating her and threatening to kill her. She summoned Ahriman, and told him to scare her attackers but not harm them. Whatever he did, all of them ran screaming with fright. I think we must talk with the headmistress tomorrow morning. It is likely the girls’ parents will lodge a complaint about Danila, and this will continue to escalate. The next time Ahriman will not be so gentle. We need to nip this in the bud now.”

Nalini managed to secure an early appointment with the school headmistress. Danila came with us. 

“We can’t all go in.” I commented. “It will look like an ambush.”

“I should be there.” Mary-Anne stated, “along with Saodat since she is designated as Danila’s mother. Let me try to make you and Nalini invisible.”

Mary-Anne held out her hand and Winterblade appeared, and almost instantly changed form from a dagger to something resembling a wand from the Harry potter books.

“Interesting.” I commented.

“I discussed her appearance with Winterblade and she decided to appear as a wand. It is less threatening than having a dagger appear.”

Mary-Anne pointed the want at me and then Nalini, saying each time “limira”. Then Winterblade vanished.

Nalini and I did not notice any difference, we were both visible to each other and Saodat and Mary-Anne.

‘Guys, you disappear.” From Danila.

“Can you hear us.”

“Yup. You gonna come in with me?”

“Yes, but we won’t talk.” Nalini replied. “We are your moral support.”

“I will introduce you as my sister-in-law.” Saodat advised Mary-Anne. 

The headmistress was middle aged, with brown hair cut in a bob. She wore fashionable dark green slacks, a pale red shirt, and dark green sneakers. Mrs. Williams sat behind her desk, her stern gaze fixed on Danila, who sat in a chair across from her. 

Nalini and I stood behind her, Saodat sat beside her. Mary-Anne, on the other hand, stood near the window, her arms folded across her chest, a subtle aura of authority radiating from her. The atmosphere was tense, and the room seemed to hum with an underlying magical energy.

“Several parents have made complaints about Danila’s behavior yesterday. Danila, I want you to tell me exactly what happened yesterday. Mrs. Piekowski, please do not interrupt Danila while she is speaking. You and your sister can talk once Danila has explained what happened.”

“Be strong, Danila.” Saodat responded. “Take your time.”

“Yeah, well, yesterday, morning recess, Susana and her friend Jenny, and her other friend, don’t know her name. They started hitting me, kicking me, trying to trip me. So I hit back and chased them away...”

“What did you hit them with?” Mrs. Williams interrupted.

“My hands.” Danila waved her hands to show several blocks followed by a punch. “Didn’t hit hard.”

“Juniper’s mother claims you broke her nose...”

“Nope, didn’t touch her.”

“Mrs. Williams, I fear you are going off half cocked.” Mary-Anne said firmly. “There is much more to this tale. Danila was attacked again at lunch time. Danila, continue your description. Mrs. Williams, please do not interrupt until Danila finishes.”

Mrs. Williams looked taken aback, but managed to sigh. “Please continue Danila. Tell the entire story.”

“Juniper threw my lunch on ground an’ other girls stood on it. There were about fifteen of them, an’ they chased me out into playground.” Danila’s voice started to tremble. “They threw my lunch on ground, then they threw it at me, an’ there were too many of them. There were too many of them, they held me an’ they hit me an’ they kicked me an’ they threw me on the floor...” Danila stopped, looking teary, and that turned to anger. “Drek! They spitting on me. Margot had pen knife an’ she stuck me with it, an’ they were threatening to kill me, an’ I called for help. Ahriman came and chased them away. I told him not to hurt them, just scare them, so he did...”

Saodat hugged her, Nalini put her hands on Danila’s shoulders.

“Why would they do that to me? Why! Why!” Danila subsided from a wail to a whimper.

“I think that is enough questioning.” Saodat said firmly. “You need to deal with the perpetrators.”

Mrs. Williams looked taken aback. “Who is this Ahriman?”

“My Guardian angel.” Danila snapped harshly. “He scared them away.” 

Mary-Anne spoke forcefully. “Mrs. Williams, I think it would be best if I show you what happened.” She waved Winterblade in its guise of a magic wand. An illusion of the incident appeared in the center of the office. The scene unfolded, revealing the bullies attacking Danila and Ahriman intervening. While this was happening, Ahriman appeared dressed in a tuxedo and top hat. His eyes were red. He handed a sheet of paper to Mary-Anne.

Mrs. Williams looked shocked. “This is quite unusual. Shocking...”

“Mrs. Williams, I expect you would like a list of all the children involved. And you should ask Juniper how she broke her nose. Because as you can see, she was not injured when they ran away.” Mary-Anne was using magic to compel Mrs Williams to obey her instructions. “Here is the list.” Mary-Anne handed her the sheet of paper that Ahriman had given her. “Please call the girls who were responsible for this.”

Mrs. Williams buzzed her secretary, instructing her to bring in the girls.

“Am I in trouble Mrs. Williams?” Danila asked.

“No, I am so sorry this happened to you.” Mrs. Williams was shaking her head and looking somewhat dazed.

“It is shocking.” Mary-Anne told her. “Girls behaving in such an appalling manner. Do you know what you will do with them?”

“I must consider...”

“We should consider how to prevent this from happening again, and how we can educate them in better behavior.”

The conversation continued as the girls responsible for the attack were brought in. When questioned, they all told the same story; that Danila attacked each one individually.

“I think it is time for the truth to appear.” Mary-Anne stated. “Each one of you is lying. You have concocted a story that is so fantastic it is completely unbelievable. I shall cast a truth spell on all of you.” 

Mary-Anne raised her wand and exclaimed “kwanta veren” A soft, silvery glow enveloped girls, and moments later, the glow extended to the headmistress herself.

Mrs. Williams said gently “Now, tell me what you girls did yesterday.”

This time the story matched Danila’s claim, and the events that Mary-Anne had shown Mrs. Williams. Then the headmistress asked “Juniper, how did you break your nose?”

“Margot said later I didn’t hurt Danila enough. So she tripped me, and when I hit the ground she kicked me in the face. Then she threatened to take my eyes out if I told anyone, and I was to say that Danila punched me. Oh God...”

“I think Margot should be charged with assault.” Saodat suggested.

“I would prefer to give them a strong warning.” Mrs. Williams countered. “Involving the police would turn them into criminals and ruin their lives.” She turned to address the girls. “Girls, your actions were totally unacceptable. Bullying will not be tolerated at this school. You will each receive appropriate consequences and counselling to address your behavior. You'll be closely monitored, and if there's any further incident, there will be severe consequences. But I believe in second chances...”

A soft pop accompanied Ahriman appearing visibly before the girls. There were gasps and shrieks. “And I will be watching all of you bullies very closely. You cannot run from me; you cannot hide from me. Margot, you are the ring leader. If you step out of line in any way, or try to hurt Danila or anyone else, or persuade someone to hurt anyone, you will be in very deep shit, and I will be the one dunking you. Is that clear?”

Margot was visibly shaking, but managed to nod.

Mrs. Williams added “Margot, you broke Juniper’s nose deliberately, her parents may have you charged with assault. If that happens, it will be out of my hands. Do you understand that?” Margot nodded again; her eyes riveted on Ahriman.

Saodat stated “One more thing, I suggest you tell the girls to turn out their pockets. Many of them have knives.”

Mary-Anne waved her wand at the girls, saying “kanta sinome” There were quite a few pocket knives surrendered.

One of the girls asked “Are you doing magic, like in Harry Potter?”

“Yes. And now it is time for you to forget about magic. Mrs. Williams, girls, you will now forget I used magic. I simply persuaded all of you to tell the truth. And you now can see the error of your ways. You will all change your behavior for the better. And remember, if you would not like something done to you, then do not do it to anyone else. Is that clear?”

There were nods around the room.

Saodat added “Might I suggest an anti-bullying campaign? You must have some teaching materials for that.”

“That is an excellent idea.” Mrs Williams replied. “I will take disciplinary action against the bullies. There will be counselling as well. And then we will set up an anti-bullying program for all the pupils. Mary-Anne, Saodat, I appreciate you bringing this to my attention. We’ll ensure this kind of behavior is dealt with accordingly, and stamped out.”

Mrs. Williams dismissed the girls, telling them to return to their classes, and that she would notify them of their punishments before the end of the day.

Juniper walked to Danila and said softly “Sorry for taking your lunch. Margot said she would stab me in the eye if I didn’t do that.”

Danila sighed. “Okay, she’s a bully, she’s drek, gamut. How is your nose?”

“Sore. I have to wear this plaster for weeks.”

“We better get back to class. Bye mama, bye aunty. And thanks for sorting things out.”

Once the children had left, Mrs. Williams asked “Mrs. Piekowski, Mrs. Corbel, I hope the is an outcome you will be happy with. There will be consequences for Margot.”

“I want to show you some photographs we took yesterday afternoon of Danila.” Saodat replied. “These are her bruises, and these are her stab wounds. We had them disinfected and stitched at the clinic. I won’t be pressing charges, but you need to know this is what Margot has been doing.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Piekowski. I hope very much that this episode will be the turning point for a better future.”

“Amen to that.” Mary-Anne added. “Thank you for your time and your trouble. We will see how things develop.”

Saodat and Mary-Anne said their goodbyes, and we left with them.

Once we were outside, Nalini said, “I became very angry with those girls. I had to stop myself from saying anything. I am shocked by their behavior, especially when I discovered that the ring leaders were forcing obedience from their followers. I hope Danila will get over this.”

“Danila is very resilient.” Mary-Anne commented. “She has been through much worse before. She will put this behind her quickly. I am not sure how to keep an eye on those girls.”

“You don’t need to keep an eye on them, that’s my job.” Ahriman was there, with his top hat set at a jaunty angle. “Mr. Elephaunt has made it my job to baby sit your clan.”

“Who is Mr. Elephaunt?” 

“Ah, lord Four Elements. Four elephants, and isn’t there a book called the Fifth Elephant? Never mind, just my sense of humour.”

“Do you mind being a baby sitter?” I asked.

Ahriman shrugged. “Don’t care, don’t have an opinion. I have been assigned this task, so I do it to the best of my ability, as I do with all my assignments. I watch people all the time, it’s no big deal. Usually, I advise people of the likely consequences of their actions, now I can give them a smack as well. I think I’ll be off. Souls to fry, evil deeds to ferret out, children to scare, and all that stuff. Toodle pip.” He winked out like a light turned off.

“Mary-Anne, what language were you speaking when you were casting spells? And what were you saying?” Saodat asked.

“That is the language of the Elves in my shadow England. “limira” means ‘be unseen’. “kwanta veren” means ‘tell the truth’. “kanta sinome” means ‘empty your pockets’. Back in queen Elizabeth’s time, everyone used Latin for prayers, spells and anything that was intended to be read widely. Latin was the Lingua Franca of the day. In the late sixteen hundreds that was changed to Elvish for magic. Using a different language avoids triggering a spell unintentionally. At least that was the theory. However, I know full well that intention is everything, and it is very difficult to trigger a spell without the right intention. I think the real reason was that fewer people understand Elvish, and it maintains the sense of mystery for the mundanes.”

“You instructed the headmistress and pupils to forget that you used magic.” Nalini remarked. “Does that work? I mean, Korum said he could make people forget, but I never saw him do that.”

“Is it something like a mind wipe?” Saodat added. “In my shadow we had a device that could wipe someone’s mind. It was used by the Archangels, the AIs that run my shadow.”

“I do not know about that.” Mary-Anne replied. “You can use magic to instruct someone to forget something, and they will not remember. But the memory is still there, buried, and the right trigger can make it reappear. But as far as Mrs. Williams and the children remember, I was very persuasive. Ahriman was not there, though Danila’s guardian angel did scare the girls away.”

“Sounds more like hypnotism.” Saodat commented. “We learned about that in our officer training. You can use it to question a person, dig up buried facts, or bury details you don’t want them to remember. And as you said, the right trigger will bring back buried memories.”

“Hypnotism?” Mary-Anne asked. 

“Mesmerism?” Nalini suggested. “That’s what my shadow would call it.”

“Ah, yes. We have mesmerism; we studied that at university. We do not use it, but we need to know about such things because it might be used against us. We studied other forms of magic for the same reason.”

As we walked back to the car, the conversation shifted to lighter topics, such as the upcoming wedding and the construction of the new house. The tension from the meeting at the school began to dissipate, replaced by a sense of relief that the issue had been addressed.

In the days that followed, the school implemented the anti-bullying campaign, and the girls responsible for the attack received appropriate consequences and counselling. Danila's bruises continued to heal, the stab wounds vanished, and she gradually put the traumatic experience behind her. Juniper’s parents pressed charges and that resulted in Margot being expelled. We never heard what happened with to Margot after that. 

As Mary-Anne had said, Danila was very resilient. She quoted her shadow’s version of Nietzsche: “That which does not shatter us makes us stronger.”

Our focus shifted back to the upcoming wedding at Saturn Station. Saodat, Nalini, and I made the necessary preparations, ensuring that everything would go smoothly for the special occasion. The excitement in the air was palpable, and we looked forward to celebrating our love with friends and family from various shadows.

Mary-Anne returned to her shadow, with a promise to be at Saturn Station for our Easter wedding.

​
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Chapter Two
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The Journey to Saturn Station

––––––––
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The five of us assembled in our foyer, along with our dog, Rhiannon, a kelpie/labrador cross. She was on a leash, and Katya and Danila would take turns with her. All of us were dressed in good walking clothes and backpacks that carried a few essentials. We were prepared for the shadow walk to Saturn Station. 

Shadows refers to the infinite number of universes cast like shadows from the mandala of existence that underpins our multiverse. Shadows twist and wind about each other like a ball of worms. Some of us can perceive nearby shadows, and shift into them. This is called ‘shadow walking’ or ‘shadow shifting’ Anything you can visualize is out there somewhere, if you cross enough shadows you can find what you visualized, or at least a version of it. 

Nalini and I would take turns at shadow shifting; we had visited Saturn Station a number of times. Saodat would link telepathically with us to learn, and sometimes practice. She could shadow walk by herself, but she had never been to Saturn Station, she would have trouble visualizing it.

“Everyone ready?” Nalini asked. “Saodat, normally we would aim for our apartment in a shadow, but that upsets the AI; she wants us to go through quarantine, so we will focus on the room assigned to us for that.”

“She?” Saodat queried.

“Yes, just like our patron lord Four Winds, her persona identifies as female.”

“She also has a physical avatar,” I added, “but we’ll cover that when we introduce you all.”

“O-kay.” Saodat drew the word out. “Which way are we going? The shadows keep changing.”

“Shadows are continuously moving.” I reminded her. “What is adjacent now might not be adjacent in ten minutes time.”

“You don’t have a destination, remember?” Nalini added. “This is where we are going.” She sent a mental image with details a shadow walker could use. “If you aim for that, you’ll find they stabilize.”

“Yes. Now I need to filter for safe ones.”

Nalini smiled. “You need to remember safe for the girls and Rhiannon. The three of us are sturdier than they are.”

“How about this one?” Saodat sent an image, fuzzy but with enough detail to identify it. “This one appeals to me the most. It looks a bit like the Australian Outback, there’s red soil and sparse trees.”

“It’s good.” Nalini and I said together. 

“Go for it.” I added.

“Let’s walk forward. We need to move.” Saodat suggested.

We stepped forward through a rainbow smear that washed our foyer away and washed in red soil and straggling gum trees with olive green leaves and white trunks. The dog sniffed, wanting to explore this new place.

“Very good.” Nalini remarked. “Would you like to continue for another twenty minutes? Then I’ll take over.”

“Okay, I’m up for it.”

Saodat led us through the trees for two minutes before selecting another shadow with colorful rocks strewn about like mushrooms and a few furry-leaved plants resembling purple sage. 

“Normally I’d be wary of snakes and poisonous insects and plants,” Saodat commented, “but I think ‘safe’ excludes all that.”

“How does that work?” Danila asked.

“We’re not sure, but keeping ‘safe for us’ in mind as we sift through the available shadows means we avoid shadows with poisonous atmospheres, dangerous animals and other perils.” Nalini answered.

“Those purple flowers are pretty.” Katya commented. “Oh, the leaves are purple too.”

We paused to admire the scenery. Both girls took photos with their phones. Then Saodat shifted us to a sea of green grasses resembling wheat. We were walking a gravel track through the field.

“When do we get to learn this shadow walking thingy?” Danila asked. We all had translation spells running; Danila’s and Katya’s somewhat broken English was rendered as good English.

“When you turn thirteen we will take you to see Imladril, queen of the Wood Elves, and ask her to start training you.” Nalini replied.

“We know her. She visits us sometimes when we are dreaming.”

“Yes, I know. When you’re ready she will give you a torc to wear. That will boost the powers you are developing. At least that is the plan. Lord Four Winds or Lukeios might have something else in mind. Don’t forget you both walked the Mandala of the Four Winds that the Eagle helped us create when we fled Ahriman’s realm.”

“Does Mary-Anne have a torc? I didn’t see one last time she was here.”

“That is on Lukeios’ list. We can ask her when she arrives at Saturn Station.”

Saodat selected a pine forest, with trees arranged in serried ranks. It was regular, and looked to be a plantation. There was sufficient space for two or three of us to walk abreast between the pines.

“Breathe deeply.” Nalini advised. “Smell the pines.”

“Mmm, I like it.” Katya observed.

“Nice.” Danila commented. “Hey, we should visit Four Winds sometime.”

“That’s on our list. But it is a lot further than Saturn Station, and we don’t want to be away for too long during school term.” Nalini replied. 

“Do you think he could visit us here? We haven’t seen him for ages. Not since Fimbulwinter when we were in London.”

“I think he might be busy with his own realm. And he might need lord Four Elements to invite him.”

With Saodat’s next shift, we were walking on an alpine meadow, with cool crisp air and snow-capped mountains around. We stopped to admire the view. 

“Why is the sky yellow?” Danila asked.

“The sun is orange,” Saodat observed, “that might be the cause. Or there could be different gases in the atmosphere, or dust.”

“And why is the sun orange?”

“This isn’t our sun, or our planet. But orange is cooler than yellow, so this sun is not as hot as ours.” I commented.

“Who can we ask?” Danila persisted.

“Lord Four Elements. This is his realm.”

“He doesn’t talk to us.”

“Maybe you should practise your dreaming skills, and see if you can find lord Four Winds then.” I suggested.

“Hey, there’s houses in the valley.” Katya pointed, taking out her binoculars.

“I wonder what the people are like?” Danila continued. “Maybe they have two heads, or they look like dinosaurs, or monsters.”

“We won’t stop to find out, people can be dangerous.” Nalini cautioned. “But I rather expect they will look human. This shadow has a human feel to it.”

After about twenty five minutes Saodat said “I am becoming tired. I think I’ll hand over to you, Nalini.”

“You did well.” Nalini observed. “That was almost twice as long as your best so far.”

“A new best. Good. I am surprised at how tired I feel.”

“Practice is what it takes.” I replied, “You can’t run a marathon without working up to it.”

“The more you practise the more energy you will be able handle and the more you will channel.” Nalini added. “I hope you girls are taking notice.”

“I can’t wait.” Danila exclaimed excitedly.

“Do you have any preference for the scenery?” Nalini asked. 

“I dunno.” Danila shrugged.

“What about water and seaside and rivers?” Katya suggested. 

Nalini took us along river banks and sea shores, and sometimes there were animals that ignored us. 

We were walking along a beach of black sand and gravel, where orange lobster like creatures the size of walruses basked on the sand like seals. The sky was cloudy, full of yellowish clouds, and dark green where it was clear of clouds. We could see a glimmer of an orange sun as the clouds scudded by.

“They don’t fear us.” Saodat indicated the animals basking on the shore. “There is no hunting here.” 

“Possibly no people either.” Nalini commented.

“How can you tell?” Danila demanded. 

“Shadow walker’s instincts. It doesn’t feel like there is intelligent life here. People are often dangerous.”

Another shift and we had a yellow sky with a greenish sun. It was warm, humid, almost sultry. The water was shallow, and smelled of salt. Further around the bay were large two-legged creatures reminiscent of a cross between a duck-billed dinosaur and the extinct New Zealand Moa, a bird almost twice the height of a human. There were feathers, but the neck was much shorter.

Katya and Danila brought out binoculars.

“Wow, look at that!” From Danila.

“They must have made the tracks near the shore.” Katya added.

The tracks were three toed, with heel spur, and around thirty five centimeters long and nearly as wide. 

“I want to get a closer look at those animals.” Danila exclaimed.

“Not a good idea.” Saodat advised. “I think they might be two hundred to three hundred kilos. If it ran into you it would be like a bull or a horse.”

“Aw...”

“Take photos.” Nalini suggested. “There would be predators lurking, you would be a tasty snack.”

“Anything that could eat one of those would be quite large.” I added. “Look behind us.”

My shadow walking senses were alerting me to something large behind us. Sure enough, a trio of larger two-legged animals with large jaws and teeth were behind us in the distance. They had green feathers, but the shape was more dinosaur raptor than bird.

“What are they?” Danila asked.

“They look dangerous.” Katya observed. “And they are coming closer.”

“My link estimates about seven hundred kilos each. They will be here in four or five minutes.”

“Whoa, we better go!” from Danila.

“Take pictures.” Nalini urged. “We will leave as soon as you’re done.”

Two minutes passed as the girls took photos in both directions. At that point the predators seemed to notice us and broke into a lumbering jog.

“Nalini, we have about a minute. Let’s go.” I ordered.

“Girls, over here with me. I have a shadow picked out.” Nalini ordered.

Saodat shepherded the girls and the dog to Nalini when the three predators broke into a charge. My shadow shifting senses were screaming ‘danger’, and I prepped a shield spell. Nalini shifted us away onto an ocean beach, my shield spell activated to protect all of us.

A few seconds later one of the predators charged out of a rainbow smear and collided with our shield. The shield held, the animal fell over, and the dog started barking frantically.

“Saodat, keep everyone under our shield. Danny, help me send it back.”

Nalini and I linked minds, we both got a fix on the animal as it scrambled to its feet. The other two predators were standing in the shadow we had quitted, not more than two meters from where we stood. We did as Nalini had done with the medi-droid and sent the creature back to its own shadow. It stood there looking around as if wondering what had happened.

“Keep the shield up.” Nalini ordered. “We will shift again.” She urged all of us forward, and we stepped onto a shelly ocean beach under lavender skies.

Nalini indicated to drop the shield. The dog started prancing around as if she had scared the animal away, and collecting hugs and pats from all of us. 

“Is everyone all right?” Nalini asked.

“Did you see how big it was?” Danila exclaimed. “It bounced off our shield, and it fell over!”

“It could have bitten us in half.” Katya added. “Those jaws were huge.”

“That was what the shield spell was for.” I commented. “I take it that no one wet themselves?”

“Not me!” from Danila.

“Why would I do that?” From Katya.

“This is why you do not stray when we are shadow walking.” Nalini stated. “We are safe where we walk, but that can change if we stop and look around.”

“I think they didn’t notice us at first, and when they came closer they decided we were small and therefore edible.” Saodat suggested.

“Why isn’t it eatable?” Danila demanded.

“They both describe something that you can eat.” Nalini replied. “Edible usually means something safe to eat, but not necessarily tasty; eatable is something that is tasty as well.”

“Oh, okay. Didn’t know that.”

“I wasn’t aware that eatable was a proper word.” Saodat added. “Question, we shifted out, and that thing came through a few seconds later. How did that happen?”

“I think it’s the same as how the girls and Rhianon follow us.” Nalini answered. “Korum told me, years ago now, that when you shift there is a crack or opening that takes a measurable amount of time to close. We were on a large sailing boat, perhaps fifty meters long, and he was shifting shadows. The boat would appear to be vanishing through a doorway when it shifted. It would take almost thirty seconds for the entire boat to shift from one shadow to the next. So no mystery, that is how it works. And non shadow walkers can follow a shadow walker and travel along behind them if they keep lose enough. Don’t ask me how long before the crack closes.”

“Danny, your instincts were on the target.” Saodat remarked. “I thought we would be safe once we were shifted away.”

“I guess all of us will remember to shield if we are shifting away from danger; it might just follow us.” I commented.

After half an hour Nalini announced “Time for a rest. Shall I find a tea house with refreshments and a clean toilet?”

“Yep,” from Danila, “a clean toilet sounds great. And it must be dog friendly.”

“‘The teahouse or the toilet?” Nalini asked.

“Teahouse, silly.”

“You can select for that?” Saodat asked. “I guess it makes sense.”

“We can.” Nalini smiled. “Watch this.”

We were on a rocky fore shore, with pig-face and other hardy succulents growing above the high water. The pig-face had purple flowers; other varieties had yellow or white. The sand was a dark yellow.

We walked through a rainbow smear onto quartz gravel, rounded by the pounding of the ocean. The sky had a pinkish tinge. Out to sea was a rocky island with a white lighthouse on its apex.

“There are people here.” Saodat commented.

“All these shadows should be inhabited.” Nalini remarked.

Another rainbow smear and the gravel and sand on the shore was ochre, backed by a cliff of dark yellow sandstone.

Five steps and a rainbow smear brought us onto pale yellow sand with some gravel, a low cliff of yellow sandstone, and a purplish tinge to the cloudy sky. There was a staircase cut into the cliff, and the sea was calmer. There were a few people walking along the sand, humans with long skirts and hats and boots, or trousers, long coats and hats.

“This is it.” Nalini gestured at the staircase. “I was picturing early nineteen thirties; we might need hats.”

The stairs were broad enough for several people to walk together. “We might need translation our spells.” 

The stairs were thirty one steps, with wooden posts set into the stone and linked by ropes on the seaward side. At the top was a promenade along the cliff top, with stubby ground cover plants stretching from the promenade to a narrow gravel road. There were a few shops and cafés on the other side of the road.

Nalini led us towards one café. “This is the one I imagined. I’ll just change some money.” Nalini was still for a few moments, but Saodat and I could feel her use of power. She opened her purse to show us gold and silver coins.

We inspected the wares; there were cakes, cooked savory pastries that resembled pizza, and pasties, plus salamis and salads, along with fresh bread. The man behind the counter was dark haired, dressed in checked slacks, long sleeved shirt, waistcoat, and apron. He spoke a language that might have been Greek, though I also heard him in English courtesy of my translation spell.

Nalini ordered tea for herself, along with a macchiato coffee, espressos for me and Saodat, cappuccinos for Katya and Danila, and an assortment of cakes for us to try. We sat at one of the outdoor tables to enjoy the view. The young waitress, presumably a daughter of the man by the family resemblance, brought a bowl of water for Rhiannon.

“Two gold sovereigns.” Nalini announced. “I think he overcharged me, but if he’s happy we’ll get good service. I told him to keep the change.”

The coffee was good, the cakes tasty and fresh, the water glasses were clean, as were the toilets.

We walked back to the beach where it was my turn to shadow walk. I got a fix on our destination and we started walking, stepping from the beach to wide savannah, featuring a mixture of grasses and sparse trees. After three shifts I took us into high mountains in spring, with pine trees and straggling shrubs, and a gravel road we could walk along.

“Nalini, how far do you feel we are from Saturn Station?”

“I expect four or five hours, let me see.” she was silent for several moments. “It feels like an hour, but that can’t be right.”

“I’ll see what I sense.” Saodat was quiet for longer before she concluded “I’m not sure, but it can’t be more than an hour and a bit.”

“That’s what I felt.” I replied. “The other times have always been five or six hours of actual shifting. What do you prefer - gravel roads, rivers or beaches?”

“What about forest trails?” Danila suggested. “Or farmlands?”

“Forest trails are often goat tracks.” Saodat supplied. “They often lead nowhere.”

“We only need twenty or thirty meters.” Nalini countered.

I took us through five or six shifts of each option before shadows offering them ran out. There were few safe shadows on the direct route, and the detours felt like they could take hours.

“There are several safe routes, but the shadows are moving.”

Nalini and Saodat joined me in selecting the next sequence of shadows. There are essentially two methods of shadow walking: the direct route and the scenic route.

With the direct route first pick your destination and then select safe shadows that are in a direct line with your destination. When you do this there is almost always no consistency between the shadows, you could step from snow to a beach in summer for example. The direct route is quickest, since it involves crossing the least number of shadows. When we were learning Nalini and I used this method.

The scenic route involves picking a theme for shadows, and passing through those that conform. It takes longer, since you will have to cross more shadows, but it is less jarring because you can follow a road, for example, as it passes through forest in different shadows, and then turn it slowly into a mountain trail. Nalini and I tend to use this method these days, except when the scenic route seems more like a detour.

“The thing is,” Saodat commented, “we can’t see if there are better routes from one of the scenic shadows unless we shift there.”

“We know they move, and the ones adjacent to here are not all adjacent to the other shadows.” Nalini replied, “We should be able to feel that the route is just a little longer via the scenic route, but the other routes feel like hours longer. We will have to try direct as possible.”

“I still have trouble feeling how many intervening shadows there are on a route. I can’t judge the travel time.” Saodat stated. “My intuition is to try the desert.”

We stepped through the rainbow smear and into a Martian scene: orange red rocks and sand, pink sky, no vegetation. There was a breathable atmosphere and the temperature was above freezing, though cold. The sun was orange and larger than normal. In the distance a large snake like form appeared out of the sand, its snout questing.

“Let’s get moving.” Danila exclaimed.

“Yep, see if we can find something better.” I replied.

Nalini shifted us to a world of crystals, seemingly growing like cacti from rocks that looked like basalt. The sky was yellow, the sun small and green. The ground was strewn purplish crystals, the cacti were pinkish. 

“We have a breathable atmosphere, so we have photosynthesis.” Saodat declared.

“Maybe those crystal thingies are plants?” Danila suggested.

“Maybe.” Nalini agreed. “Don’t pick up anything, Saturn Station AI will get upset. She doesn’t trust samples from foreign regions. Especially places we travel through.”

I selected a shadow where the surface was smooth and metallic, deep red. The sky was a brassy bowl with no visible sun, but otherwise the plane was featureless for as far as we could see.

Saodat selected a stony desert of pale green gravel. Smaller pale blue grains formed dunes that shifted in the wind.

The next was a beach of dark gravel, darker where the waves wetted it. The next was a nice white beach stretching into the distance both ahead and behind. Green sky, blue water to our right, and purple scrub covering rolling hills to our left. Nalini continued shifting following the theme. A few times we saw people, humanoid shapes at least, in the distance, but none nearby. It is a little trick; if you don’t want to appear in the midst of a group of people, filter out that possibility.

Saodat took us over the hills, inland of the beaches, following walking tracks of trails. There was pig-face, thorn bushes, straggly pine trees, all in assorted colors, under skies that were shades of blue, shades of green, and sometimes yellow. One shift took us into a pine forest, in the next shift we were on the side of a hill, pines to our left, sea of dark green to our right, and snow-capped mountains in the distance, starkly contrasting with the mauve sky.

I selected the next shadow and we found ourselves on a railway bridge, single track, built as a stone viaduct, forty or more meters above a gorge. The mountains were closer, and taller. 

With the next shift we were still on a bridge, but now it was pinkish crystal, running between two yellowish clouds. We were above the clouds, a fluffy roiling bank of yellow and pale orange that stretched as far as we could see. Above us clear orange sky, and the hint of a greenish sun in the clouds behind us. There was no visible means of support for the bridge.

“Ow!” Danila exclaimed. “Is this safe?”

“It’s safe for the next few minutes, that’s all that matters.” Nalini replied.

“I prefer not to go through shadows like this.” I commented. “I thought it was an ordinary bridge.”

“How about that one?” Nalini indicated a nearby shadow.

“There’s land near the road or bridge.” I shifted us to the indicated shadow. There was a spiderweb supporting a glass bridge, looping out over a vantage point above a dormant volcano. The bottom of the caldera was sprinkled with small lakes, all in different colors.

“It must have erupted recently,” I commented, “there are no trees, or any visible vegetation on its slopes.”

“Why are the lakes different colors?” Danila asked, indicating a bright blue pool, a bright green pool, and a bright yellow pool.

“I guess there are different salts in each.” Saodat replied. “Copper sulphate would make it blue. Nickel or copper chloride will turn water green, and the yellow could be Sulphur or lead iodide. I think iron salts go a brownish red, and chromium will give you orange. Don’t ask me how different pools get different chemicals.”

“Okay, I didn’t know that. Do you think they’re poisonous? Or could we go swimming?”

“To be that bright, they have to be concentrated. Lead is poisonous, Sulphur could give sulfuric acid, that will dissolve your flesh. I wouldn’t risk it.” Saodat smiled as she said this.

We moved on, following a trail across rocky mountains. The skies changed color every shift or three, sometimes there was snow on the ground, sometimes the vegetation turned purple or red.

Then the rocks turned to copper, stippled with greenish oxidation. The surface beneath them was coal black, and nearby was a pool of milky fluid. The stars were out, unfamiliar stars, along with a small yellowish moon with rings like Saturn. Glowing lights flickered and floated through the air.

“It’s the next shift, that’s it, isn’t it?” Saodat asked, mentally indicating a shadow.

“Yes.” Nalini and I said in unison.

“Just over two hours of travel.” I added.

“Let’s go.” Nalini urged.

We walked forwards and I shifted us into Saturn Station.
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Saturn Station

A Gateway to Interstellar Travel and Interspecies Collaboration

––––––––
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As its name suggests, Saturn Station is in orbit around Saturn. It is run by the Tukani, an extra solar people who contacted Humans about 200 years ago. The Tukani built Saturn Station perhaps one hundred and fifty years ago. The phrase space station does not convey the size of it; it is a full-grown habitat, a cylinder approximately 37 kilometers long and 25 kilometers in diameter. It was a self-contained world, fully capable of space flight and interstellar travel. There were gravity engines on the outside capable of accelerating the entire structure at nearly fifty Terran gravities, while maintaining normal gravity inside. It could accelerate to tunnel effect speed, slightly less than the speed of light, in about eight days, continuing on in fast space, where it would be able to travel to the stars. I am not sure why the Tukani build space stations as starships, but if they ever decided to leave the solar system Saturn Station had the means.

We walked out of a rainbow smear into a large room, our designated entry point for Saturn Station. Nalini’s and my links came alive. The air was crisp, and the soft hum of machinery filled our ears. It was good to be back.

Welcome home. From the station AI. Please be patient while we scan each of you. Three of you do not have links. 

Saodat looked around, taking in the pseudo wooden walls and the soft, subtle glow of artificial lighting. “So, this is Saturn Station,” she remarked, her voice tinged with curiosity.

“Doesn’t look anything special.” Danila commented.

“Yes.” Nalini replied with a smile. “Welcome to our home away from home. This is the quarantine area; it is not supposed to look impressive, just functional. They will process us and then we can go to our apartment.”

“Is English acceptable?” the AI asked aloud. Its voice was feminine, but with a slight accent.

“We all speak English.” Nalini replied.

“And you likely don’t have our dialect of Slavic.” Saodat added.

“I might. Speak to me in your native language.”

Both Saodat and Danila started talking, and the AI responded in kind.

Medical personal, including a human of Filipina appearance, walked towards us. The human stayed several meters away, the others came close.

“Saodat, can you pick the live ones?” Nalini asked.

“Hmm, the human has an aura. The others, strange... ah, robots, they don’t have spirits.”

The androids were modelled after the Tukani, with four arms and broad chests, relatively flat faces, and bald heads. Their skins were blue, with darker blue tiger stripes, mimicking real Tukani.

The AI introduced the human as physician Renya, adding “She will oversee your quarantine.”

Renya was short, with around face and dark hair in a bun. She wore a typical spacer one-piece, with a white coat on top.

“I don’t speak English.” she announced via her link. “The AI will translate vocally for those of you without links.”

“Hey, we understand you.” Danila exclaimed. “We got translation spells.”

“And I hear you speaking my native language. How does that work?”

“Short range telepathy.” Saodat replied. “It doesn’t work with machines; we won’t understand the androids.”

“How long we gonna be here?” Danila pressed.

“A day, maybe longer if we find something that needs addressing.”

One of the androids, named Ivga, the AI told us, approached Rhiannon, let her sniff it, and then persuaded her to follow it through a door.

“She will be examined by a veterinary specialist.” Dr. Renya explained. 

Two of the androids, Sarum and Pie-et, approached Saodat and the girls. The androids all had name tags, but were written in Tukani script. They unpacked spectacles that resembled wrap-around sunglasses, though the lenses were clear, and with an ear-piece attached to each stem. There was an accompanying collar, similar to a slim torc, that went around the base of the neck.

“This will allow you to interface with the AI.” Pie-et explained in the Slavic language the AI had decided was the best match for the one Saodat and the girls spoke. 

“Until you receive your embedded links.” Sarum added.

“We believe that is the plan.” Pie-et finished. 

“You should talk softly,” the AI advised Danila. “Say what you want, and I will make it so. You can speak with anyone via your link, you can ask me anything. My name is Shendara.”

Hey Danny, can you hear me? From Danila, via my link.

Loud and clear.

Hey, that’s super.

Katya did the same, followed by Saodat.

“Neat. It’s certainly better tech than I have.” Saodat concluded. 

After some testing of the glasses, Sarum announced “Now, we need you to disrobe. Are you comfortable doing so here, or would you prefer private booths?”

Saodat looked at me. I commented, “This society doesn’t have the taboos about nudity. Feel free to ask for a private booth.”

“Hah! No big deal, is it Katya?” Danila exclaimed. “We done this lotsa times.”

“No big deal.” Katya agreed.

“We did this or we have done this.” Nalini corrected. 

Pie-et approached with a basket of house coats or dressing gowns, depending on your version of English. “We have robes and sandals for you to don.”

The processing took over an hour, and then our sanitized clothes were returned. We were released to a quarantine apartment. This was one large apartment instead of two smaller ones the AI had originally proposed.

“Heya, no windows!” Danila complained. “I wanna see outside. Not happy!”

The wall beside her came alive, showing the depths of outer space with stars. “Technically, this is the view beneath you.” the AI said. “All our habitats are cylindrical, with down towards the hull. Would you prefer to see Saturn?”

“Yes, thank you.” Saodat replied.

The view changed. We were outside the rings of Saturn, somewhat side on so the rings were visible, looking at the planet and its roiling yellowish clouds.

“Wow! We really in space!”

“Really are in space.” Nalini corrected.

“As its name suggests, Saturn Station is in orbit around the planet Saturn. It is the known as the gateway to interstellar travel, because anyone who enters or leaves the solar system goes through Saturn Station.” The AI explained.

“Is there a reason why down is towards the hull?” Saodat asked. “You use artificial gravity; couldn’t you have horizontal floors like in a normal building? I mean each floor would be a horizontal slice of a vertical cylinder.”

“That is technically feasible, but not practical.” The AI explained. “With down on only one end of the cylinder, you must cancel the artificial gravity outside the hull because it pulls lopsidedly. And when you do that you disturb the gravity inside the hull. Furthermore we developed habitats before we had artificial gravity, so originally we spun the habitats to generate gravity. When we developed anti-gravity it was simple to install it beneath the hull. That also allowed us to use gravity engines to move the habitat about.”

“Who runs this space station and who owns it?” Saodat asked.

“I run Saturn Station, though I consult with a council, and all the citizens.” The AI explained. “Building of Saturn Station commenced about one hundred and fifty nine years ago, and the first habitat section was opened seven years later. The construction continued for several more years. The citizens of Saturn station own the habitat collectively.” 

“I thought most of the running is done by the AI.” I added.

“True, the day-to-day things are automated. But disputes, legal matters, policies, governance, administration, I can give you a long list of these matters, all require Tukani and Human input. If you wish to know more, please ask me.”

“I am sure we will ask you later.” Nalini stated.

“I think I would like to learn more about spaceships,” Saodat added, “but not right now”

“Me too.” Danila added.

“We will get to that. First item on our agenda is for Saodat, Katya and Danila to watch introductory videos about our society. You should know something about the society before you join us.”

“Sounds good.” Saodat responded. “Does that imply you will let us join your society?”

“Yes, that is our second item on the agenda. Saodat, Katya and Danila, I will offer the each of you the same Citizenship offer that Danny and Nalini accepted. I can put the details on the wall screen in any known language and any form of writing you prefer.”

“We will read through the details later, but what are you offering to us in summary?”

“Essentially you receive citizenship on Saturn Station. That makes you a citizen of our United Worlds Federation, which encompasses our sphere of interest and overlaps Terra’s.” The AI went on to give a summary of the United Worlds Federation and the Terran United Planets Federation. “I would rather you watch videos of our history for more information on the two federations. Citizenship in our society comes with obligations from you to our society, and from our society to you.

“You will be paid a stipend that should be sufficient for your needs. We also include free food and lodgings, and free medical care. We will provide you with apartments, two or one larger one, depending on your preference. If you do elect for a larger shared apartment, then Danny and Nalini will have to relinquish the one they have now.”

“We all live together in one house back in our home shadow.” Nalini pointed out. “It would be good if we could have one apartment for all of us.” The rest of us agreed.

“Very well, that will be arranged. Nalini, Danny, we will move all your belongings into the new apartment. As I mentioned, health care is free, and includes rejuvenation every thirty years. Everyone here has a very long life-expectancy. However, we do not do relifing.”

“I think you should explain that.” Saodat said.

“Relifing is the practice of creating a clone body if you die, and attempting to put your memories into the new clone. It does not work well, but it is prevalent on Mars, and happens to some extent amongst the elite on Terra.”

“But a clone will have a different spirit.” Saodat pointed out. “It’s like your twin sister, she may have your memories and possessions, but she isn’t you, and her spirit is not yours.”

“Well caught, Saodat. Our society is well aware of spirits; many Tukani can see and talk with them. This is why we do not indulge in relifing. If you die, your spirit will move on, and eventually will be reborn.”

“We three can see and talk with spirits.” Saodat responded.

“Of course you can. You are a shadow walker like Nalini and Danny. That will be useful to us.”

“Didn’t Korrja go to Mars to have her lovers relifed?” I asked. “What happened with that?”

“She did, and it is not going well. The clones of her lovers are children and are rejecting the memories of her dead lovers. We are trying to convince her to return here, where we can ensure the children are properly cared for.”

“I wonder if we could find her lovers’ spirits, and convince them to be reborn here?” Nalini suggested.

“Our Elders are looking into that. It should be possible given enough time. Moving on, as a citizen, you also receive education and training. Usually you decide what you need and it will be arranged. The other important benefit is that we will install links into your bodies so that you can directly interface with the AI and any machinery, as well as communicate with others remotely. Languages will be translated automatically when you use links. Nalini and Danny have links, they were installed as part of their citizenship package. Saodat, our scans indicate you already have some built in electronics and machinery, that should be upgraded.”

“It all sounds good,” Saodat replied, “but what’s the catch?”

“As I said, you have obligations to our society. From time to time we will ask you to do some work for us. I cannot be specific about the kind of work, that will depend on your abilities and your preferences. When Danny and Nalini lived here before they worked as crew on a rescue and salvage starship. Of course they received training first.”

“Does everyone work?”

“That depends on how you define ‘work’. Some people spend all their waking time in virtual reality, but even that can provide entertainment to others.”

“One of the things we set up when we were living here was a virtual reality we named ‘Shadowlands’. It was based on our recollections of every shadow we have visited, and every event we experienced. It had a moderate popularity.” I remarked.

“I think we have a few more scenarios to add to it.” Nalini added. “Is it still popular?”

“Yes, and Chalker and I have added some material. We fleshed out some of the shadows, we have added themes from old vids, older Terran books, legends. We have built a number of virtual shadows people can live in, or experience a themed adventure, based on the outlines you left. Its popularity is spreading.”

“We’ve been away for a few months here, it seems.” I replied. “We have over a year’s worth of material to add.”

“It will be better quality since you can record your experiences with your links. We will let you relax tonight, it’s evening here. Tomorrow you will be out of quarantine, I have arranged for Saodat, Katya and Danila to be wired. Then you will be conveyed to your apartment. After that I think you will have a few visitors.”

The quarantine apartment wasn’t large, and the kitchen area was small. “Doesn’t look like we’ll do any cooking here.” Saodat remarked.

“Tukani usually eat in canteens, and a most humans do the same. We usually eat out when we are here.” Nalini explained. “Otherwise you can order in. We’ll have to do that while we’re in quarantine.”

“Where will Rhiannon go to the toilet?” Danila asked.

“There is an outdoor area through that door.” the AI replied. “Service droids will clean up any mess she makes. She is wired, I can suggest to her that she go outside, and open doors for her got go out or come in. She has a bed in that corner, as you can see she has already found that. There is a bowl of fresh water nearby, and if she is hungry a service droid will bring her some food.”

“Super.” from Danila.

“Cool.” from Katya.

“Hey, there’s two bedrooms. Which one is ours?” Danila asked.

“This one, you will share with Katya. I have installed a double bed. If you need anything else, just ask me.”

“Well, I think we’ve done enough walking for one day.” Nalini
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