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Chapter One

Bob

​
“Like a pebble thrown into water, choices make ripples that
spread and affect more than just the chooser.” - Bob

The little transport pod
settled gently to the ground.

Shane got out and peered at the conical
dwellings gleaming golden in the sunlight. He glanced around the
extensive green clearing. His eyes narrowed, and he frowned as he
probed into the foliage edging the perimeter. He didn’t see Bob
anywhere.

The pod spun in a circle on his round
bottom. “Hey, where’s the old man you said was here?”

Shane ran a hand through his disheveled
hair. “I don’t know, Ken. I hope he’s not gone--”

“Hail, travelers. Ah, Shane, you’re back,
and you’ve brought a friend.”

The two whirled around. The Narn stood
there, grinning. He carried his crook-headed shepherd’s staff and
wore the same blue jeans and yellow tee-shirt in which Shane last
saw him. With sandals. And white socks.

Relieved, Shane said, “Hello, Bob. My friend
is--”

“Ken. Yes, I know.” He peered at the
eight-foot diameter, midnight-black sphere. “Hello, young feller,
welcome to Pond. I’m Bob.” He grinned and stuck out a hand. “Been
wanting to meet one of Zua’s children.”

Shane’s mouth dropped open. How did Bob know
about Zua?

Ken formed a tentacle to trade a handshake
with the short man. His tone shy, he said, “I didn’t know you knew
Zua.”

Bob’s teeth gleamed through his neatly
trimmed white beard. “Well, I’ve never actually met her.
Terrible thing her being transformed into a spaceship like that,
but I understand she’s adjusted.” He turned to Shane. “I was
expecting you, son. Sorry I’m late, had a little job to
finish.”

Shane snapped his mouth shut as his eyebrows
rose. “You were expecting me?”

“Sure. C’mon inside, and we’ll talk.” To
Ken, he said, “I’ll let you know when to come back for Shane. When
you get home, tell Zua I’d like to meet her sometime. She’s raising
some mighty fine kids. Bet she’s right proud of you.” He smiled as
the pod blushed. Most would find blushing difficult to recognize in
a being of such a dark shade, but not Bob.

“Thank you, Bob, I’ll tell her.” Ken waved a
tentacle. “’Bye, Shane.”

Shane, bemused, waved as the pod went
non-corporeal and disappeared onto the teleportation plane. He
turned to see Bob going into his house and hurried after him.

“Have a seat, son. I’ll get you a cup of
coffee.”

Shane lowered himself into a chair at the
table in the kitchen/dining combo. Light danced through the lone
bare window on his left, splashing the white walls with honey
gold.

Bob set two steaming mugs on the table and
plunked down across from the teen. Taking a slurp of his coffee, he
eyed him. “I knew you’d be back, and you were right to come. I
noticed you had a problem while you were here last week, but you
were in a hurry to get home, so I let you go.” He smiled. “I gotta
say - you’ve held out longer than I thought you would. I figured
I’d see you back here the next day.”

He grinned as the teen’s mouth dropped open
again. He gestured at his cup. “Drink your coffee, son. It’s
getting cold.”

Shane licked his lips. He was going to have
to quit gawping, or his mouth might stick in that position. He
lifted his coffee mug and took a sip before asking, “How’d you know
I had a problem?”

Losing his grin, Bob exhaled a heavy breath.
“Because I know Anotrothe, and I know he’s taken up residence
inside you.”

Shane tried his best not to gawp again.
“How’d you know him, and how’d you know that?”

Bob folded his hands on the table and leaned
forward. “A long time ago, Anotrothe was a student of mine.
Unfortunately, he was also my biggest failure at being a guide.
Look, I know you don’t like to recall those memories of his you
have, but it would save us a lot of time if you’d search them for
ones of me. Don’t worry about him getting out. You’ve got him tied
up nice and tight for now.”

He gave a crooked smile. “As for how I know
he’s inside you, I sensed him when you were here last week. He was
dormant then, but now he’s awake and in there sulking.”

For Shane, it verified that not only was Bob
telepathic, but he could read the mind of anybody, including a
psychic person stuck inside another psychic person.

Bob was right, Shane didn’t like dredging up
Anotrothe’s memories, but he took a deep breath and riffled through
them until he found the ones that held Bob.

The memories were ancient, ones from
Anotrothe’s youth. The Narn had taken on the appearance of the
winged silver beings of Anotrothe’s people. They knew him as
Zom.

Because he was using his abilities in
unacceptable ways, Anotrothe’s parents sent him to Zom to learn
control. He disagreed with his parents, but he went. He’d always
been pissed he couldn’t do telepathy, and his notion was
that Zom could kick-start it for him. Among Yarlens, only a few
weren’t telepaths, and he felt he shouldn’t be one of that number.
After all, he was the strongest of them.

Shane focused his eyes on Bob. “Anotrothe
never mentioned his people were called Yarlens,” he mused. “Was he
really the most powerful of them?”

“With the exception of telepathy, yes, he
was.”

Shane returned to the memories.

Anotrothe asked Zom to initiate telepathy in
him. The Narn explained he needed to do a preliminary examination
to determine why he wasn’t already telepathic. Afterward, he told
the young Yarlen that in him, the ability was vestigial. He
wouldn’t be able to activate it.

Anotrothe wouldn’t accept that and pestered
Zom until one day, the Narn, obviously tired of his nagging, agreed
to try. It gave the Yarlen brain-crushing headaches, and after
three attempts, Zom said, “It’s not working, Anotrothe. No
more.”

Anotrothe was angry that Zom declined to
continue, but he kept it hidden. Rather than perceiving it as
simply bad luck, he looked on it as Zom’s refusal to activate it in
him.

Shane paused again. “Did you refuse?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Do you know why his ability never
formed?”

“Uh-huh. There’re various reasons why a
person doesn’t develop telepathy, but in Anotrothe’s case, it’s a
lack of empathy, something I’ll bet you’ve already noticed. That’s
a necessary ingredient for mind-to-mind contact. I did discover he
had a latent healing ability. That’s not a common one and unusual
for someone with no empathy, so I trained him in medicine so he
could properly use it. I’d hoped it would enable him to finally
develop concern for others, which, because he had a trace of the
telepathic ability, would’ve resulted in it gradually fully
forming.” Bob scowled. “I was wrong. He used it more to hurt than
to heal.”

Shane continued.

Anotrothe hid his resentment and presented a
front of calm acceptance, as someone well on his way to becoming a
competent physician and teacher, eager to mentor emerging psychic
species as did all Yarlens. Not being a telepath wouldn’t interfere
with that because sex was an acceptable method for initiating
abilities, and he could use that.

During his stay there, Zom imparted to
Anotrothe the same advice he’d given Shane, words he gave to all
his students.

“Be careful of your choices, for, at the
end, they will determine your fate. Like a pebble thrown into
water, choices make ripples that spread and affect more than just
the chooser. It’s the effect you have on other lives that will
define your ultimate outcome.” It was advice for which Anotrothe
had no use. He smiled and nodded - and ignored it.

Shane knew most of Anotrothe’s choices
hadn’t been pretty. They had led to a legacy of deception and
betrayal. Such as the decision he made to control and manipulate
his young protégés by using the psychic aphrodisiac to lure - no,
force them into sex and then siphoning their power. Then
he’d used them to help him murder his own people. He’d chosen to
become a psychic vampire and preyed on non-psychic people, killing
them for their essence.

It was only by chance that Shane and his
friends escaped the final part of Anotrothe’s plan for them and
Earth: that of helping him destroy their world and the world of the
race that imprisoned him. In the end, he would’ve killed them as he
did all of his students. Zua was the only protégé he didn’t kill.
Instead, on her, he chose to execute the cruel act of re-forming
her into a spaceship.

Only God knows how many people, how
many worlds the creep destroyed, thought Shane. He threw
Bob a perplexed look. He didn’t understand what the Narn was but
knew he had a lot of power. “Once you found out what Anotrothe was
doing, couldn’t you have stopped him?”

Bob’s face went bleak. “My policy at that
time was not to read anyone’s mind without their permission unless
given reason to do so. I knew he was without empathy, but that
doesn’t automatically lead one to become destructive because
compassion can be gained. So I didn’t read him. After he completed
his education, he thanked me graciously for teaching him and gave
me no cause to suspect he could go so far astray.”

In other words, Anotrothe had even deceived
Bob.

“Unfortunately, directly after he left, all
Narns were sent on a critical mission to a dimension far from here.
We were gone for quite some time, so I didn’t know what Anotrothe
had done until we returned and learned the Binias had imprisoned
him. I deeply regretted not reading him before I left when I
discovered all the misery he caused in this dimension and in yours.
Had I done so, I would’ve curbed him before we left.”

“What would you have done?”

“Oh, I would’ve stripped him of all his
power, and believe me, when a Narn strips away power, it isn’t
coming back. Then, I would’ve placed him on a planet without people
and ensured he could never leave because, even with no power, he
would’ve been capable of mischief.” Bob smiled. “Narns don’t like
to kill. I’ll bet you’ve noticed that all the changed people you’ve
met don’t like to, either.”

Shane had noticed that, and it gave him a
question. “I tried to kill Anotrothe. Does that make me like
him?”

“No, no, Shane. You’re nothing like
him. What you did was in self-defense, and no one can blame you for
that. Besides, you didn’t like it, right? Anyway, I said Narns
don’t like to kill. I didn’t say we don’t ever do it.
Sometimes, regrettably, it’s necessary. Now, let’s move on to your
current problem with him.”

“Yes, sir. First, though, something’s been
puzzling me. I know Anotrothe had a lot of power, but when I, uh…
when he was blown away, I used his along with mine to do it. How
can he have any now?”

Bob peered at Shane keenly. “As long as
there’s a physical presence, the mind follows it, and the power
regenerates. Anotrothe has such a presence. It’s only a remnant,
but it's inside you.”

Shane’s eyebrows crashed together. “A
remnant? What do you mean? His whole mind is inside me!”

“Well, yes, it is, but physically, he’s only
a tiny, er, leftover. When you blew him away, so to speak, he
separated into many microscopic components. His mind crossed into
chaos for a brief span, which is why he went dormant, but you know
how tricky Anotrothe is, right? Well, even his atoms are tricky. A
few of them didn’t fracture into subatomic particles, and they
managed to glom themselves onto your brain. His mind latched on to
those.” He eyed the teen. “All you have to do is rid yourself of
those atoms, and you’ll be rid of Anotrothe.”

Shane sucked in a breath. He thought with
disgust, The bastard is in my brain! His eyes wide, he threw
two rapid questions at Bob. “How do I get rid of these
atoms? Can you do it?”

Bob studied him. “Narns are good at a lot of
things, Shane, but we’re not gods and we do make mistakes. I could
try to rid you of those atoms, but it would be a difficult
procedure, and the probability of it working without killing you -
or at the least leaving you mindless and drooling - is kind of
low.”

Bob shook his head. “I don’t want to chance
it, son.” He smiled. “Besides, Anotrothe is your monster,
and we all have to slay our own dragons.”

Shane went back to gawping. “Me? But I don’t
know how!”

Bob smiled. “Don’t worry, you can do it. You
have the power. All you need are a few lessons. Now, when do you
wanna get started?”

“Now!”

Bob chuckled. “I like your spirit, son, but
you need to rest. We’ll begin after you get some sleep and a
meal.”


Chapter Two

The Absence of Shane

​ Evelyn, Valerie, and Connor watched Shane and Ken
until they disappeared onto the teleportation plane on their way to
Pond.

The letdown of being without Shane again so
soon after they got him back, beat at them as they left the cave.
That this absence was also because of Anotrothe left them with
seething anger against their ex-guardian and rising anxiety for
Shane.

When they arrived home, of the four teens
they’d left waiting in the family room, all had gone to bed except
Melody. She was sitting in the family room, rocking Layla.

At Evelyn’s questioning look, she explained.
“A little bit ago, Layla woke up fussy. I sang to her, and she
finally quieted. She’s okay now, but I thought I’d sit with her for
a while.” Then, she blinked. “Hey, where’s Shane?”

Connor said, “He’s okay, but he’s going to
be gone for a while. Look, it’s late, Melody. It’ll take a while to
explain, so hit the sack. We’ll tell you about it in the
morning.”

She stared at them for a moment, noting
their tense faces, then she nodded and stood. She handed the baby
to Evelyn. “Okay. See you in the morning.”

Evelyn took the sleeping Layla to her room.
She tucked her into her basket and returned to the family room. She
plopped down on a couch beside her silent friends and sat staring
unseeingly at the large painting over the niche that hid the
television.

Her thoughts bounced from what happened in
the cave, to Shane being gone again. Her heart wrenched because
she’d wanted to go with him. The knowledge that it was something he
had to do alone did nothing to appease her pain.

Valerie and Connor were doing some staring
of their own, their minds filled with the absence of Shane.

After a few minutes of silence, Valerie
broke it, her voice low and husky. “We should get to bed. We need
to get some sleep.”

Connor cleared his throat. “Yeah.” He looked
up. “You realize that after we tell everybody what’s going on with
Shane, we’re going to have to tell his parents too.”

Evelyn grimaced. Telling his parents that
their son was gone again was not something she looked forward to,
even if he wasn’t dead this time. She nodded but didn’t speak. She
was afraid she’d burst into tears.

They got up with her and held her for a
moment before going to their rooms.

***

At a late breakfast, the three told their
four housemates what happened when they went to the cave to remove
the shield that was keeping the ship Zua imprisoned, and why Shane
didn’t return with them.

Melody stared at them wide-eyed. “I’ll bet
that’s why Layla was so upset! She must’ve sensed her daddy was in
trouble.”

“Damn!” said Tyler, Melody’s boyfriend.
“How’d Anotrothe get inside Shane? Was his spirit, or… or his
ectoplasm waiting on the ship or something?”

Connor snorted. “Nah, he wasn’t on the ship.
We don’t know how he did it, but he’s definitely not a ghost. He
was in him from the time Shane blew him away. Apparently, he was
dormant until Shane went into a trance with us to get rid of the
shield.” He scowled. “That’s when the asshole woke up and took over
Shane’s body.”

“Well, thank God he was able to take it
back,” said Tyler.

Melody nodded and added, “At least you got
that poor ship free. Where is she now?”

The three had been so upset about Shane
leaving that they hadn’t thought to ask Zua about her plans.

“She’s still in the cave. I guess we should
go back to check on her,” said Connor.

“Do you believe this Bob guy can help
Shane?” asked Jonah.

Evelyn shrugged. “We don’t know. We hope so.
All we can do is wait and see.”

Wes said, “Um, when you go back to the cave,
can I go with you? I sure would like to see the ship.”

Tyler spoke up. “I’d like to go, too.”

Connor, glad to get their minds off Shane
for a moment, said, “Well, I don’t think Zua would mind, but do you
think you can handle the teleportation plane well enough? You just
learned a few days ago.”

“They’ll be all right, as long as they
follow us closely,” said Valerie. “We won’t be trying to go fast,
you know. It’ll be good practice.”

“Well, all right!” said Wes, grinning. “When
do we leave?”

“Not until Hannah and Lillian get back from
Oregon,” said Valerie. “We wouldn’t want the house to be empty when
they get here.”

“Besides,” said Evelyn, “we have to tell
Shane’s parents what happened.” She made a face. “They’re going to
be upset. They were looking forward to spending some time with him
this weekend.”

Valerie puffed out a breath and looked
around the breakfast room. “Let’s get this place cleaned up, then
we might as well get it over with.”

***

The three were glad Shane’s brothers and
sisters had all gone to an early movie. Telling his parents was
hard enough.

Doris, Shane’s mother, went pale and quiet
when they told them Shane was gone again. She was horrified after
they explained what happened, but relieved he was okay and that
they knew where he was. She wasn’t thrilled to hear the ex-guardian
wasn’t dead, though.

Shane’s father, James, jumped up from his
chair. “So, the son of a bitch is not dead.” Scowling, he
paced back and forth in front of the three teens, who’d taken seats
on a couch in the family room.

Evelyn peered up at James with a strained
face as she concentrated on not bursting into tears. “As far as we
can tell, his body is dead, but his mind is inside
Shane.”

Valerie nodded. “We don’t know what
happened, Mr. A, but we think his mind went into Shane at the
moment of the blast. He’s not merged with him or anything, but
Shane doesn’t know how to get him out.”

“That’s why he went to Pond,” added Connor.
“Shane’s got him trapped for now, but he said the bas-- um,
Anotrothe could still get loose. He thinks Bob can help.”

James stopped pacing. He stared down at the
teens. “Pond? Bob?”

No one had mentioned the name of the planet
Shane stopped on in his search for the way home or the name of the
being that had helped him.

Evelyn explained. “Yes, sir. Bob is the…
person who helped him get to Analog Earth. Pond is the name of the
world where he lives.”

Doris spoke up. “This Bob - is he from
Earth?”

“No, ma’am,” said Valerie. “Shane said he’s
not a human and hasn’t ever been to this planet.”

James eyed them. “Where’d he get a name like
Bob? Can he be trusted?”

Connor took that one. “Shane said he likes
short names, so that’s what he calls himself. I think he can be
trusted, Mr. A. Whatever he is, he helped Shane get home.”

Evelyn added, “I don’t think Shane would’ve
gone back if he didn’t think Bob could help him.”

James settled himself into his chair and
stared at the teens with worried eyes. “I hope you’re right,
Evelyn, because I sure don’t know of anyone who can.”

A telepathic voice struck the three. *Hey,
Ev! Can I come in? I been listening an’ I wanna tell them Bob’s a
good guy!*

They sat up and glanced at each other. It
was Ken.

*Where are you, Ken?* sent Evelyn.

*On top of the house. Don’t worry, I don’t
need to reenergize right now, so I’m in non-body. Can’t nobody see
me.*

*Do you think it’ll be okay?* Connor sent to
Evelyn and Valerie. He was worried because the Anders only knew
about what they’d thought to be non-sentient pods.

Valerie glanced around the room. *Well, he’s
kind of big for a regular house. Will he fit in here?*

Evelyn sent, *We don’t know if you’ll fit
inside this room, Ken.*

Ken giggled. *Oh, I can get smaller for a
minute, Ev. Won’t last long, but maybe long enough to speak to
Shane’s mom and dad. Please? C’mon, I wanna meet them!*

James, noticing they looked distracted,
asked, his tone apprehensive, “What is it, what’s wrong?”

Evelyn sent to Ken, *Hang on.* To James, she
said, “There’s someone who wants to meet you. That is, if you want
to meet him. His name is Ken, and he’s… not human, but he’s a
friend. He’s the one who took Shane to Pond.”

James narrowed his eyes. “Where is he?”

“Atop the house in non-corporeal form.”

Doris said, “He knows how to get back to
Shane?”

Evelyn nodded. “Yes, ma’am. He just wants to
reassure you about Bob.”

Doris raised a leery eyebrow. “Well, if he’s
not human, what does he look like?”

Valerie smiled. “Nothing scary, Mrs. A. He
sort of resembles, uh, a large bowling ball most of the time.
Without the holes, but sometimes with tentacles.”

James asked, “How large? If he’s big enough
to have carried Shane, how can he get in here?”

Connor explained. “Well, usually, he’s
eight-by-eight, but he says he can get smaller.”

The family room was large, with a nine-foot
ceiling, and James thought the strange friend of theirs might fit
in his normal size, but getting smaller would preclude having to
move any furniture out of the way.

He and his wife shot looks at each other,
then gave a mutual nod.

“Okay,” said James, “tell him to come
in.”

*I heard that!* sent a happy sounding Ken.
*I’m here!* He appeared in non-corporeal form in the middle of the
room. *Okay to show myself now?*

Evelyn smiled. “He’s here, right behind you.
He wants to know if you’re ready.”

James stood, facing the middle of the room.
He nodded. Doris turned as Ken, half his usual size, popped into
physical form.

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Anders, I’m Ken.” He
grew a tentacle, formed a hand at the end, and stuck it out for a
shake. “Pleased to meetcha!”

James took his hand, noting how young he
sounded. “Uh, hello, Ken.”

Doris, eyes big, gave his hand a cautious
shake. “Are you one of the pods Anotrothe had made?”

Ken giggled. “Oh, no, ma’am! He didn’t know
about us. Zua didn’t tell ‘im, so he thought we were just regular
old pods. Now, I just wanna tell you that I met Bob and he’s a good
guy. He’ll take good care of Shane. He’s gonna let me know when to
come back for him.”

James stared down at the little pod. “Say,
how old are you?”

Ken laughed. “Oh, I was born five months
ago. Zua said if we were human, we’d be about eight years old, but
we know a whole lot more than human kids do ‘cause Zua taught us,
and she’s smart!” Then he went, “Whoops!” and popped out of
sight.

Startled, James said, “What happened? Where
did he go?”

The teens could still see him, and Connor
started laughing. “Couldn’t hold it long, huh?”

Ken chuckled sheepishly. “No, gotta work on
that! I’m better at holding big than little.”

Valerie grinned. “His downsizing wore off,
Mr. A. He’s still here, just bigger. He went non-corporeal to keep
from smashing anything. Part of him is in the card table. You’re
sitting in his left side.”

James lifted an eyebrow and carefully moved
his chair back. Doris followed him. The teens didn’t tell them they
still intersected the pod.

“Thank him for letting us know about Bob,”
said Doris.

“He can hear you, Mrs. A. You just can’t
hear him in this form,” said Valerie.

“Tell her she’s welcome,” said Ken. “Oh,
almost forgot how come I’m here. Zua said to tell you she wants to
talk to you. I gotta go. I promised her I wouldn’t be gone
long.”

Evelyn nodded. “Okay, Ken. Tell Zua we’ll
come this afternoon.”

“’K,” said Ken. He disappeared onto the
teleportation plane.


Chapter Three

Lesson One

​
Bob looked up when, several hours later,
Shane walked into the kitchen.

The Narn shook his head. “Hello, Anotrothe.
I had a feeling you’d try something like this. You’ll find that you
can’t get out.”

Anotrothe stopped. After Shane fell asleep,
he’d retaken control and had known immediately that he was no
longer aboard his ship. He didn’t know where Shane had gone, but
had discovered that going non-corporeal didn’t get him out, so he
went looking for a door. He’d thought it best to keep the
appearance of the youth until he learned more. He was striving to
appear less than his normal height since he knew Shane was shorter.
Spotting the crook-headed staff parked in a corner told him who
this man was.

Wondering how Shane knew the Narn, he raised
an eyebrow. “How did you know it was me, Zom? The height?”

“The name’s “Bob” now, Anotrothe, and no,
the height didn’t give you away. Two things did, though. One, you
don’t walk the way he does. Two, your aura stinks. In case your
mind has deteriorated terribly and is now incapacitated, had I been
so thick as to not notice those rather obvious elements, let me
remind you: I’m a Narn.

“Now, give the boy back his body before he
wakes up and beats the shit out of you. He can do it, you know.
He’s stronger than you. He doesn’t know it yet, but I’m
going to lead him to that understanding. So, are you going to go
quietly? Or, you can wait ‘til Shane wakes up and smacks your ass
back into place.”

Anotrothe’s brow lowered. He’d never heard
of a Narn reading someone’s mind without permission, so he supposed
the youth talked to him before going to sleep.

“You’re wrong, Zom - excuse me - Bob.
Shane’s not stronger than I am, and this is my body.
I don’t know what he’s told you, but he and I simply had a
misunderstanding, and he took it too far. He merely got lucky. He
had the help of his friends and caught me at a weak moment, or he
would never have been able to… do what he did. What he did this
time wouldn’t have worked without him somehow manipulating my ship
into helping him.

“I don’t know how he wound up inside me, but
I’ll get him out. And I’m generous enough to allow you to find him
a body to wear first, since you want to try leading him to some
kind of “understanding.” He’s not intelligent enough to learn much,
so good luck with that. Had he been that smart, he would’ve come
with me when I wanted him to. I would have given him the run of the
universe.”

Bob chuckled. “Sure you would’ve. For
a while, anyway. And I know about your weak moment. Took you out
with a bang, did he? As for the help he had, that’s what friends
are for. Besides, you were going to exterminate their world and
them. What were they supposed to do, lie down and let you do it?
You wouldn’t know this, but he had their help this time, too, along
with Zua’s - who wasn’t manipulated into doing anything she didn’t
want to do.”

He eyed Anotrothe. “As for smarts, well,
you sure don’t have all that many. Otherwise, you wouldn’t
be standing there shooting all that bullshit. But then you always
were an arrogant asshole. You should’ve known when you saw Zua’s
brain scan that it wasn’t your brain. Didn’t pay enough
attention to your anatomy lessons, did you? Not enough to know you
were looking at a successor human brain and not the one of a
Yarlen.

“That little speck you saw wasn’t damage;
it’s you, Anotrothe. You’re only here because a few of your
atoms managed to entangle themselves with Shane. Don’t get happy.
It’s not enough for you to regenerate, and don’t fool yourself. You
could only take the boy over on the ship because he was in a
trance, and you wouldn’t be out now had he not been asleep. Oh,
another thing: there’s a reason the height didn’t give you away.
You thought you were simply managing to appear shorter, but
had you stopped to think about it, you might’ve noticed that you
are shorter. Now get your ass back down to your minuscule
scrap of brain.”

It was obvious the Narn was reading
his mind. Despite the few slightly profane terms Bob threw in, he
had spoken in a pleasant tone. That likely was why Anotrothe didn’t
take him seriously.

“You didn’t get my permission to read my
mind, and I’ll thank you to stay out of it. Once I dislodge the
disloyal little… jerk…, you can have him because I want nothing
else to do with him. I--” Suddenly, he did a staggering lurch.

Bob chuckled. “Oops, too late.”

Anotrothe went to his knees. When the body
rose to its feet, Shane was back in control. He stood there,
breathing hard and staring at Bob.

“He took over while I was asleep, didn’t
he?”

Bob nodded. “I tried to get him to leave
before you awakened, but he wouldn’t. You’ve rounded him up right
well, though. Okay, sit down and eat. I know it’s tiresome having
some idiot running around in your body, so after you’ve finished
your breakfast, we’ll get on with teaching you how to exorcise him.
I usually take my time when teaching something like this. Months,
sometimes years, but in this case, you don’t have that much time.
So, for you, it’s gonna have to be faster.”

They finished eating, and Bob didn’t waste
any time. “This first lesson will be just a bit, er,
stressful, but you can handle it. Ready?”

Shane nodded nervously.

Bob smiled and pushed the initial lesson
into his mind.

Shane found out what he’d meant by
“stressful.” He almost fell from his chair. It was like getting
whacked with a fifty-volume encyclopedia.

“God! Will it all be like that?” he rasped.
His head felt as if it might blow out like an overinflated car
tire.

“Nah, it’s only because this is the first
one. You’ll get used to it. Now, go rest while you’re sorting it
out.”

Shane nodded uncertainly as he rubbed his
throbbing temples. He went to his room and stretched out on the
bed, making himself as comfortable as he could. Closing his eyes,
he began going through the data. The first thing that popped up was
some dimly seen figures having a rather esoteric discussion about
the cosmos. He frowned. He supposed they were a species that Bob
knew, but he didn’t understand how anything they were saying would
help with getting Anotrothe out of his brain.

Perhaps they were there by accident because
the rest dealt with a way to move faster on the teleportation
plane, how to form tools with his mind, and how to better use his
telekinesis. He didn’t know how any of that would be helpful in
removing Anotrothe, but he studied it carefully. After a few
minutes, his headache, and the feeling of being crammed, eased as
he concentrated on the information.

By the time Bob called him to a midmorning
snack, his head felt only slightly swollen and was no longer
hurting.

Bob smiled brightly as he put a plate in
front of Shane. “Here ya go, son. Eat up. You’re gonna need the
energy.”

Shane eyed him as he picked up his fork.
“Okay. Why?”

“Practice, my boy, practice. You can’t
really learn something without practice, even if it was rammed into
your head. It’s gonna take some oomph to do that.”

“All right.” Shane began to dig into his
food, then he paused, raising baffled eyes to Bob. “What was the
thing at the beginning of the lesson with the, uh, shadowy
beings?”

Bob eyed him. “Oh, so you noticed that, did
you?”

Shane frowned. “Yes, I did. Wasn’t I
supposed to?”

Bob smiled. “Hmm… well, not everyone does,
but don’t worry about that. I want you to concentrate on the other
parts, especially the telekinesis. That initial portion is simply
an integral piece of the lesson that can’t be separated from the
rest. It’s not pertinent to what you need to learn right now.” He
smiled again. “Okay, we’re all finished here.”

He studied the teen. “You didn’t have time
to bring clothing, did you? Go look in the closet in your room. I
know you don’t want to have to keep wearing the same thing,
especially Anotrothe’s shirt.”

Though it hadn’t been there before, Shane
found a closet beside the bathroom. He shook his head. No sense in
wasting a good gawp. It was Bob’s place, and Bob was… different. He
studied the jeans, tee-shirts, and the rack of loincloths. He
smiled. It was warm on Pond, so he returned to the kitchen wearing
what had become so comfortable over the months he’d spent on
Ladau.

Bob grinned. “Loincloths are cozy and
easy to wear, aren’t they? Okay, follow me outside, and I’ll get
you going.”

The Narn had him begin with using
telekinesis to trim leaves from trees. Not just any leaves, only
the ones that had turned brown and hadn’t fallen off. Shane clipped
a few green ones, but it didn’t take him long to fine-tune his aim.
Then Bob showed him how to use his power to mentally form a blade
that looked a lot like one for a lawnmower.

Shane’s forehead crinkled. “Why do I need to
know how to do this?”

Bob chuckled. “You need to get used to
fashioning implements, my boy. Besides, this one has a practical
application. Now, I’ll leave you to your practice.” He went
inside.

Shane shrugged and practiced. He
concentrated on holding the blade together as it tended to whiff
away, but he got the hang of it after a while.

Bob called him in for lunch. “Very good,
Shane. You learn fast. Now, eat well. You have to keep your energy
up.”

Shane dug in. As they went back outside, he
eyeballed the Narn. “Uh, you said forming the blade has a practical
application. What kind?”

“My lawn needs cutting.”

Shane scrutinized the expanse of tall grass
that covered the entire clearing, which was extensive - about the
size of two football fields.

Afraid he already knew the answer, he asked,
“How much of this is your lawn?”

“All of it, son.” He grinned at Shane’s
expression. “While you’re working, I’ve got something I need to do.
I’ll be back.” He disappeared.

Shane was used to seeing someone become
non-corporeal and then disappearing onto the teleportation plane.
He wasn’t used to anyone disappearing without first going
non-bodied. He let loose that gawp he hadn’t used before and
blinked.

Then he remembered that when he met him, the
Narn had walked through a wall while still in physical form.

I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, he
mused. He closed his mouth, gave a fast headshake, and got on with
cutting the grass.

It took as long as it would have with a
regular gas push mower, except it was a whole lot quieter. As he
was finishing up, Bob came back and had him bundle all the
clippings, transport them to the forest, and spread them
around.

“For the health of the trees,” said the
Narn. “Okay, c’mon in; I’ve fixed dinner. Bet you’re hungry. And
you look exhausted, so get to bed after that. Tomorrow you get
another lesson and more practice.”

After eating and showering, Shane climbed
into bed and was asleep in seconds.

*

Anotrothe was waiting. As soon as the teen
was deeply asleep, he slipped from the mental net enclosing him and
took over again. He sat up, his face grim. Could the Narn be right?
Was he inside Shane’s body rather than the other way around? If so,
it didn’t matter. It was his now, and he was determined to keep
it.


Chapter Four

Going to see Zua

​ The three teens got back from talking to Shane’s
parents to find that Hannah and Lillian had returned from spending
Thanksgiving with their mother and had brought their brother Bill
back with them.

Both girls hopped up from where they sat on
the second couch and enfolded Evelyn in their arms. Then they
gathered Connor and Valerie in, making it a group hug.

Hannah peered up at them with concern as
they broke the embrace. “They told us what happened with Shane.
God! I can’t imagine what that must be like!”

Lillian asked, “Do you know when he’ll be
back?”

Evelyn said, “No. He said he’ll be gone for
as long as it takes.” Her mouth turned down. “Anotrothe getting out
again would be dangerous for us - and everybody else, but I’m
hoping for soon.”

Lillian frowned as she went back to her
seat. “How can Anotrothe still be so powerful if it’s just his mind
inside Shane? Was he using Shane’s power?”

Connor shrugged. “I guess that could account
for it, but we don’t know. There’s a lot we never learned because
our ex-guardian never saw fit to teach us.”

Valerie added, “It doesn’t matter. If Shane
can’t get rid of him or control him, he’ll get out again, and
either way, if it’s his power or Shane’s, he’ll be stronger than
anybody else. We’ll be up shit creek.”

Evelyn said, “Well, all we can do is wait
for Shane to return.” She turned her eyes to the chair near her in
the corner and smiled. “Hello, Bill, it’s good to see you again.
Sorry things are sort of tense around here.” She cocked her head
over, and squinted an eye, then shot a look at the twins. “Hey, is
he--”

Lillian chuckled. “Yep. The minute we
stepped from the teleportation plane and into Mom’s living room
Wednesday, we felt it.”

Hannah grinned. “Uh-huh, Bill is a new
human, a successor!”

Bill gave a lopsided smile. “I didn’t know
it. I mean, I know you said when you met us that I might be a new
human, and it would show up after my eighteenth birthday. I thought
you meant, like, months or a year, and my birthday was just last
week. But Hannah and Lil said any time after eighteen.”

Evelyn nodded. “True. Will you be staying
with us?”

“Uh-uh. Just ‘til Sunday. I still wanna
finish my senior year at school. I figure I can keep it hidden
until I graduate.”

Hannah nodded. “Yeah, if he doesn’t, it’ll
be all over town, and just like it was with us, he’ll lose his job.
Some blockhead might try to get violent, like our father did with
us. Hell, they might even kick him out of school.”

Evelyn said, “I don’t think he can be kicked
out of public school without cause, but you’re right about the job
- or some fool trying to start something. Does your mother
know?”

Lillian nodded. “Yeah, we didn’t want to
keep it from her. She’s okay with it since she already knew it
might be coming. She’s going to keep quiet about it. She wants Bill
to be able to finish school, too.”

Hannah threw in, “And no way would she ever
tell our father. He’s still in jail for beating Lil and me.” She
and Lillian locked eyes for a second, and hurt passed over their
faces at the memory. They said nothing, but everyone in the room
knew how they felt.

Bill nodded. “Yeah, I don’t think she’s ever
gonna get over her mad about that.” He eyed his sisters. “Neither
will I.”

The Utah teens had been quietly listening
until then. Melody spoke up. “Gosh, if Shane were here, he could
teach Bill how to go non-corporeal. That would give him some
protection if somebody finds out and tries something stupid.”

Valerie said, “Yeah. He needs to learn that
before he goes back home. Hmm… Evelyn, Connor, or I can probably
teach him, but it might have to be with sex.”

Not having heard how his sisters were taught
that particular ability, Bill threw a wide-eyed look at her. “Huh?
With sex? How does that work?”

Lillian, chuckling at her brother’s
expression, explained. Bill looked interested and slid a quick look
at Valerie.

Evelyn caught the look and stifled a smile.
She said, “Shane showed me a thing or two, so I think I can do it
without that.”

Bill glanced at Valerie again. He looked
slightly disappointed but nodded. “Okay. Well, when do you wanna
try?”

“Tomorrow,” said Evelyn. “Ken showed up
while we were at Mr. and Mrs. Anders’ house and said Zua wants to
see us. We promised to come this afternoon, so we need to get
going.”

Wes raised an eyebrow. “We still going with
you?”

Connor shrugged. “Sure, I don’t see why
not.” He regarded the others. “I know Wes and Tyler want to go.
Anybody else?”

The twins and Jonah nodded eagerly.

Melody said, “Um, I guess I’ll stay here. I
don’t want to leave the egg alone, and Evelyn, you’ll need me to
watch Layla.”

Evelyn said, “Nah, I’ll take her with me. I
believe Zua will be glad to meet her. And you can come, too,
Melody. Just bring the egg with you if you don’t want to leave it
here.”

“Her,” said Tyler with a bemused smile.

Everybody stared at him. “What do you mean,
“her?” asked Jonah.

Tyler grinned. “The egg. She’s a girl.”

Valerie laughed. “I’m not going to dispute
that, Tyler. Shane knew Layla was going to be a girl before she
hatched.”

Evelyn chuckled as she got up to go get
Layla. “He did. Maybe it’s a thing with new human fathers. Hey, we
mothers got new instincts, so maybe the fathers have one about the
sex of the child.”

“That’s possible,” mused Valerie.

Melody figured it was something they’d
eventually find out. She went to get her egg.

Hannah swung her eyes to Connor. “Taking
somebody with you through the teleportation plane on Earth is no
problem, but will it make a difference for getting through the
dimensional portal? If it does, I’ll stay here with Bill.”

Connor turned to look at Bill. “Do you want
to go?”

“Sure, but will it cause problems? I mean,
it’s a whole other dimension--”

“Nah, that won’t matter. As long as one of
us hangs on to you, getting through the portal won’t be a problem.
Don’t worry about conditions. We’ll come out in the cave because we
can’t go directly into the ship, but it’s warm, and the air’s fine.
Once we get in, Zua is air-conditioned and environmentally
friendly,” said Connor.

Bill grinned. “Then count me in!”

Melody came back in toting Evelyn’s knitting
basket that held her egg. Evelyn followed, wearing a sleepy-eyed
Layla in a baby sling. She didn’t know how long they’d be gone, so
she’d stuck a couple of diapers and some baby wipes into a fanny
pack. She grabbed Layla’s favorite squeak toy, Ching-Ching, a small
black and white rubber panda.

She buckled the pack around her waist and
cast a glance at the wall clock. “Okay, we’d better get going,
guys.”

Connor nodded. “Hannah and Lil, you hold
Bill’s hands, and everybody follow Evelyn. Val and I will stay in
the back. We want to make sure none of you newbies get lost.”

***

*Zua, we’re on our way,* sent Evelyn as soon
as they were close enough to the portal for contact with the ship.
*I hope you don’t mind that we’re bringing some guests with
us.*

*Oh, no, Evelyn. I do not mind at all.*

They went through the portal and into the
cave. Zua formed a door for them, and they trooped down the
passageway and into the control room. The wall on the left lit
up.

Zua switched to voice. “Welcome back,
Evelyn, Connor, and Valerie, and I welcome your friends. Ah, you
have brought your little one.”

Evelyn smiled and turned her suddenly
wiggling baby around so she could see. Layla’s eyes, no longer
sleepy, peeked up at the display of lights on the wall. She gave a
delighted squeal and reached for them.

“Oh, she is beautiful, Evelyn. May I hold
her?” Zua extended two tentacles.

Evelyn was a little leery, but Layla gave
her no choice as she grasped one of the tentacles and wouldn’t let
go. “Uh, sure, Zua.” Her eyes followed her baby as long-fingered
hands formed on the ends of the tentacles and gently lifted the
onesie-clad Layla into the air over the control room console.

A face appeared on a screen directly over
the console. Evelyn’s was not the only indrawn breath in the
room.

“Is that how you looked before you became a
spaceship, Zua?”

“Yes, Evelyn. I wish for the little one to
see a face, so I have re-created my appearance.” The words appeared
to come from the mouth of the image, which smiled at the chortling
baby.

Zua had definitely not been human. They
stared at the large green eyes that didn’t have whites but instead
displayed a paler shade of green where the whites would be. There
was no nose on the heart-shaped brown face, but she had a human
appearing, cute bow of a mouth. What was atop Zua’s head looked
like delicate white flower blossoms rather than hair.

“May we see all of you?”

“Of course, Evelyn.”

The image moved back to show a long slender
neck and a slim, bipedal body clothed in a short, white,
sarong-type garment covering only the lower body. The arms
resembled the tentacles that currently held Layla, except the long
fingers in the image sported webbing. The legs ended in shoeless
feet that looked close to human, except they were wider. There were
no mammaries on the upper body, indicating that this being was in
no way a mammal.

Valerie looked closer, examining the long
toes with webbing between them. The figure was alien but held an
ethereal beauty. “Were your people aquatic?” she asked in a hushed
voice.

“We
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