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“I love you.”

Those were the last words Dr’sey said before he, Hart, Caroline and Mary-Lynn, and the fields and mountains of the Pisgah Forest faded to white.  Then the white faded away and Morel found hirself in a strange room, feeling confused as nausea came to hir in waves.

Zie grasped hir stomach, making a growl that became a groan as zie fought the urge to vomit.  Soon—after what seemed minutes, but was merely seconds—the nausea eased, but the confusion remained as zie found hirself in a strange room.

“How did I get here?”

The room was about 23 feet wide by 40 feet long.  Zie was facing a wall of shelves eight feet high, but the wall behind the shelves curved inward as it rose from the floor.  Morel lifted hir gaze and followed the curve as the wall became the ceiling, filled with banks of pipes and trays of electrical conduit running along it from left to right—each branching away to curve along the side of the wall to the floor.  Below the piping and trays hung a long rectangular ventilation duct, interspersed with vents.

Concern filled hir.  “Where am I?” zie asked.

Zie remembered buildings used by the military in World War Two... “Am I inside a Quonset hut?”

Then came a voice: “Hello, Morel.”

Morel recognized the voice, but only heard it in hir thoughts.  Now, it came from behind hir.

Zie whirled at the sound then took a breath—shocked at seeing the man standing there.

“Don’t worry, Morel—you are safe here.”

He stood over 6 feet tall and wore tan coveralls similar to denim, with a wide brown belt at his waist.  

But the color of his face and hands was blue, his irises were almost black, and his sclera gray.  His hair was long and light blue, done in dreadlocks that flowed over his shoulders.

“You... are Q’rellian?”

He grinned, his white teeth set out against the blue-gray of his lips.  “Yes, Morel.  I know my appearance shocks you, but don’t be frightened.  You know about us—you mentioned it the first time I communicated with you—when you were in Huntsman’s jail and asked Dr’sey if I was one of the legendary Blue-Skinned People.”

He shrugged.  “I am; the result of climate change—just like you.  My blood carries a higher level of methemoglobin than most humans.  Methemoglobin is a hemoglobin that carries iron, making my blood unable to release oxygen very well.  As a result, my skin is purplish, and my blood appears dark brown.  It’s like a rare genetic mutation called methemoglobinemia.”

He smiled, tugging at his hair.  “My hair is blue because I color it.”

Morel cocked hir head, curious.  “You say ‘like me’—how do you mean?”

“You suffer from an intersex condition called Hudson Syndrome, which you call fem’an.  But the belief that your bottom is male and your top is female is wrong.  Many cells in your body have a condition called mosaicism.  Some cells have XX chromosomes and others have XY.  Mosaicism is why you have the legs, arms and shoulders of a man, and the hips, abdomen and chest of a woman—and a... mixture at your pelvis.  The cellular structure is the same in all fem’ans, which interests researchers.

“I suffer from Deviated Methemoglobin Syndrome, or DMS.  But—just as they call you fem’an—Terrans call us ‘Blue-Skinned People’.  We prefer ‘Br’sjed’, a Teratellan word for brown blood.  Thousands of us exist.”

“What do you mean, ‘Terran’?”

He gave a deep chuckle.  “Terrans are humans living on Earth—it’s a better word than earthling.”

“I don’t understand...”

“You will understand when you arrive at Z’t’sha.  There, you’ll find many new things to learn there.”

Morel twisted hir lips in a smirk, hoping zie would learn soon.  Hir head already spun from the little zie had learned in these few minutes!

“And climate change caused our conditions?”

“We believe so, Morel.  Neither syndrome existed before climate change.  Scientists aren’t certain how it happened.  They tried studying the phenomenon, but politicians wouldn’t fund the studies because they felt it unnecessary.”

“If DMS affects oxygen carrying, how healthy are you?  Can you breathe well?”

He nodded.  “Some br’sjed have higher levels of methemoglobin, which adversely affects their health.  Some live brief lives—dying young, while others live longer with medical help.  I’m one of the luckier who’s in better shape and need little medical help.  I can’t run far, but I can do sprints.”

Morel glanced about again, drawing a long breath as hir eyes became suspicious.  “Where are we?  More importantly, how did I get here?  Was I drugged?”

“No, I didn’t drug you, Morel.  You arrived using a method of transportation called flashing.  A flash generator created a portal between where you stood at the Blue Ridge Cooperative’s compound and here, then it pulled you through it.”

“What?”  With a worried look, zie patted hir body as if searching for missing parts.

Q’rellian laughed.  “You appeared here safe!  You are now aboard my craft, the Blue Falcon, heading for Z’t’sha.”

Finding hir body in one piece, Morel furrowed hir brow and said, “How is that possible?  I’ve seen and read stories of tele-transportation such as you say, but experts say it’s impossible!”

“Yeah—it is by current Terran scientific knowledge.”

Seeing confusion in Morel’s eyes, he grinned again, turned, and motioned with his hand for hir to follow.

“Follow me, Morel.  I understand how confused you are!  You have a lot to learn, and only two weeks to do so.”

Still trying to figure out if Q’rellian was lying, Morel followed him through the room, looking at the gray cylinders and the strange characters stamped on them.

“You say we are on a craft—do you mean a boat?  Are we on the ocean?  I’ve ridden on a boat, and it doesn’t feel like we’re on the ocean.”

“No, Morel,” he said.  “We’re not a boat—we are in space.”

Disbelief filling hir eyes, Morel stopped, placing hir hands on hir hips.  “What?  In space!  You’re lying!”

He chuckled, continuing on.  “Z’t’sha is a planet 13 light-years from us and 12 hours to travel.  It’s a place our friends, the Teratellans, developed centuries ago.  They rescued Terran plants and creatures threatened by climate change and brought them to Z’t’sha to save them.”

Morel shook hir head, then swept some hair away from hir eyes.  This had to be a dream—it couldn’t be possible!

“Who are the Teratellans—are they also mutated by climate change?”

“No.  They are beings from a planet that’s 16 light-years from Earth.”

Morel stopped again, hir eyes still wide with shock and anger.

“This is impossible—you must be lying!”

Q’rellian chuckled again.  “I’m not lying, Morel.”

Morel watched him for a moment, then began following him again.

He pointed to the cylinders as they passed them.

“We are in my cargo hold—these cylinders are shipping containers.  I brought supplies to a Teratellan research craft observing Earth and am returning to Z’t’sha.”

Thirty cylinders—15 on each side of the hold—lined each side of the room.  Each cylinder was 4 feet in diameter and 10 feet long.

Zie looked at the bare metal deck plates between the cylinders—40 feet of open space.

“Couldn’t you carry more cargo cylinders in the center?”

“I can, but the cylinders you see are ample for what I must transport, and the open space leaves room in case I have passengers.”

“Passengers?”

“Yes.  I have few quarters, so—should I need more bunk space—I have mattresses they can use for sleeping.”

“What are you bringing to Z’t’sha?”

“Equipment needing repair from Savol’ou, research papers and lab samples from the Blue Ridge Cooperative, and you.”

“Savol’ou?”

He nodded.  “That is the Teratellan research craft studying Earth.”

Morel now felt overwhelmed.  “I feel like I’m learning too much at once!  Aliens and space travel?  Why are aliens studying Earth?  Why not say hello and let us tell them our story?”

Q’rellian pressed his lips together—remembering when he had met the Teratellans, and understanding hir confusion.

“Because Terrans are destroying the planet yet have no other to go to,” he said, “and they are curious what will happen.”

Morel’s face turned angry.  “Then why not help us instead?” zie asked.

“We’d like them to help, but they won’t—not unless Terrans realize their mistake and try correcting it first.  It’s a much-debated issue on Z’t’sha, and you will probably hear it often.”

They approached a wall with a door and, when they neared it, the door slid aside—disappearing into the wall and allowing them passage into a narrow hallway.  There were four more doors on each side of the hallway, and a wide space ahead.

As the door slid closed behind them, Q’rellian pointed to a door on their left.

“That is your room for the voyage.  But first, let me show you more of Blue Falcon.”

He continued down the hallway and entered the wider area—a space the width of the craft that served as a dinette or kitchen.

To Morel’s right were three tables, each with four chairs.  To hir left was a counter with a sink and faucet, stove and oven, and cabinets above and beneath.  A small refrigerator sat on one side with another appliance that looked like a dishwasher.

Next to the stove was a coffeepot, different from hirs.

“The coffeemaker can serve a single mug or a three-liter pot,” Q’rellian said.

“Three-liter?”

“Twelve cups.  The coffeemaker senses what you have placed on the tray, grinds the beans, and then pours the coffee.  But I’d suggest not having coffee now—you will want to sleep during our journey.”

“Sleep will help the time pass faster,” zie said.  “And help clear my mind!”

Q’rellian continued past the kitchen into a shorter hallway, ending in a door, with doors on each side.

He pointed to the doors on either side.  “These doors lead to more quarters,” he said. “Mine is to port, and another to starboard; that would be for an officer.  But I pilot alone and have no crew, so I use it for storage instead.”

At the lone door ending the hallway, he pressed his hand to a plate next to the door, and the door slid aside, exposing a 20-foot by 12-foot space.  Just inside the door was a long console stretching port to starboard with two chairs behind it.  To port and starboard were more consoles with indicator lights—some flashing, but most solid.

But what caught Morel’s attention was the window beyond the console, showing blackness dotted by stars, and the Moon before them—slightly to port and approaching them.

“So we are in space.”

“Yep,” he said.  “We are in Blue Falcon’s command space, watching the Moon approach, which will pass beneath as we head away from Earth.”

“May I enter the space?” zie asked.

“Yes.”

Morel entered the command space and stood before the center console, watching the moon approach.

“I knew you’d enjoy the view.”

He bent over the console and touched several square icons, which lit under his fingertips.  He slid his index and middle fingers forward, and the craft sped up.  The moon approached faster, growing larger until the craft seemed close enough to land on it.

“You are seeing space through a viewport, Morel—not a window.  It’s like a computer monitor.  It also does not weaken the structure of the craft like a window would.”

Q’rellian touched the console again, and the view changed to one of a planet in the distance.

“Earth,” he said.  “You can’t see her well from this distance, but she is not as beautiful as you may remember seeing on the Internet.”

Morel scowled.  “I’m not sure I want to see Earth,” zie said, “not until we save her.”

“I understand.  Let’s get you to your room, Morel.”

They retraced their steps aft, then stopped at Morel’s door and Q’rellian had hir press a plate like the one at the command space.

The door opened, revealing a small bedroom with a bed covered with blankets and pillows.  Morel’s luggage lay on the floor next to the bed, still stacked as zie had left it outside hir flat in Pisgah.

To the right was another door, and Q’rellian pointed to it.  “The bathroom is there if you need it, but please rest.  While you rest, you will learn about the Blue Ridge Cooperative and Z’t’sha.”

“How will I learn that?”

Q’rellian chuckled.  “I will show you—just as I showed you the beach in Richmond.”

Morel’s eyes grew wide again, and zie wondered if they’d ever return to normal!

“That was you in my head?”

“Yes.  I knew you wanted to go with Dr’sey, but were nervous about it.  I hoped to encourage you with the dream.”

“You did,” zie said.  “I’m glad, too, or I’d still be sitting in Huntsman instead of here.”

Q’rellian motioned to the bed.  “Rest, Morel.  You’ll know more soon.”

He left, closing the door behind him.

Morel used the toilet, brushed hir hair, then returned to the bed.  Zie pulled back the sheet and blankets, and laid on the mattress.  The room was warm enough that zie didn’t need the blankets, but pulled the sheet over hir.  Zie slid a pillow under her head, then closed hir eyes.​
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As Morel closed hir eyes, zie heard rushing water, then saw Magdalen Lane’s bow cutting into jade waters.  Zie smiled and relaxed as the bow rose and fell rhythmically.  Soon, sleep came.

In a dream, Morel was viewing the old Blue Ridge Cooperative compound in the parched land of the Carolinas Region, north of Hinkland.  Several acres of crops stretched away from hir, planted in neat rows tended by several people.  Zie recognized Hart, Drune and Barbrah, but not the others.  High chain-link fencing surrounded the buildings and fields, with gates every 100 feet, locked with heavy chains and sturdy padlocks.

Close to Morel’s viewpoint was a long, windowless building made from concrete block.  It stretched from corner to corner of the eastern perimeter of the fields.  There were only three doors—all opening to the fields.

The door to a larger building opened, and Dr’sey emerged, holding the hand of a woman with blond hair that fell past her shoulders, and bright blue eyes attentive on Dr’sey as he spoke to her—love very apparent in them.

Ev’lyn.

Dr’sey said something that made her laugh—a sweet sound that made Dr’sey chuckle.  Morel could see his broad smile and eyes also filled with love, and zie felt a pang of jealousy.  Hir sleeping mind was not quick to remind hir of Ev’lyn’s fate.

Dr’sey and Ev’lyn reached another door in the northeast part of the building.  There, they stopped and embraced each other, kissing goodbye before Ev’lyn turned to the door and entered the building.

Another man stood 60 feet away, five rows into a field of young tomato plants he was staking.  He watched Dr’sey and Ev’lyn, giving them a handsome smile as he wiped sweat from his brow.  While he wore a topper suit, the late-morning heat was nearing the suit’s maximum ability to cool him.

He was tall, thin and wiry, with a dark complexion and black hair bearing tight curls that hinted of African-American heritage.  His eyes were nut brown and surrounded by crow’s feet, emphasizing his warm smile.

Ev’lyn entered the building, and Dr’sey crossed the fields to the man.

“You need help, Davy?”

“No,” Lisa’s brother said.  “I’m almost done here.  But if you could check the lettuce for signs of problems, I’d appreciate it.”

“Will do,” Dr’sey said, slapping Davy’s shoulder.  “We have little daylight left before we must go inside.”

Davy nodded as he pulled the hood of his suit back over his head, then bent to continue staking tomatoes.

His hand resting on the strap of a rifle hanging from his shoulder, Dr’sey walked down the row of tomatoes, heading for an adjoining field where Morel could see fronds of lettuce jutting from a thick mulch.  As Dr’sey walked to the plants, he waved to Hart and Drune in the distance, planting seed.  Beyond them, Lisa, Marten and Barbrah worked in another field.

Suddenly, sharp cracks of gunfire sounded in the air.  Davy turned to the sound while reaching for a rifle leaning against a wheelbarrow.  He brought it to port arms as he dropped to a knee, studying the land beyond the fence where the gunfire came from.

Dr’sey also dropped to a knee and raised his rifle, turning toward the gunfire.

Three pickup trucks, traveling side by side, roared toward the fields, tires kicking up angry clouds of dust that billowed behind them.  Three men stood in the bed of each truck, bent over the cabs, firing rifles.

“Hostiles!  Take cover!” Davy yelled.

Dr’sey dropped prone to the dirt, his rifle pointing between leaves of lettuce—pitiful concealment, but all he had for the moment.  He fired twice, both rounds hitting the grill of the center truck.

Twenty feet from the fence was a ditch purposely dug to prevent the trucks from reaching the fence.  The trucks swung alongside the ditch, stopping with the left sides facing the fields.

Men in the cab slid from the front seat and out the passenger doors while the men in the beds jumped to the safety of the right side, bringing the muzzles over the sides of the beds.  They fired while those from the cab took cover behind the engine compartment and brought their rifles into play.

Davy looked around, spying several walls dotting the field, then let his rifle drop while putting his hands around his mouth.  “Get to the walls!”

The walls were 8 feet high and ranged in width from 6 feet to 10 feet and, as everyone rushed to them, Morel realized they provided cover for attacks.

Reaching the one closest to the fence, Dr’sey and Hart fired from each side to provide cover for the others as they rushed to cover.

Davy squatted as low as possible to make the most of the concealment that the tomatoes offered.  He fired 3 times, then threw himself prone while returning fire shredded the tomato plants surrounding him.

When the others fired, he jumped up and sprinted for the wall Hart and Dr’sey hid behind.

Suddenly, a red dot appeared on his forehead, a half-inch above his right eye.  The .223 caliber round entered but never exited, its blow instantly sending Davy to the ground.

Lisa reached the safety of a wall and turned toward her brother—crying in alarm as she saw him hit—calling his name.  She started for him, but Marten and Barbrah grabbed her arms and pulled her close as a swarm of bullets shredded plants and pummeled the ground between her and Davy.

Ev’lyn reappeared from the building, accompanied by Barrow and Petre—all carrying rifles.  A wing of concrete extended from the building, and they rushed to the end, fired two shots, then dashed behind its cover.

Ev’lyn glanced toward Dr’sey, making certain he was safe, then dropped to one knee and spun past the wing.  There, she fired several three-round bursts to cover Barrow and Petre as they rushed to Davy, then spun away from the enemy fire as Hart, Dr’sey and the others also laid covering fire.

When they reached Davy, Barrow dropped to his knees to examine Davy while Petre went to a knee and fired covering bursts.

Ev’lyn swung around and fired again as a hostile appeared above the second truck’s hood, about to fire.  She saw a puff of blood from his face as he stepped backward, then dropped from view behind the truck.

Ev’lyn fired again and another hostile fell.

Dr’sey twisted behind the wall as automatic fire pounded on the opposite side.  Thick lumber, with sheets of metal from old appliances sandwiched between them, provided effective cover, but he didn’t enjoy being pinned behind it.

He spun from cover and let loose a three-round burst, watching a windshield shatter and sheets of the safety glass fall into the cab of the truck.  He twisted back out of harm’s way as hostile gunfire answered his rounds.

Hart glanced at Barrow and Petre, his lips forming an angry, firm line as Petre held his thumb pointing down.  He glanced quickly at Lisa, who’d seen the thumb and fell to a sitting position, knees drawn to her face, crying.

He flicked his rifle’s selector to single fire.  “Fuck!  How many?”

“Fifteen at first,” Dr’sey replied.  “Ev’lyn took out two, and you got three.”

Peepholes bored in the walls, 6 feet above ground, and a 2-by-8 board below allowed Dr’sey to view the scene as Barbrah and Marten fired again.  Two more hostiles fell.

Hart watched them fall with a grimace.  “And two leaves them with 8.”

He looked toward Barrow and Petre, squatting as they waited for a chance to run back to cover.

“Cover them!”

From behind the walls, he, Dr’sey, Drune, Marten and Barbrah spun out, firing multiple three-round bursts while Barrow and Petre rushed back to join Ev’lyn—leaving Davy lying in the field to collect later.

Hart glanced through the peephole again, then stepped down and dashed to his side of the wall, firing several rounds into the lead pickup before swinging behind the cover.

“Shoot the vehicles—make the bastards walk home!”

Dr’sey turned past the wall, but quickly ducked away as enemy fire hit the wall and more whined past.  He stooped, swung again, and fired rounds into the middle truck—an old Ford.

As he did, he noticed gas spraying from holes in the pickup.  He aimed for the escaping fuel and felt elated when sparks from the steel-jacketed rounds ignited the fuel.

“Yes!  One truck down!”

Hart looked through the peephole and saw hostiles rushing from the burning truck, joining others at the remaining vehicles as drivers climbed in to pull the trucks away from the one burning.

“Ev’lyn’s hit!”

Dr’sey turned to see Ev’lyn on her knees at the end of the wing, holding a hand to a breast as blood flowed through her fingers.  She was about to retreat to cover when another round hit her in the abdomen.  Crying sharply from pain, she fell to her side, kicking her feet while trying to one-arm crawl to safety.  Barrow grabbed her right arm and pulled her behind cover.

Rage filled Dr’sey, and he slung his rifle, preparing to run for her, but Hart already had a hand on his belt.

“Stop, Buddy.  Rushing in anger won’t help her, and can get you killed.”

Dr’sey blinked away tears, knowing Hart was right.  He looked at Evelyn. “I’ll get there, Honey!”

More rounds hit the wall.  When they stopped, Hart swung from the edge of the wall and fired.

“Go!”

Dr’sey stooped low and ran toward Ev’lyn as Hart called for more covering fire.

Halfway to the building, Dr’sey stopped and kneeled.  He fired two bursts at the hostiles, happy to see a second vehicle also burning.  He fired again at the front vehicle as a hostile attempted to drive it forward.  The windshield shattered, and a round from Barbrah killed the driver.

Another hostile tried to pull the driver from the vehicle so he could get in, but another round dropped him.

Dr’sey burst for Ev’lyn, throwing himself against the wall of the building near her, so hard he felt his guts complain from the impact.

Ev’lyn’s breath was raspy, and she lay in a growing puddle of blood Dr’sey knew was a bad sign.  Even if they could get her into the infirmary immediately, they didn’t have enough blood to save her.

Her eyes fluttered open before the lids drooped closed.

“Dr’sey... it’s bad—isn’t it?”

“You’ll be okay, Hon—we’ll get you to medical care!”

Her eyes fluttered open several times, and Dr’sey saw anger in them.

She was sobbing and gasping.  “Don’t lie to me, you son of a bitch!  Tell me... tell me you love me, instead—hold me till I’m gone.”

Dr’sey gathered her in his arms, trying to stay strong, but failing—his tears dripping into the blood around his knees.

“I love you, Ev’lyn.  I love you very much.  Don’t leave me!”

But as he spoke, Ev’lyn went limp.  Barrow reached for her hand to check her pulse.  After a moment, he looked at Dr’sey and shook his head, saying nothing.  He didn’t need to.

Still holding Ev’lyn, Dr’sey stood, trying to blink away tears—knowing he had to get his shit together for the safety of the others.

“Get her inside, please.”

Petre took Ev’lyn from Dr’sey and rushed to the door.  Dr’sey didn’t bother watching, but carefully looked from behind the wall toward the enemy.

The last vehicle erupted in flames as rounds found its fuel tank.  Four hostiles had been trying to get inside when it did, killing them and leaving two more who began running.

Hart and Dr’sey rushed to the fence, firing at the two escaping men, who didn’t bother returning fire.  They dodged and rolled, finding cover behind knolls and concealment in bufly bush before disappearing.

“You bastards!” Dr’sey screamed, fumbling with the lock on a gate, trying to find the right key in the ring he held.  “I’m coming for you!  You’re fucking dead!”

Hart grabbed him, turning Dr’sey from the gate.  The ring of keys fell to the ground as Dr’sey fell to his knees, no longer interested in them, sobbing.

Suddenly, it was evening, and two flaming pyres sat in the lettuce field—the flames slowly engulfing the bodies of Ev’lyn and Davy lying on them, wrapped in blankets.

Twenty-one people stood behind Hart, Lisa and Dr’sey, watching their friends succumb to the flames.  As Dr’sey and Lisa wiped tears from their cheeks, others placed comforting hands on their shoulders.

Hart watched the dead disappear inside the flames, then pressed his lips into an angry line and turned to the gathering.

“Tonight we honor our fallen.  We remember Ev’lyn and Davy, and honor the work they did to help us find crops that could grow in the parched soil.”

He shook his head, raising hands in frustration.  “But enough is enough,” he said.  “Tonight we pack and tomorrow we leave.  The hostiles have increased their attacks enough that we spend more time defending the fields than finding what to plant in them!  Davy was an experienced farmer and Ev’lyn a recognized botanist—we can’t lose any more people!  We must move to where we can work safely.”

“Where?” asked a woman Morel didn’t recognize.

Hart looked at her.

“The mountains north of Asheville, Caylin—in the Pisgah Forest.  We’ll have to bring our seed to Hinkland and Pin Hill to see how well it handles the parched soil, but we’ll be safer in the mountains.”

Time changed again to midmorning of the next day, as four campers similar to Dr’sey’s, and two pickup trucks formed a convoy from the compound.  Each vehicle towed trailers filled with boxes, rolled-up chain-link and poles, a backhoe, two tractors, and smaller power equipment.

The buildings of the compound lay in shambles—destroyed with the backhoe to prevent the hostiles from plundering anything of value, including crops.  Smoke drifted from the ruins, destroying whatever could burn.

They had spread the smoldering ashes of Ev’lyn and Davy over what remained of the fields, and a light breeze was scattering the ashes across the fields and into the parched land beyond.

As the convoy traveled southwest, they came upon a small town where townspeople hurried to load vehicles with personal possessions, ignoring the oppressive heat of midday.

An older woman was struggling to push a large wooden chest into a box truck and not doing well.  Hart—driving the lead camper—stopped, and he and Dr’sey got out to help her slide the chest into the truck where it joined other wooden crates and boxes.

“Thank you!” she said.  “My husband made this chest when we married, and it means so much to me!”  Tears filled her eyes.  “He died during an attack by evil men yesterday!”

The rest of the convoy had stopped, and the cooperative members joined Hart and Dr’sey.

The rest of the townspeople also gathered—suspicion on their faces as they wondered who the newcomers were.  

“How many attacked you?” Dr’sey asked.

A man in slacks stepped forward, his right fist on his hip near a pistol holstered there.

“I am Breht.  I was the mayor until last night when we agreed to abandon the town.  All the same, welcome to Canning—why do you wish to know?”

“Fifteen hostiles attacked our farm yesterday, too,” Hart said.  “We’re heading for safer territory.”

“We counted 30 attackers and killed 6,” Breht replied.  “But we lost 22, including Mureen’s husband.”

Two more men joined them.

“We don’t have time for talk!” one said.  “Who knows when the attackers will return!”

Hart looked to Dr’sey, then the rest of the cooperative.

“If they had 30 attackers, and we had 15, how many more are there?”

Dr’sey shook his head.  “I don’t know, but it’s good we’re leaving.”

Hart turned to Breht.  “Let us help you pack.”

Surprise showed on the man’s face.  “You would help us instead of fleeing?”

“We have 24 people who can help you, Breht—people who would like to see you leaving when we do.  Now, how can we help?”

They spent hours helping the townspeople load vehicles, despite the heat that made the topper suits useless.  Finishing, Breht turned and shook Hart’s hand.

“Thank you!  After yesterday, it is good to know kind people are still around!”

Dr’sey was examining some boxes sitting next to Mureen’s box truck.  They contained musical instruments, including guitars, mandolins and violins.  One contained a five-string banjo.  He looked at the woman’s truck.  It was full and had no room for the instruments.

“What are you going to do with these?”

Mureen shrugged.  “Music was Will’s passion.  I couldn’t play any instruments.”

She pointed to a storefront bearing a sign that said Guitars.  “He sold these, but too many feared traveling this close to the bad people to come buy them.  I have no use for them.”

“I have little in the way of credits,” Dr’sey said, “but I’ll give you what I have.”

Mureen looked at him for a moment, then shook her head.  “No, Dr’sey.  Take whatever you want.  Take them all!  I’d rather you had them!  You and your friends stopped your flight to help us with ours—I insist!”

Suddenly, a flash of light in the distance caught Drune’s attention.

“Someone’s coming,” he said.  “That reflection either came from a windshield or chrome!”

Hart turned to Drune and Barbrah.  “Grab two sacks each of tomato and pepper seeds.”

Barbrah and Drune went into one camper, then returned with two large bags of seed.

Hart turned to Breht.  “Take these sacks,” he said.  “We were experimenting with seeds in the parched lands.  These plants will grow well as long as you keep them watered.”

“But...”

“Take them, my friend.  We want to help people survive.  We experiment with crops for that reason, and we stopped to help for that reason.”

Breht nodded.  “I will remember your kindness,” he said.

“Pass the kindness on,” Caroline said.

“Go,” Hart said.  “You need to move now.  But we are going to burn your town so the hostiles cannot have it.”

“Yes,” Brent said.  “We wanted to, but didn’t think we had time.”

After the townspeople left, Dr’sey went to the upper floor of one store with binoculars and now returned.  “I can’t make out how many vehicles are coming, but there’s one hell of a dust cloud following them.  I’m thinking at least five.”

“We went through the buildings, looking for anything useful,” Hart said.  “There isn’t much, just this.”  He pointed to the instruments.  “Six guitars, three violins, two banjos, four mandolins and a bass fiddle that has Barrow excited.”  He smiled.  “I just learned Barrow played bass in school.”

“I’d love to play the banjo,” Dr’sey said.  “But I don’t know how to learn.”

Lisa had gone through the music store and now reached into a box at her feet.  She rummaged through it, then pulled a thick book from it.

“You can learn,” she said, waving the book titled Learning the Bluegrass Banjo.​
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Time changed again, revealing the Blue Ridge Cooperative compound in the Pisgah Forest.  There were no apartments yet—the cooperative had only the campers to sleep and cook in, a rough barn for laboratories, and small cabins for tool storage.  The wood looked old—probably wood they’d collected from abandoned homes in the valley.  

The fields were small, and they had no livestock or pen for them, or a fishpond.

Morel’s view of the compound was looking down from the cliffs, where a younger Q’rellian and five other br’sjed stood—their eyes closed as they concentrated on the cooperative members’ thoughts.

Q’rellian opened his eyes and looked at the ground below.  “They want to save this world, and we can help them.  What do you think, Tolingh?”

A thin line appeared before the br’sjed, then expanded into someone human-like, but not human.

Morel became unsettled by the alien’s appearance, but heard, “He is Keetutah Tolingh, Morel.  He is the captain of the research craft, Savol’ou, I told you about.”

Tolingh had a mouth and nose, but the nose was short and flat, and the eyes were further from the nose than a human’s.  Instead of skin, he had scales, smaller scales covering his face, becoming wider and longer at the forehead before spreading over his head, which curved backward into a horn, similar to an antelope horn, but solid instead of two.

His ears were thin and lay close to his scales; his fingers were longer than a human’s, and his legs thicker.

He wore coverall-style clothing much like Q’rellian wore, but dull green with emblems on his left chest that appeared to show rank.

He spoke a strange language, but Q’rellian translated it.

“For several Terran months, you have observed this group since they came here from the dry land.  They still insist they want to save their planet?”

“Yes, Tolingh.  They hope to create crops that will provide food for starving people.  They believe that filling empty stomachs will encourage people to focus on fighting to change Earth’s future.  We have seen no wavering in their hope and believe their efforts are honest.”

Tolingh looked at the other br’sjed.

“Do you all agree?”

“Yes,” said Clikalyun, his bleach-blond hair clashing with his blue skin.

“We need to show them it is possible to save Earth,” said A’taiylok, rubbing his bald head.  “But we must do it soon.  This planet will not support life by the end of this century.  Learning of Z’t’sha will give them hope!”

Tolingh shook his head, caution on his face.  “I cannot stop you from contacting your fellow humans, but please do not reveal Z’t’sha until we are certain of their trust.”

“I can accept that,” said Medruhl, reaching to remove a strand of her long brown hair from where a breeze blew it across her nose.

Q’rellian closed his eyes again and brought up a memory of Dr’sey walking through the forests of the mountain.  “Dr’sey seems the best to contact—he is imaginative and believes there is life among the stars.  When he hikes, he sings—even creates songs of his own.”

“Or he thinks of his late fiancé,” P’quellian said.  Her face was somber as she thought of the pain Dr’sey still felt.

“Yes,” said Taylohtoh.  “He still grieves for her.  After the hostiles killed her, he wanted to leave the cooperative and start a farm somewhere, but Hart convinced him to stay.  They’ve been friends since their military service, and Dr’sey agreed to stay.  But he feels they fight a losing battle.”

“Perhaps we can give him hope,” Q’rellian said.

The view changed to Dr’sey walking along the same mountain path he had shown Morel during hir first visit to Pisgah.  Zie could even smell the forest and hear the trees rustling in the wind.

Dr’sey was searching for something—a place he couldn’t remember but must have visited, because it seemed so real.  His desire to find it consumed him—he had never felt such a strong feeling of déjà vu in his life.

Peering about with confusion on his face, he saw a tree that seemed familiar and went to it.  Touching the trunk, he then spotted a cliff that was also familiar and started toward it.

He spent another 20 minutes following unfamiliar, familiar landmarks until he reached the top of the mountain.  Arriving there, he stood on cold, weathered granite where scraggly dwarf spruces struggled to grow, their roots finding hold in fissures barely filled with soil or nourishment.

From where he stood, Dr’sey had a wonderful view of the rolling hills of the Blue Ridge Mountains as he looked over a valley meandering from the northeast and past him.

“I have never been here—why does it seem so familiar to me?”

“Hello, Dr’sey,” said a voice in his head.

Dr’sey stopped, making a full circle but finding no one there.

He shook his head.  “Over 15 years in the army, facing hungry, angry crowds wanting food... killing meat poachers and black marketeers and nearly dying myself and...”

“You are not going mad, Dr’sey.”

He closed his eyes, feeling frustrated.  “Then who are you?”

A thin black line appeared before him, expanding to become a figure.  The person’s sudden arrival—and his manner of appearance—made Dr’sey step backward in fear, reaching for the pistol at his waist.

“Don’t fear me, Dr’sey, I am not here to harm you but to offer help.”

He reached out and held up his palm, but Dr’sey ignored it, still holding the grip of his pistol.

Suddenly, Dr’sey’s saw a woman in labor, hissing from pain as she pushed to deliver her child, a midwife helping.  He could see the serious look on the midwife’s face as she helped bring the child into the world.  Then she gasped, her eyes widening when the head appeared—a blue head with black eyes.

Horrified, the mother screamed.  “Oh, my God!  Is he deformed?”

“Yes,” the midwife said.  “It looks like your child has Deviated Methemoglobin Syndrome.  There is no cure.  A doctor will explain it to you.”

Dr’sey looked at Q’rellian.  “The vision I just saw... was that you being born?”

“Yes,” Q’rellian said.  “That was my mother’s memory of my birth.  Many call us blue-skinned people.  We call ourselves br’sjed—a word for people who suffer from DMS.”

Dr’sey’s brow wrinkled.  “I’ve heard of blue-skinned people, but most consider you only a legend—I’ve never seen one.”

“We exist.  All br’sjed are telepathic, so most people fear us—no one wants to be near someone who can read their thoughts.  They kill us instead.

“Doctors believe, like fem’ans, br’sjed people result from climate change—because DMS didn’t exist until the climate worsened.  The number of affected births increased as the world parched.  And as the number of births of DMS children increased, pregnant women would have their fetuses tested.  If tests confirmed a DMS fetus, they had it aborted.  Even those against abortion ignored them when it involved a br’sjed fetus.”

Agitation grew on Q’rellian’s face.  “Many DMS children that survived to birth faced death from their parents—murdered, and law enforcement ignored it.  I was fortunate—my mother loved me and kept me safe.  My father?  Ha!  He left us when my mother refused to give me up and threatened him should he try harming me!”

“I’m sorry,” Dr’sey said.  “Is that why you are here in the mountains?  Hiding from others to stay alive?”

“No.  We live someplace safe, where others accept us.  When we learn of a child born with DMS, we contact the parents and offer to bring them and their child to safety or, at the least, take the child.  We offer parents an alternative that appeases their consciences.

“We are here on this mountain because we have watched you and your friends and know what you hope to achieve, and about the crops you developed to grow in the parched lands.  We want to help.”

“We?”

“Yes, we,” said a voice from behind.

Dr’sey turned to find five more br’sjed standing there.

“How did you appear so suddenly?”

“We will explain shortly,” one said, reaching out her hand, her palm held out.  “I am Medruhl.”

Dr’sey looked at her hand, then met her palm with his.  He turned to Q’rellian and held his hand forward.

“Let’s start again,” he said, meeting Q’rellian’s palm.  “You know my name—what is yours?”

“I am Q’rellian.”

Minutes later, Dr’sey was looking through Blue Falcon’s viewport at Earth, horror on his face.

“It’s that bad?”

“Yes.  Antarctica has lost 30 percent of its ice, causing ocean rise.  On the opposite end of the Earth, the Arctic Ocean is navigable year-round with no need for icebreakers.”

Dr’sey pointed to the viewport.  “Southern Siberia is green—and it’s winter there!”

“Yes—and notice the Eastern United States, from mid-Pennsylvania to the southern shore of Georgia, is brown, with only some green,” he pointed, “here in the Appalachians and near the coast.”

“The southern part of the New England region has brown, too,” Dr’sey said.

“Yes, although they still receive snow in the mountains and high hills.  The snowmelt helps farmers grow in the valleys.  You are doing well to find crops that tolerate the heat, Dr’sey.  But you will not be lucky to find many with mutations allowing them to do so.  You will need to go genetic and make plants adapt.”

“With what?  We don’t have the funds for a laboratory and equipment needed to research gene splicing.  We have two geneticists, Drune and Sa’lo—but you probably know that.”

“Yes, and several biologists, soil scientists and other experts,” Q’rellian said, “all intelligent people.  We can help, Dr’sey, but we need to know we can trust you.”

“How?”

“See how your cooperative members feel about this.  Bring Hart to the mountain to meet me.”

Dr’sey shook his head, turning to the view of Earth.  “He’ll think I’m nuts—they all will!”

Time changed again, and Morel saw Dr’sey in the fields with Hart the day after meeting Q’rellian.  They were examining beets they had hoped would grow well on the parched earth.  They did well at Pisgah but not at Debbie and Peggy’s farm.  In Hinkland, they died quickly, even if watered several times a day.

Hart tossed several roots from his hand to the ground.

“I guess we give up on this crop!  I wish the hell we could return to the old compound!  It would be so much easier to do our work there rather than have to bring it to Hinkland to test!”

“We could if we erected a concrete wall around the fields,” Dr’sey said.

“Yes—but the fields have too big a footprint.  We struggled to find materials for the buildings.  Fortunately, the Smiths could get us some debris gathered from Richmond’s cleanup, but how could we afford more?”

Dr’sey sat back on the ground.  It was November, and the air was in the sixties.

“I met someone on the mountain yesterday.”

Hart snapped his head to Dr’sey.  “Who?  Should we worry?”

“No, he is curious about what we are doing here and has ideas to help us.  I’d like you to meet him and hear them.”

Hart studied Dr’sey.  Who the hell would be on the mountains watching them, unless they knew what they were trying to do—and how would they know that?

Dr’sey had been different since Ev’lyn’s death but, for the past day, he’d been acting even stranger.  Caroline had tried to talk with him, but Dr’sey refused.  He didn’t enjoy discussing Ev’lyn’s death and would become angry when someone tried.

Everyone worried about him, Hart especially.

“Buddy, one day, when we’ve got time, you can take me to meet this guy, but not now.”

Dr’sey nodded, knowing Hart didn’t believe him.

He brought up the subject the next day, then the next, and the day after that.  For a week, Dr’sey tried to convince Hart to hike to the mountaintop with him, but Hart refused.

Then, on Friday—as they ate breakfast, Hart said, “Let’s take that walk up the mountain, Dr’sey.”

“Why?”

“I had a dream last night of a place I visited there, except I can’t remember visiting the peak of the mountain—ever.  Maybe when I was drunk?  I’m curious about it.”

Dr’sey nodded, sipping tea and smiling.

Hart’s dream was the same Dr’sey had struggled with the week before, and he let Hart lead the hike, nodding as Hart found the same tree, then cliff, then other landmarks.  Finally, they stood on the same mountaintop.

“Hello, Hart.”

Hart spun around, confused—looking for the source of the voice.

“Did you hear that?”

“Yes, I did.  Hello, Q’rellian.”

As Dr’sey had, Hart stepped back and reached for his sidearm when Q’rellian appeared.

“Don’t fear me, Hart.  I am Q’rellian.  As I told Dr’sey, I am not here to harm you.  We want to help.”

“How?”​
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The cooperative members were in the fields and laboratories when they heard Hart’s voice in their heads telling them to meet him and Dr’sey by the vehicles.  They looked up from their work and became confused when they didn’t see him.

“You can’t see me because I’m speaking through a new friend—one of the Blue People who read minds.  Please meet me out front.”

Still confused, they went to the campers, looking around for Hart and Dr’sey when four black lines appeared.  Stepping back, their surprise turned to shock when the lines expanded into Hart, Dr’sey, Q’rellian and Tolingh.

Worsening their fear was Hart vomiting, while Dr’sey grabbed his stomach—not yet at the point of vomiting.  Caylin and Drune reached for weapons, but Hart held up a hand as he spit to clear his mouth.

“You don’t need those!  This... flashing process doesn’t affect humans well.”

He stood, wiping his mouth with the tail of his shirt.  “These people are okay, but we have to show you Earth as she really looks.”

“People?” Caroline asked.  “I recognize the blue person—he suffers from DMS—but the other... guy?”

Q’rellian held his hands out, pleading.  “We will explain—please take a deep breath.”

As the members looked at each other, Dr’sey said, “Take a breath—it helps.”

Each took a deep breath, then elongated and narrowed into a black line that winked away.

Since Blue Falcon’s command space was not large enough for all members of the cooperative, they flashed to the Teratellan craft observing Earth—appearing in a meeting room with blank viewports lining an outboard wall.

Several cooperative members suffered nausea—and arriving in a strange room occupied with alien beings didn’t help their suffering.  Fortunately, someone offered buckets to those losing the battle with their nausea.

Tolingh waited until the effect of flashing faded, then waved to the long table in the room, on which sat several pitchers of water and enough mugs for all.

“Cheenya,” he said, “which means hello in my language.  I am Keetutah Tolingh, captain of the Teratellan research craft, Savol’ou, to which I welcome you!  Please sit and have some water to help clear your mouths.”

“Who... what are Teratellans?” Caylin asked.  “Is English your native language?”

Tolingh shook his head.  “No—we have learned many of Earth’s languages while here, but t’ahlt pinsh’laya flet Teratellan—that translates to ‘my native language is Teratellan’.  Teratella is a planet 16 light-years from Earth.  Our species has explored the universe for over 50 of your centuries.”

He turned to the two aliens beside him.

“Joining me are Carlique—one of my engineers, and Muhlili—a technician specializing in electrical.”

He motioned to the table again.  “Please sit—it is more comfortable than standing.”

When everyone hesitated, Dr’sey pulled out a chair and sat, followed by Hart.  The others did as well—sitting on the side facing the viewports.  The Teratellans sat across from them, and Tolingh poured water for himself, then passed the pitcher to Muhlili.

“We discovered Earth over two centuries ago and noticed you used fossil fuels.  We tried similar fuels on Teratella and learned it wasn’t healthy for our world, nor did we have enough to sustain the future, so we found more efficient—and healthier—options instead.”

A view of Earth suddenly appeared on the viewports—spread across them as if looking out windows, but the view was of Earth as it had once been, 200 years before.

“We wondered whether you would also realize the danger of fossil fuels.  You seemed to do so—in your late twentieth century, your scientists warned of the dangers, and you developed less polluting power sources such as solar, and even tried developing fusion reactors.

“But you didn’t stop your use of coal and petroleum products.  Instead, your use followed the whim of politicians in office rather than your world’s health.  We found it curious, and my leaders ordered continuous observation, since you seemed determined to destroy your world.  That is why Savol’ou is here.”

Suspicion on her face, Harrick leaned forward.  “Why study us?  Why not help us?”

“Earth has hardly explored its own solar system, let alone beyond.  We consider Earth a developing world and believe we should not interfere with its development.  We thought humans would realize the danger and correct the problem, but you have little time left.  Your scientists shout about the danger, yet you do nothing.  Perhaps the best way to describe how we feel is to use the Terran ideal of helping those who help themselves.”

Carlique sat forward.  “If you were trying to save your planet but needed help, the council that oversees interplanetary trade would contact you and offer help.  But you don’t—you talk much but do little.”

Tolingh held up a data cube and touched it.  “Your climate’s destruction has not even slowed.”

He turned to the viewports as the view of Earth changed.  The lush green of the Eastern United States faded to brown, the green receding west to the Appalachian Mountains.  Then, the coastline moved inland as the sea level rose, pushing it west.  Images of powerful hurricanes appeared, and they watched as the hurricanes helped move the coastline further.

Then the changes stopped.

“This is what your planet looks like now.”

Speechless, the Blue Ridge Cooperative stood and went to the viewport.

Mary-Lynn gasped and shook her head.  In almost a whisper, she said, “It’s worse than we imagined... all that snow and ice gone—and Antarctica doesn’t even look right!”

Melting ice and snow didn’t just cause sea level rise; ice and snow helped reflect sunlight, reducing solar heating.  Without it, exposed water and land absorbed sunlight instead and added to the warming.

Barrow’s voice was quiet—and broken.  “I’m surprised we haven’t warmed worse.”

Tears filled Lisa’s eyes, and her lips trembled—but she couldn’t speak.

Caroline’s face was firm with anger—as was Barbrah’s, although tears showed in her eyes.

“Fuck,” Drune said, drawing the word out.

Q’rellian joined them.  “I am Q’rellian—as Doctor Caroline said, I suffer from DMS.  I am here with five others also suffering from DMS.  We call ourselves br’sjed, which is a Teratellan word for brown blood.

“Being telepathic, we helped Savol’ou observe Earth and watched the Blue Ridge Cooperative for several years, interested in what you hoped to accomplish.  We know about your work on the parched Earth near Hinkland and your frustration as you try to find crops that have mutated and will grow in the poor soil.”

“Normally, we do not approach people,” Tolingh said.  “Only those desperately needing help—such as the br’sjed—because the outright murder of children enraged us!  We offered safety to the children that Q’rellian and his fellow br’sjed rescued.  Their telepathy helps us to know what humans are thinking, which gives us insight into your planet.  My commanders agreed to let me meet you and offer our help in return for yours.  We can help you find plants to grow in high temperatures and poor soil—even offer you genetic technology.  What we ask for is that you be additional eyes for us on the ground.”

“There are limitations to where we can go,” Q’rellian said.  “Being on Earth is dangerous for us, so we don’t enjoy being there too often.  We know your honesty, ethics and integrity, and feel we can trust you to help.”

Hart turned to the members.  “Dr’sey and I have already agreed to help, but this is your choice.  All we ask is that this meeting remains a secret.”

“Would anyone believe us?” Drune scoffed.

The Blue Ridge Cooperative members looked at each other as Drune stared at the view of Earth.

“I’m in,” he said.

Lisa nodded.  “I’ll sell my soul to make that marble beautiful again—I’m in.”

Tears glistened on Barbrah’s face as she made a fierce nod.  “I’ll second that, Lisa.  Count me the fuck in.”

In seconds, every member of the Blue Ridge Cooperative had agreed and now turned to Tolingh.

“How do we start?”

“During the time we observed your planet,” Tolingh said, “we collected species of flora and fauna vulnerable to your climate change.  We found a barren planet 13 light-years away, similar to Earth.  We had to give it a moon for gravitational purposes, but it was well within the distance of its sun for life to exist.  Its rotation is a little faster—equal to 22 of your hours, but acceptable.  It had a thin atmosphere we had to improve.  We added soil and began populating it with the life we took from Earth.”

Shock filled Barrow’s face.  “How the hell did you do that in such a short time?” he asked.  “It took millions of years for it to happen here!”

Tolingh’s mouth formed a straight line—the Teratellan version of a smile.  “A few destroyed comets and asteroids helped make soil.  We grew molds and fungi to create mulch and algae to create oxygen.  Oceans were tricky as we had to gather ice for water and had difficulty making the correct salinity.  But the planet had sufficient salt deposits that we only needed to dig out.”

“Creating the world was a challenge,” Carlique said, “but Teratellans love challenges.  It took us 150 of our years to do so, keeping species we collected on our ships and other worlds until then, but we eventually succeeded, and the species are doing well.”

“I want to see this world,” Caroline said.  “I’d be happy to see so many things we’ve lost here—some I’ve never seen.”

Q’rellian smiled.  “I will take you there.  I have only four quarters on my craft, but I have plenty of space in the cargo hold, and I have air mattresses and blankets for comfort.  Travel to Z’t’sha takes 12 hours.

“We need to leave someone here to watch the fields,” Hart said.

“We will monitor them,” Tolingh said.  “Please gather clothing and anything else you would like to bring with you and be ready to leave tomorrow morning.”

“I’m still concerned about the fields and us not being here,” Hart insisted.

Tolingh returned to the monitor, and a view of the compound in the Pisgah Forest appeared.  The image was well-defined—enough that they could see deer nibbling lettuce in a field.

“While we Teratellans cannot chase off intruders, the br’sjed are well-trained with their weapons.  They will flash and chase them off.”

“What if the intruders don’t run?” Caroline asked.

P’quellian snickered.  “They die.”

Q’rellian nodded.  “We have had to kill parents to save their br’sjed children.”

“Yes,” said Medruhl, “but just communicating with them telepathically is enough to send them running.”​
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The dream ended after the discussion of traveling to Z’t’sha, followed by a knock on the bedroom door and Q’rellian’s voice, “We are arriving at Z’t’sha, Morel.  Grab coffee and join me in the command space.”

Morel pulled off the sheet covering hir and swung from the bed, looking at hir luggage, then deciding to stay with what zie wore–even if wrinkled.

Zie stopped in the kitchen for coffee—thankful for step-by-step instructions on the coffeemaker—then joined Q’rellian, finding him standing at his command console, looking through the viewport at a planet ahead of Blue Falcon.

“That is Z’t’sha?” zie asked.

“Yes, it is,” he said.

Z’t’sha looked beautiful compared to how Earth appeared in the dream—as beautiful as Earth had once been.  Cotton-like clouds floated over blue seas and green and brown land.  In some areas, the clouds were in masses, or formed long trailing wisps elsewhere.  Others dotted the atmosphere as if put there by an artist’s brush.

Ice and snow covered Z’t’sha’s poles, occasionally dotted by the black of exposed cliffs and ledges, warmed by the sun.

Sprinkled across the continents were blue lakes and ribbons of rivers flowing to the seas.  Deserts lay near the equator, as did the thick green of tropical jungles.

“There are 3 million beings on Z’t’sha,” Q’rellian said.  “Most are human—many second-generation residents.  Their parents came here over a century ago.  The rest of the population is Teratellan and Sarashan.”

Morel tilted hir head.  “Sar-uh-shan?”

“Yes—beings from the planet Sarasha.  They are a warrior race and help provide security and law enforcement.  Some will train you, too.”

“In the dream, the Teratellans said they made this world—are they that intelligent?”

“Yes, they are.  A Teratellan child can explain the structure of an atom better than a human child.  They joke that, should they ever stop thinking, they will perish.  They maintain Z’t’sha and form its government—no one can live here unless they allow it.”

His fingers drew back an icon on the console to adjust Blue Falcon’s speed.

“Z’t’sha is where we bring br’sjed we rescue—and their parents if they want to come.  The Br’sjed population is over 700 thousand.”

“Is there fem’an?”

“There are over 900,000 fem’an on the planet, but many more fem’an and br’sjed have moved to other planets.”

“The fem’an—are they whores here, too?”

He chuckled.  “There are some humans who will take payment for sex, but many prefer dinners!  Prostitution and pornography are legal—with restrictions.  All participants must give consent, and pedophilia and violent porn—such as snuff-porn—are illegal.  Anyone ignoring the laws faces time on a penal craft, mining planets and asteroid belts, and performing other tasks as punishment.”

A strange craft appeared in the viewport.  It had a long oval hull, and its front rounded into a blunt nose.  It bore four wings—two forward and two aft.  The forward wings were 8 meters long and angled backward—their tips split, curling upward and downward.  The rear wings were 3 meters shorter and also angled, but each had a long, funnel-shaped tube projecting rearward.  The forward wings had two tubes jutting from the leading edge that Morel guessed were weapons.

Suddenly, the view of Z’t’sha disappeared from the viewport, and a creature appeared.  Humanoid, it looked reptilian, with scaly skin like the Teratellans, but didn’t have a horn.

The creature’s head was an oblong oval extending through a metallic ring that circled the neck of his clothing.  Its ears were flat, and its nose was broad, and flowed from the brow with no dip on the bridge.  Its mouth was wider than a human’s, with human-like eyes, but with scales covering its eyelids.  The creature wore a thin metal band across the forehead that ended just behind the ears—similar to temple pieces on eyeglasses.

What Morel could see of clothing was tan and made from denim-like fabric.  On his chest was a square breastplate, showing the image of a lizard, while five horizontal lines ran across the image.

A smile crossed the creature’s face as he saw them.  “Q’rellian!  Welcome back!”

“Thank you, T’la’tio!  I’d like you to meet Morel.  Until several hours ago, zie knew nothing existed beyond Earth’s atmosphere except the planets of hir system.  Zie will train for the Blue Ridge Cooperative.”

T’la’tio gave Morel a nod.  “Welcome to Z’t’sha, Morel,” he said.  “I’ve seen the faces of many Terrans coming here, who never knew other worlds existed.  I hope you find it wonderful!”

He returned his eyes to Q’rellian.  “Continue on to park orbit, my friend.”

T’la’tio’s image faded and the view of Z’t’sha returned.  Morel watched the Sarashan craft turn to port.

“T’la’tio is Sarashan,” Q’rellian said as he sat in his chair.  “There is always a Sarashan patrol in orbit, meeting travelers and ensuring they know the trading rules of Z’t’sha.”

“Trading rules?”

“Yes.  You will learn about training with other worlds in your training, so I won’t go into detail—except each world has rules and laws all visitors must know and obey.”

He increased Blue Falcon’s speed and pointed the craft’s nose toward the planet.  Once he neared it, he angled the bow up so the belly of the craft faced the planet.

He tapped the console in front of him.  “Blue Falcon, set automatic for park orbit and flash Morel’s luggage to hir apartment in the Blue Ridge Cooperative compound.”

A moment passed, then a feminine voice replied, “Complete.”

“Your craft talks?”

“A computer.  I have flashed your things to your apartment—now we will flash to the planet and join the Blue Ridge Cooperative of Z’t’sha.”

“Flash?  As in how you brought me aboard?”

“Yes.”

Morel twisted hir lips, remembering the discomfort zie had felt, and grimaced, not enjoying the thought of repeating it.  “You cannot land the ship?”

“I could, but it’s frowned upon.  Like many planets, Z’t’sha limits in-atmosphere flight of craft.  Craft remain in park orbit and those aboard flash to the surface.”

“What is park orbit?”

“Park orbit is a layer of orbit craft can park at.  There are several layers—battle craft and other large craft park at 350 kilometers above the planet.  Warbirds—such as T’la’tio’s—park at 325 kilometers, and all others, Blue Falcon included, park between 250 and 300 kilometers.”

Morel moved closer to the viewport.  Zie saw more warbirds in the distance, but few other craft, including larger ones.

“Battle craft?  Is that a navy vessel?”

“Yes—a large military vessel.  You’ll learn more about the Sarashans while here.”

He touched the console and spoke again. “Blue Falcon, flash cargo containers 4, 5 and 7 to the Blue Ridge Cooperative’s storage.”

Moments later, a beep answered, and he turned to Morel.  “Are you ready?”

“No.”

“Take a deep breath—you’ll do well.”

Morel took a breath, and the white appeared.  Then zie was standing on grass.

Zie blew out a breath and instantly took another, finding it helped settle the stomach somewhat.  Zie was not as uncomfortable as the first time—perhaps if zie had known what was to happen, zie could have
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