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Dedication

 


“For my wife and children. You make it all
worthwhile.”


Prologue

 


“All of you, get into the closet—now!” the
man yelled, trying desperately to push the door closed. The wind
lifted small items in the living area off the floor until they
began whipping around the room, knocking down pictures and breaking
glass, making it very difficult for Christian Seekers to close the
front door. With a sudden burst of energy, he slammed his body into
the door just enough for it to latch.

“It’s almost here; it’s nearly on top of us!
Quick, Eliza, take these!” he hollered, tossing cushions from the
sofa and the chairs toward his wife. She hurriedly packed them into
the closet under the stairs.

“Christian, what are you doing? Get in here
now! Can’t you hear that roar? It’s just outside!” Eliza yelled at
him, her eyes wide with fear.

“I will, honey, just hold on. We need at
least one mattress to protect the children. I’ll be right
back!”

“Christian!” she yelled after him, but to no
avail. He had already run to the staircase and was shooting up the
stairs. Eliza began grabbing the cushions and tossing them to her
older children who were already packed tightly together inside the
small closet. She was afraid; more than that, she was terrified for
her husband, but her children needed her too. The growing roar
outside of their home had grown deafening, and told her that the
monstrous tornado had arrived. Just as she got them situated inside
of the small closet, she heard the windows shatter all over the
house. Her ears popped, and everything around her seemed to be
shaking or flying throughout the house.

“Christian!” she screamed, doubting he could
even hear her over the deafening noise. Her heart started pounding
as the roof began bouncing violently up and down. “Christian!” she
screamed again, much louder this time. Suddenly the closet door
jerked open and a mattress was shoved inside, nearly knocking her
over.

“I’m here honey, I’m okay,” he said,
cramming the mattress into the closet and setting it on top of the
kids. “Oh, no,” he whispered. The mattress would not fit into the
closet and still allow him to get inside and close the door.

“Christian, look!” screamed Eliza, pointing
upwards.

Her husband looked up just as the roof
lifted up and flew off the house. Above them swirled an enormous
cloud of dirt and debris, which stretched up into the sky as far as
he could see. Christian looked back into the closet at the
frightened faces on his children, then back at his wife. They both
knew there was not enough room in the closet, and there was no time
to take the mattress out; nor was there time for goodbyes. Looking
into his wife’s eyes, he managed a brief warm smile, conveying with
a simple look, in a brief speck of time, the thoughts and feelings
that take a lifetime to form and to share. He then slammed the door
of the closet shut, just as the house imploded.


Chapter 1

The Chicken Hawk

 


Six months later….

 


The chicken hawk sat motionless, as if made
of stone instead of flesh, carefully studying its prey. Perched
high up near the top of a towering poplar tree that stood next to
Earl Seeker’s house, the hungry raptor studied the activity on the
ground far below him. Around the cluster of bird feeders erected a
hundred feet below, a number of Carolina chickadees gorged
themselves on the lavish banquet provided by the feeders. The
predator perched high above them watched and waited, still looking
over the menu, trying to decide.

Unaware of the presence of the hungry hawk,
Jessie Seekers sat on the porch of her grandfather’s home, watching
the chickadees dart to and fro, moving with ease between and around
the feeders, which stood atop several poles about four feet
high.

“You want to know something, sweetheart?”
asked her grandfather, who had crept up silently behind her.

He had startled her, so she involuntarily
jerked away a little before relaxing and then smiling. Jessie
nodded, saying nothing, causing her grandfather to grimace slightly
at the silent response. To him it felt like an eternity since he
had last heard his granddaughter’s sweet voice. He looked back up
at the small birds fluttering around the feeders.

“Can you tell me what kind of birds they
are?” he asked, pointing toward the host of restless tenants that
fluttered all around the yard. He waited patiently for her to
answer, while maintaining a healthy dose of lowered expectations.
The entire family had suffered a great trauma and felt a tremendous
sense of loss, but it was hardest on the children, who had lost
their father only six months earlier. He sighed, stroked his gray
beard, and smiled softly when the girl simply nodded again instead
of answering.

“You always have been such a bright girl,
Jessie! You’re absolutely correct, they are Carolina chickadees.
But can you tell me who named them that?” he asked, gently pulling
her to him so she could sit on his lap after he sat down. The girl
shook her head. “They were named by a fellow named John James
Audubon, who lived over 200 years ago, not long after the
Revolutionary War; now isn’t that something?” he asked the girl,
who now beamed brightly as she studied the beautiful birds in more
detail.

The door opened suddenly and Rachel stepped
out onto the porch, joining her sister and their grandfather. She
sat down close to Jessie, trying to follow her little sister’s
fixed gaze.

“What are you both so fascinated with,
Jessie?” she asked, wrapping an arm around her little sister.

“She’s watching the little chickadees eat at
the feeders,” said the grandfather, answering for his youngest
granddaughter while checking on the flurry of activity around the
feeders. “She’s been watching them for a while; it seems that she’s
taken to them.” He stopped watching the chickadees and turned to
face his eldest granddaughter. “So, Rachel, how have you been, and
how’s school? Aren’t you supposed to be graduating from high school
in a few years?”

“Yes, Grandpa, I graduate next year.”

Her grandfather beamed proudly. “Well, isn’t
that something—my little granddaughter, Rachel, leaving the nest
and going off to college. That’s just wonderful, sweetheart, I’m so
proud of you!”

“Thank you, Grandpa.”

“Do you know what you want to do yet when
you get out of college?”

“No, I’m not sure yet. I’ve thought about
law school, but I can’t decide.”

“Law school? There have certainly been times
when I needed a lawyer around. Do you suppose you might be my
lawyer should I ever need one?”

Rachel smiled at the question. “Sure,
Grandpa.”

They sat there for a moment, watching the
others.

“How are the others holding up, Rachel?” he
asked her, with a furrowed brow. Rachel grimaced slightly.

“Well, you know that Jessie still won’t
talk. Hopefully that will change since she’s going to turn thirteen
next month, and will be starting seventh grade when school starts
the following week.”

“Yeah, I noticed she was still not talking,”
her grandfather answered, with a trace of sadness in his voice.
“What about Michael and Eli—are the boys hanging in there
okay?”

“Yes, sir, all things considered. Michael’s
taken it pretty hard; you know he and Dad were pretty close.”

“Yes, I know,” he answered solemnly. “And
Eli?”

“I’m really not sure about Eli, Grandpa. He
doesn’t talk about it, but sometimes when he gets mad about
something, I think it might be related to what happened. I don’t
know.”

“What about school?”

“Michael is fifteen so he’ll start tenth
grade when school starts back. Eli’s five so he’ll be starting
kindergarten.”

Her grandfather turned to smile at Rachel.
“I’m very impressed, Rachel, with the way you’ve stepped up and
helped with the others. I know your mother’s taken it pretty hard
as well, and with her working so much, the others have really
needed you. I couldn’t be prouder of you,” he added, reaching over
to give her a hug. After embracing her for several moments, he
stood up. “I have to run to the store, sweetheart, to pick up some
milk and bread, along with a few other things for dinner. Would you
mind keeping an eye on your sister and your brothers for a while,
just until I get back?”

“Sure, Grandpa, of course not; no problem,”
Rachel answered. “Will you be gone long?”

Her grandfather grimaced for a moment as he
struggled to rise from his chair; the arthritis in his knees once
more reminded him who was in charge.

“No, not too long, sweetheart,” he answered
once up on his feet. “I have a couple of other errands I need to
run as well while I’m out if that’s alright, but I should be back
in a few hours. You’ll be okay until then won’t you? I can wait
until your mother gets here if I need to,” he added.

“There’s no need to do that, Grandpa, that’s
okay. Don’t worry about us; we’ll be just fine. You just go ahead
and run your errands, and take your time,” she answered.

He nodded his head, turned, and walked down
the three steps to his front yard. Rachel and Jessie each smiled
and waved goodbye to the elderly man as he made his way toward his
truck. He smiled warmly at them as he slowly climbed in, fastened
his seatbelt, and waved goodbye once more before driving off.

Jessie watched as their grandfather drove
away. Their father had been his only son, so they looked a lot
alike, the age difference notwithstanding. Their grandfather’s
home, located an hour from the closest large city, had served as a
place of refuge for the children, a place where they could relax
and feel close to their father again. They had frequently visited
the elderly man when their father was still alive. Since his
passing, and with their mother working now, they had been spending
more and more time with their grandfather, especially during the
summer months and on weekends.

Jessie’s face tightened as she struggled in
vain to hold back the tears; images of her father flooded her mind.
She recalled the many vacations they’d had together at the beach,
sharing presents at Christmas time, and holding his hand as they
enjoyed one of their many long walks together.

Suddenly she could hear his voice as clearly
as if he were standing next to her, and she could feel his arms
wrapped around her, as they so often were when he was still
alive.

Rachel glanced down at her little sister,
expecting to find her still engrossed in the chickadees. Instead,
she saw Jessie was crying. Rachel pulled her close and held her
tightly, gently running her hand along the back of the little
girl’s head.

“You miss him, don’t you, Jessie?” asked
Rachel. The younger girl cast her older sister a sad and despondent
look. Turning back to watch the chickadees as they continued to
feed, she just nodded in reply, trying in vain to take her mind off
her father.

“That’s okay, Jessie. I think that’s what we
should be doing now, thinking of Daddy, missing him. That way we’ll
never forget him and he’ll always be with us; don’t you agree?”
asked Rachel. Jessie shrugged her shoulders before nodding in
response moments later.

“Hey, are you two okay?” Their brother
Michael opened the screen door behind them and stepped out onto the
porch. “What’s going on; is something wrong?” he asked after seeing
Jessie crying.

“No, we’re okay,” answered Rachel, mouthing
the word ‘Dad.’ Michael just nodded his head in an understanding
manner. After all, hadn’t such tears from each of them been a
common sight over the last six months?

“Where’s Mommy?” asked little Eli, coming up
from behind his big brother, Michael.

“Mom had to work today, remember?”

“Oh, that’s right. Where’s Grandpa?” the
inquisitive five-year-old asked.

“That’s a good question, Eli. Where is
Grandpa, Rachel? He was here just a few minutes ago,” echoed
Michael.

“He had some errands. He said that he’d be
back in a few hours,” she answered.

Jessie was still watching the chickadees
jockey for position all around the feeders when she suddenly picked
up some movement out of the corner of her eye. A blur had appeared
seemingly out of nowhere and was rapidly moving toward them. She
quickly raised her hand and pointed to the sky. The same chicken
hawk that had been perched high up in the top of the tree had
finally decided to make his move when he saw the chickadees cluster
tightly around the feeders. It leapt from the branch and made for
the unsuspecting chickadees like a dive-bomber. Silently it raced
toward its prey, as if already tasting its next meal in its mouth
as it neared the feeders. The predator was closing in on one of the
larger chickadees, extending its talons so it could snatch its prey
and fly back to its nest. Then—it disappeared.

The four children, all of whom had located
the hawk in the sky when Jessie pointed in its direction, stared in
disbelief. The bird of prey had mysteriously and inexplicably
vanished, as if it had suddenly been blinked out of existence.

“Michael, did you see that?” Rachel asked
him after several moments, as if she doubted what she had just
witnessed.

“Yeah,” he replied, “I think so. That is, if
you just saw a bird disappear into thin air.”

“That’s exactly what I saw!” Rachel then
turned to Jessie. “What about you, Jessie. Did you just see a bird
disappear too?” Her little sister nodded vigorously in
response.

All four children continued staring toward
where the chicken hawk had vanished, as if by doing so the mystery
would be revealed. One by one, they began to notice something
strange about the location where the bird had disappeared. Floating
above the ground, just beyond the bird feeders, was…something. It
was difficult to see outside in the bright noonday sun, let alone
make out what it was they were looking at, but they could all see
it. The bird had flown into a distortion of some kind, a
shimmering, vertical wave of energy, similar to what happens when
the heat of the sun bears down on the pavement in the summer.
Michael studied the glistening phenomenon, which resembled a very
thin pool of clear water, except that it stood vertically instead
of horizontally, and at times was nearly impossible to see. He
puzzled over the bizarre anomaly, which twinkled slightly in the
light of the sun.

“What do you think, Michael? What in the
world is that thing—and what happened to the bird?” Rachel asked
him, looking to her brother for some clarity, her eyes wide with
fear.

“How should I know?” asked Michael, “You’re
the one that’s going to college next year. I’m just a musician,
remember? Whatever it is though, it’s freaky!”

Rachel stood up, fixated by the beauty and
radiance that emanated from the unusual glimmer. She forced herself
to look away from it long enough to make sure everyone was safe.
Michael stood to her left. On the other side of Michael stood
little Eli, his face peering at the glimmer through the railings on
the porch. Rachel then turned to find Jessie, and recoiled in
horror at what she saw. Her little sister had already left the
porch and was nearly to the glimmer.

“Jessie, get away from that thing, do you
hear me?” she screamed, leaping from the porch and onto the grass
without even touching the stairs. She raced across the yard and
toward the glistening pool, followed closely by Michael, who held
tightly to Eli’s hand, even as the smaller boy struggled to keep
up. By this time, Rachel had closed the gap between her and Jessie,
but the younger sister had already made it to the glimmer. Jessie
reached out her hand toward the shimmering wall that stood in the
middle of her grandfather’s back yard, and touched it just as
Rachel, Michael, and Eli arrived behind her. As soon as she reached
Jessie, Rachel turned and looked back toward the house for a
moment, just as the house, the yard, and the bright blue sky
somehow melted away into darkness.


Chapter 2

Through the Portal

 


Rachel looked around in confusion at the
darkness that surrounded her. Only moments earlier, she had been
sitting on her grandfather’s porch. It had been a bright and sunny
day, with a warm breeze blowing the puffy white clouds gently
across a Carolina blue sky.

But that was before. Instead of a warm sunny
day, there was now a cool, dark night.

Rachel sat up on the ground looking around
in fear, seeking solace but instead finding only the darkness to
comfort her. She was still disoriented when she finally stood up
and began trying to piece things together, to make some sense out
of what had happened to her.

She had been in her grandfather’s back yard
just moments earlier, running after Jessie…but why? Then she
remembered–the glimmer. First, the bird had disappeared into it,
then Jessie….

Rachel turned to look around and found
Jessie sitting on the ground a few yards away, looking around much
as she had been doing. Next to Jessie was Michael, who held Eli
close.

Relieved that everyone was safe, Rachel
looked up to find herself staring at a dark and alien sky. She
gasped and her eyes widened at what she saw. Instead of the sun
hanging in a beautiful blue sky, there was a massive orange and red
gas giant, which consumed much of the night sky high above them.
Wherever they were, it was now clear to her that they were no
longer even on Earth.

Among the infinite number of stars visible
in the night sky, Rachel looked for but was unable to find any
familiar star patterns. Orion’s belt, Taurus, Sagittarius, even the
Moon; all of them were—missing. After trying for several minutes
she was still unable to make out any of the constellations.
Furthermore, the stars appeared to be much larger and brighter than
any she had ever seen before on Earth.

Her gaze fell from the sky back down to the
surface as she began surveying her immediate surroundings. She
found that despite the considerable light radiating from the stars
overhead, it was difficult to make out anything more than vague
shapes in any direction.

Still a little perplexed, Rachel walked over
to where her brothers and her sister still sat on the ground,
bewildered. She recognized that the others were terrified and
disoriented by what had happened. At that moment, she knew that she
had to be strong, for all of them.

As their eyes gradually adjusted to the
darkness, they found themselves gazing in awe at a strange and
alien landscape that stretched out before them in all directions,
as far as the eye could see. The land seemed to be mostly flat,
reminding Rachel of the high desert country found in much of the
western United States. Shapes resembling mountains or large hills
were faintly visible at times in the distance. In the weak light,
she could see that vegetation consisting of mostly grasses and
small bushes covered much of the ground’s surface all around them.
The vegetation appeared to have a bluish hue, something that Rachel
attributed to the eerie light playing tricks on her eyes.

No one said anything for the longest time,
gaping in wonder at the fantastic beauty all around them. In time,
however, they ceased looking around them and began looking to one
another.

“Michael, what do you think happened?”
Rachel asked. “How do you suppose we got here? Am I imagining this,
or is it just some incredible dream?”

“I don’t know what happened or how we got
here, Rachel, but I’m pretty sure this isn’t a dream,” he
answered.

“Where is Grandpa’s house?” asked Eli. “What
happened to the Sun, and the clouds?” he asked.

“How should I know?” quipped Michael. “All I
know is that one minute we were all at Grandpa’s house, then that
bird disappeared, then Jessie went in after it.” Michael turned
with a snarl to his younger sister. “This is all your fault,” he
said accusingly, pointing at Jessie.

The little girl shrank back in fear at the
outburst from her much bigger older brother and started to cry.

“Good job, Michael,” Rachel said dryly,
rushing over to comfort her little sister, while staring angrily at
her brother. “Like that’s going to help!”

“Where is Grandpa?” asked Eli with an
increased sense of urgency, as if he was now beginning to sense
that something was wrong. There was a lot of yelling and crying
going on, and he was getting scared. Rachel motioned for him to
come to her, and he immediately complied. She held Jessie and Eli
close to her, offering them comfort while finding solace for
herself through the embrace as well.

“Grandpa had to run to the store, Eli,” she
said calmly, gently stroking his head with her hand as she did so.
She sat him in her lap and looked him straight in the eyes. “How
are you doing, Tiger? Are you doing okay?”

“I want Mommy,” he said, sniffling.

“I know, Eli, so do I. We’ll see Mommy soon,
I promise.” Rachel cast a hard look at Michael, whom she could see
was about to say something less than helpful in response. The look
in her eyes stopped him cold, before he could blurt out anything
else.

After a few minutes of peace and quiet,
everyone calmed down a bit and the four of them looked around for
the second time. Rachel’s face took on an expression of alarm when
she looked back in the direction from which they’d come. Michael,
seeing the look of fear on her face, turned as well.

“That thing we came through—it’s gone!” he
yelled. “How are we supposed to get home now? We’re never going to
see Mom again!”

Eli suddenly started to cry, and this time
Jessie started sobbing as well.

“Michael Seekers! Why, for once in your
life, can’t you act your age? Why don’t you take a look around you?
We’re on some strange alien planet, and we have no idea at all
where we are! Now you’ve convinced Jessie that this is all her
fault and you know that’s just not true! And as if that wasn’t
enough, now you’ve gone and scared poor Eli half to death. Can’t
you try to be a little more helpful here?” she asked
sarcastically.

Michael looked at her, dumbfounded. He was
hurt at first, then angry, but soon he came to realize the truth.
She was right, about all of it; he just had not looked at it that
way. All of them were going to have to grow up a little if they
were going to survive.

“You’re right, Rachel, I’m sorry.” Michael
then walked over to Jessie and lifted her gently up off the ground,
where she had been sitting with her head buried in her arms, still
weeping.

“I’m sorry, Jessie,” he began, “this isn’t
your fault, I promise. I was just running my mouth without
thinking. Any of us could have touched that thing. How could any of
us know what would happen? Whatever happens now, it’s not your
fault; I was just being a jerk. Will you please forgive me?”

Slowly, Jessie raised her head, looked at
Michael, and nodded.

“I’m sure it’s not your fault,” he said
calmly, hugging his sister.

The teenager then looked over at Eli, who
sat on Rachel’s lap, scared and crying. “Hey, little man, how are
you doing?” Michael asked his five-year-old little brother.

The little boy turned and looked at Michael,
tears still streaming down his face. “I want Mommy!” he told
Michael angrily. “You said that we would never see Mommy again!”
Eli then began sobbing uncontrollably, and cried out once again.
The sadness in his tears grew more and more heart wrenching and
difficult to watch.

Michael put Jessie’s hand in Rachel’s, then
knelt down to embrace his little brother, partially to console him
and partially out of guilt. He promised himself that he would be
much more cautious about what he said in the future in front of his
little brother. Eli was going to need him; they all were. “Don’t
worry wild man, we’ll see Mommy again soon, I promise!”

“We will?” the little boy asked, his eyes
lighting up.

“You bet!”

“Yay!” he exclaimed, jumping up and hugging
his big brother.

Michael could not help noticing the mixed
look from his older sister, a slight smile combined with a look of
concern, clearly uncertain her brother would be able to deliver on
that promise.

With the initial shock and acceptance of
their new reality behind them, Rachel began thinking about how they
had traveled from Earth to wherever they were now, and what their
next move should be.

“Michael, why don’t you help me try to find
that glimmering thing we came through? It should be right here
somewhere; it’s probably just hard to see.”

“What do you think that thing was,
Rachel?”

“I’m not sure,” she answered casually.

“Do you think it could be one of those
Einstein-Rohlp thingies?” asked Michael.

“You mean an Einstein-Rosen Bridge, a
wormhole?”

“Yeah, something like that. I saw something
one time on a science channel on television talking about
that.”

Rachel rubbed her chin and considered it for
a moment. “I suppose it must be something like that, Michael. I
mean, how else could we have stepped through that shimmery-portal
thing and gotten here from Grandpa’s backyard?”

“Exactly,” Michael answered, pleased with
himself for having remembered something from television that was
actually useful.

“Well, wormhole portal or whatever, we’ve
got to find it if we’re ever going to get back home,” she stated.
She began walking around, gradually working her way farther and
farther from where they had been talking. In just a few minutes she
and Michael were already well beyond where the portal should have
been, but without success in finding it.

“I don’t understand; it’s got to be here
somewhere!” Rachel declared, raising her voice in frustration.

“Maybe this bridge-portal thing was a
one-way deal,” Michael suggested.

“Or maybe the portal to get home is
somewhere else now. Regardless, we must try to find it. It’s our
only way home.”

“So what should we do now?” Michael asked
her, looking to his big sister for answers. “It’s dark, we’re
tired, and we’re going to get separated wandering around in the
dark if we’re not careful.”

“Alright,” she answered with a heavy sigh.
“That’s a good point. Let’s start looking for someplace to stay for
the night, somewhere we can get out of this wind and hopefully stay
warm. But we have to stick together, okay? Like you said, Michael,
we could get separated in the dark. We’re a long way from home and
we have no idea where we are or what dangers may exist, so it’s
important that we all stay close, agreed?” The others nodded in
agreement. “Great; okay, Michael and I will start looking around
for possible shelter but we’ll stay close. Jessie—stay with Eli at
all times, okay?” Jessie nodded.

“It looks like there are some hills or
something off in the distance, Rachel,” Michael told her, pointing
towards the mountain peaks in the distance. “Do you think we should
head for them?” he asked.

“I don’t really see much else,” she
answered. “Of course, I haven’t been able to see much, even after
my eyes adjusted to the dark here.”

While Michael was watching a look of terror
suddenly appeared on Rachel’s face. With her back to where the
portal had been, she now faced away from Jessie and Eli. Upon
seeing the look on her face, Michael, who faced in the opposite
direction, quickly turned to see what she was looking at. Had he
not been immediately immobilized with fear, he undoubtedly would
have grabbed the others and run for his life. Barely visible under
the faint light of the stars he saw something…a
creature…considerably taller than any of them. It walked on two
legs but it had four arms, two on each side of its body. While it
was still difficult to see in the faint starlight and the little
light that reflected off the gas giant, he could tell that whatever
the creature was, it was covered with fur, and it was big, really
big. Michael estimated that the muscular creature had to be at
least seven or eight feet tall, with large, massive shoulders. It
was a fierce-looking creature, with an angry expression on its
face, and it was walking toward them.


Chapter 3

Varuth Terakon

 


None of them moved an inch as the creature
approached. Each of them stood motionless, paralyzed with fear,
with nowhere to run.

Now that the creature was no more than ten
yards away, Rachel was able to get a better look at it. The alien
indeed stood at least seven feet tall, and judging by its broad
shoulders and musculature, it must have weighed in at 400 to 500
pounds. Fur covered the creature from head to toe; it had a dark
bluish hue by the looks of it, though in the muted light Rachel
could not be certain.

Their alien visitor stopped when it neared
them, apprehensively examining each of them as warily as they
studied it. Upon closer examination Rachel could see that the
creature’s facial expression wasn’t one of anger at all, but rather
inquisitiveness. All seemed to share a common curiosity, and each
seemed equally uncertain as to what to do next.

“What is that thing, Michael?” asked Rachel,
without taking her eyes off the blue beast.

Michael turned and looked at his sister,
just agitated enough to take his eyes off their guest for a moment.
“Why do you keep asking me so many stupid questions, Rachel, when
you know that I don’t have any of the answers? You’ve been doing
that ever since we arrived!”

“I’m sorry, Michael” his sister responded,
sympathetic to his agitation. “I just wish someone had some
answers!”

“Maybe it’s some kind of an ape,” offered
Eli, before Michael was able to stop him.

“Quiet, Eli, it might not like being called
an ape!”

“Don’t be silly, Michael,” Rachel answered.
“We’re on an alien planet standing in front of an alien creature;
how could it possibly understand anything we’re saying?”

“What is an ‘ape’?” It had a deep, guttural
voice, unlike anything she had ever heard before. She stared
incessantly at the strange being before her. “Is this ape some kind
of creature that lives on your home world, or somewhere else?”

Rachel and the others stood facing the
alien, staring in disbelief for what felt like an eternity.
Eventually, Rachel nudged Michael, trying to get him to answer the
creature.

“Um, yes…um, an ape is a creature from our
home world,” Michael answered.

“Well then, I am most definitely not an ape;
I am a rephaim, and this is my home world.”

“We’re sorry for the mistake,” answered
Rachel, “We’re new here.”

“Where are you from? At one time I would see
many different species of sentient beings come and go on this
planet—but that was a long time ago.”

Michael felt himself relax slightly and
noticed that the visitor seemed to be doing the same, each having
perceived that the other was probably not a threat. The intense
fear he had felt moments earlier had now transitioned to curiosity.
Something was bothering him, so he decided to ask the rephaim.

“Tell me something,” Michael said to the
alien, “How did you learn to speak English?”

“English? I am not familiar with this
language. I have never heard of nor do I speak English,” he
answered. “How did you learn to speak our language?” he asked
Michael. “Surely you are conversing in our language even now.”

“I don’t speak your language…we are
conversing in English, the most common language on our world!”
answered Michael.

“Hmm, curious,” the rephaim responded.
“Perhaps there are forces at work here that are hidden from us at
the moment,” he suggested. “Until we are able to get to the bottom
of this puzzle, it appears that we have a bit of a mystery on our
hands.” The creature walked over to Michael and bowed low. “My name
is Varuth Terakon, second to Counselor Cantor Mentassa, head of the
Rephaim Council.”

Michael just stared at Varuth, uncertain as
to what he should do next. “I’m, um, Michael Seekers, and this is
my older sister Rachel, my younger sister Jessie, and my little
brother Eli. I…we’re from North Carolina, in the United States,
on…um…on planet Earth.”

“‘Earth?’” the creature repeated to itself.
“Hmmm. I have never heard of this Earth before either, nor do I
recall hearing of the Council ever admitting any planet called
‘Earth’ to the Alliance. Are you certain your world has been
admitted?” he asked cautiously.

“What is ‘the Alliance’?” asked Rachel.

The rephaim stepped back, visibly stunned by
the question.

“Are you saying that you don’t even know
what the United Alliance of Worlds is? That’s incredible!”

“No, we’ve never heard of it before. We’ve
never seen anyone from another world—until today that is,” answered
Rachel. “In fact, only a few people have ever left our planet, and
even then it was only to go to the Moon.”

“The Moon?” The being’s face conveyed what
appeared to be a troubled expression. “Tell me something, do the
people of your planet…what was it called again?”

“Earth,” Rachel replied.

“Oh yes, Earth. Tell me, do the people of
Earth possess the capacity for basic interstellar travel?”

“Interstewar what?” asked Eli, staring at
Varuth with a blank look on his face.

“It means travel—the ability to travel
between the stars, Eli,” answered Michael. “No, Mr. Terakon,”
Michael continued, “I’m afraid that we don’t have that capability,
at least not yet. We have sent some satellites out of the solar
system, but that’s it.”

“Oh, my,” Varuth said again, visibly
troubled. “This is all very irregular, very irregular indeed—and
dangerous!”

“Why, what’s wrong?” asked Michael.

“Why, even the mere suggestion of admitting
a planet that lacks interstellar flight to the Alliance…well, the
person making that suggestion would have been laughed at and
ridiculed—or worse—just a few years ago!” His expression then
shifted from surprise mingled with a hint of disdain, to a look of
profound sadness. “Of course, that was before it came.”

“Before what came, Mr. Terakon?” asked
Eli.

Towering over Eli, Varuth just looked down
at the little boy and smiled. “You certainly are a curious one,
aren’t you child?”

“Yes, sir!” Eli responded proudly, before
looking away from the strange creature that towered over him.

“Before what came, Varuth?” repeated
Michael.

Varuth’s expression once again became very
somber.

“Before the plague came, of course,” the
rephaim stated sadly. “Before Sarin unleashed the cursed plague on
our world, killing many of my people, and forcing many more into
quarantine, where they wait for their own time to go. The disease
didn’t affect everyone the same way. Some died quickly, others
slowly. The scourge wreaked havoc on our civilization. Frankly, as
bad as things have gotten on Zantura, with so few tourists and so
little trade with other worlds, I guess I wouldn’t be surprised if
the Council had admitted even a backwater planet like, err…sorry…no
offense intended.”

“None taken…I guess,” answered Rachel.

“Anyway, no one wants to come to Zantura
anymore; they’re all terrified of the plague despite the great
lengths we have taken to protect the offworlders.”

“Why doesn’t anyone do anything about the
plague? Can’t someone find a cure?”

“Oh believe me; our scientists have done
everything possible to wipe out this scourge. Each time someone has
gotten close to finding a cure however, they suddenly disappear,
along with all of their research. It’s as if someone doesn’t want
them to succeed.”

“Disappear?” asked Michael. “Really?”

“No Michael, I think he means they’ve been
kidnapped, or murdered,” said Rachel.

“Oh.”

“Don’t you have some sort of police force?”
Rachel asked.

“Of course we have a police force,” answered
Varuth, clearly offended by the question. “Though we never really
needed one, at least not until now. Sarin’s gotten to most, either
bribing and threatening them, or making them disappear as well.
Perhaps if we had just been better prepared, Sarin would never have
been successful in seizing control of our world.”

Varuth looked down at little Eli, who stood
shivering next to his big brother. The child had wrapped his arms
around himself in an effort to get warm. Varuth had been so
surprised at the arrival of the newcomers that he had failed to
notice that his new acquaintances were nearly hairless, lacking
protection from the cold Zanturan night.

“Who is Sarin?” asked Rachel.

“Forgive me my friends; I appear to have
misplaced my manners. When I saw you as I neared my home, my
curiosity must have gotten the better of me. Please, come with me.
I would be honored if you would come to my home and join me for
dinner. Also, I might be able to find something warmer for you to
wear when you go out. The nights here on Zantura can be rather
chilly. As you can see,” he said, pointing to his fur, “we are
prepared for the cold. As I mentioned earlier, however, we have had
many tourists and other visitors here in the past that required
additional clothing, so many rephaims like me maintain supplemental
garments for our guests that require them. I should have at least
four or five around the house, which should make your stay here
more comfortable. I can also cook up a nice hot meal for all of
you, which should help warm you up a bit!” Varuth looked down at
Eli and smiled, prompting the boy to respond in kind. “How does
that sound, little Eli?”

“That sounds great!” Eli answered, wearing a
huge smile.

Rachel looked over at Varuth and then at
Eli. Eventually she spoke up.

“Thank you Varuth,” she began, “but—”

“Please, Rachel Seekers, permit me to
insist. It is warm and comfortable in my home. There is plenty of
room since I’m the only one there now, and there is plenty of food
to eat. Besides, I simply must know how you came to be on Zantura
when your planet lacks basic interplanetary travel!” Varuth smiled
at the children and started on his way. After taking several steps
and finding himself alone, he turned back and smiled once more at
the small group.

“Please, do not be afraid, I promise I am
quite harmless. We are a very peaceful people here; at least we
used to be. It is not easy to arouse one of us to anger. Besides,
it will be quite cool tonight, even for someone with fur.”

Rachel looked at Michael, then at the
others. It was getting cold, and the others were starting to shiver
as well. She looked back at Michael, who shrugged his
shoulders.

“Varuth, it seems we have no choice but to
accept your gracious invitation, thank you. Please forgive our
hesitation. This is all so unfamiliar and difficult for us.”

“There is no need for you to apologize,
Rachel Seekers. I certainly understand your hesitation, and I would
expect nothing less than the caution you have expressed. I would
never forgive myself if I left the four of you out here by
yourselves.”

There was little conversation going forward
as the rephaim and the four small aliens left for Varuth Terakon’s
home. In the distance, several large structures, which were barely
visible, slowly came into view. Each of them was adorned with
dazzling lights of assorted colors.


Chapter 4

The Time of Suffering

 


It had been a rather long walk for the four
children, and they were exhausted. When they finally neared
Varuth’s house, Rachel could see that the building was tall and
magnificent, colored a splendid royal blue, which was intertwined
with stripes of gold, with lights that bathed the area outside the
home with light. To Rachel the structure more closely resembled a
work of art more than it did someone’s home. Despite the artistic
form and substance of the structure, the material of which it was
comprised had begun to chip and fade on the outside, suggesting
that it had been neglected for some time. She supposed that the
house had at one time been extraordinarily beautiful. She wondered
why Varuth would have allowed his home to deteriorate so.

The exterior of his home was a perfectly
balanced assortment of precious metals and jewels. She noticed that
the entrance was at least ten feet in height and five feet in
width, clearly built for the much larger rephaim. When they neared
the entryway, the doors suddenly parted in opposite directions,
more like an elevator than a front door. The inside of the house
was even more stunning. The walls of the home had various scenes
depicted throughout, all of which gradually morphed from time to
time into an entirely new image. Not only did the graphics on the
walls change individually, they changed in a smooth, coordinated
pattern, creating a new theme with each transition. When they
reached an interior room, which appeared to be some sort of leisure
space, Varuth motioned for them to sit down. The oversized seats,
designed for the massive frames of the rephaim, seemed to swallow
the much smaller frames of the children.

“Please forgive the modest appearance of my
home,” Varuth said to Rachel with sadness. “It was once quite
remarkable.” He had been observing Rachel as she admired the
artistic beauty of his home.

“What do you mean?” asked Rachel, caught
off-guard by his remark. “It’s beautiful just the way it is!”

“You are much too kind, Rachel. Ah, but once
upon a time, not so many years ago, the cities of Zantura glittered
so brightly they were visible from space. We attracted tourists
from systems all over the galaxy, who came here to enjoy everything
that Zantura had to offer. Merchants from off world enjoyed coming
here to trade, to admire the beauty of our world, and enjoy the
warmth of our people. But alas, that is no more. Everything changed
with the coming of the darkness, since the beginning of the time of
suffering.”

“What happened, Varuth? What is the time of
suffering?”

“Sarin happened,” Varuth replied. “You asked
me earlier about who Sarin is. I will tell you who he is; Sarin is
the embodiment of evil.”

“What is a Sarin?” asked Rachel.

“Not what, who. Sarin is the one responsible
for the great evil and suffering that has befallen the people of
our world, and caused so many to turn from following Nacor.
According to legend, a long time ago Sarin was a member of a very
powerful advanced race of beings known as the ‘Elons’, short for
‘Enlightened Ones.’ Sarin was himself thought to be among the most
elite of all of the Elons. He was heralded everywhere for his power
and his beauty. Tales of his exploits spread all over the galaxy.
He was chief to many of the Elons, at least until the day came when
he dared to challenge Nacor’s rule, believing he should rule in
Eden instead. Sarin soon discovered that in truth, he was no match
whatsoever for Nacor. Sarin was swiftly defeated, and he was
subsequently banished from Eden until the Time of Reckoning, when
he and those who followed him will be punished by Nacor for their
treachery.”

“So what does Sarin have to do with what
happened to Zantura?” asked Rachel.

“Over the centuries, some rephaim gradually
began to drift away from following Nacor. Ever so slowly at first,
then faster and faster, rephaim came to believe they no longer
needed Nacor. Some even came to believe that Nacor was nothing more
than a myth, created by our ancestors many millennia ago, during
some of the darker periods of our history. Most of us felt that
this loss of belief was merely an anomaly, something that would
eventually correct itself on its own. Little did we realize that
Sarin himself was behind this from the beginning. He had dispatched
agents who worked with great subtlety, gradually leading my people
to doubt Nacor and his teachings. Unbeknownst to us, they were
preparing the way for Sarin’s arrival. By the time he came to
Zantura, many had already turned away from Nacor, and towards the
teachings of Sarin.”

“What are the teachings of Sarin?” asked
Michael, who had been listening quietly to Varuth’s tale until he
too had become engrossed in it.

“After Sarin was expelled from Eden, he
roamed the galaxy in a rage, determined to spread doubt and
dissension among all of the systems that followed Nacor. Everywhere
he went he would whisper the same message in their ears: that
Nacor’s existence was only a fairy tale, that theirs was a
technologically advanced civilization that had outgrown fairy
tales, and that they no longer needed a myth to help them sleep at
night. In essence, he used the same vice that had led to his own
destruction.”

“Pride?” asked Rachel.

“Yes, pride. One by one, these civilizations
were corrupted by his teachings, his evil. Then, nearly two decades
ago, he finally reached Zantura. His agents had been at work for
some time on our world preparing for his appearance, and they had
met with some success. Despite the fact that our world had already
begun to succumb to his evil, however, they were not yet turning
away from Nacor in droves. Sarin decided he would have to try a
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