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Shortly after my sister finished writing this volume, she passed away. In her memory, I finished the edits I could and published it as her own. GLORIA, you are missed more than I can show, but I hope you are looking down on this and smiling

Dean Fifield
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Jal’ren watched her human sister as she slept. It was unusual for her to sleep this soundly. Finding out they were being marked for death along with all the rest of humanity by their own great-grandfather left both girls emotionally drained, but Janine was physically exhausted as well. They agreed that the best way to combat Baroz and his exacting revenge was with a united effort by all of their siblings, but first, rest was needed.

Ever vigilant, Jal’ren opened her mind, listening for any sign of distress or alarm in her sister’s mind. Finding none, she relaxed, but only slightly. Jal’ren sometimes had to remind herself that although she did not require it, Janine was fully human and had a physical body that, at times, needed a deep, relaxing sleep to function correctly. Lately, that need had been woefully neglected.

Janine had simply run on empty for far too long. Her human limitations had finally caught up with her. Jal’ren refused to disturb her. The disturbing news she had could wait. The world wasn’t going to end in the next few hours, days, or weeks, maybe, but not hours. She stepped away from her sister and reached out to their parents.

“Father? Mother? I need to talk with you.”

Alrec responded almost before her thought was finished, “What is it, Jal’ren? What can we help with?”

“Have you heard from Dennis or Celeste what has been happening?”

“Not directly, but we have seen what you have seen and are just as worried. Your sister is unaware?”

“Yes, but I hesitate to wake her just yet. I’m not even sure if there is anything we can do about it, even if I did. You know more about this Progenitor species than we do. What can be done if one of them decides to end the life she has nurtured for eons?”

“I have to admit, I have never had dealings with a progenitor before. We have been taught from the beginning of time that there were different forces in the cosmos. We were made to be Watchers, and some, like the Progenitors, can cause life to form, nurture it, and diversify it ... but they can end it as well. Has Gaia decided then?”

“I’m not sure, Father. It’s just that ... well, with all these things happening at once, it’s possible that she has. I tried to reach out to her, but have received no response. Janine has spoken to her several times through Jake, her intermediary. Still, she has never spoken to me, nor has she acknowledged my existence.”

Alrec sighed, “The Progenitors feel contempt for our species. They feel we are wrong to stand by and watch while the world simply flounders. They think we should interact with our charges, help them through their critical moments, and guide them in their global decisions. I daresay, there are several members of our own species that have spoken out in support of that idea in recent millennia.”

“Yes, I spoke with one of them during my studies on the home world.”

“Then you also know how strongly the old council feels against interference. The Council’s punishments have been swift and severe. They do not tolerate anyone who disregards their authority. I do believe there are more than just a few that would if they only dared.”

“Be that as it may, what we need at the moment is knowledge. We need to know if the ecological upheaval that is beginning here is because of Gaia or if there is another, more natural reason for it.”

“Is there another reason you think?”

“Well, according to the scientists at the Center, they think the Earth’s polarity is changing. They can’t be absolutely certain yet, but it’s as good a theory as I’ve heard. Would that be within the power of Gaia to affect our magnetic field that way?”

Alrec couldn’t help but notice his daughter’s use of the term ’our’ when speaking of this world she was born to. He fervently hoped this was not a sign of a rebellious spirit growing in her. She was already walking a fine line, in violation of the non-interference rule.

“I honestly do not know. Just because it is a thing not known before does not make it impossible. There have been rumors of the Progenitor’s many powers, but that is all. No one knows for sure how much they can or cannot do. Maybe that is part of the problem.”

“What do you mean, Father?”

“What I mean is, for us to know so little, there have to have been many missed opportunities to learn. That could easily be misinterpreted as not caring or wanting to know. This perceived lack of caring likely influences their feelings for us. If that is the case, Gaia may have one more reason to disrupt your work here by annihilating this species.”

“I see. That could explain why Gaia has chosen to speak to us only through an intermediary. When Janine wakes up, I think we need to contact Jake and reach out to her again as soon as possible.”

They suddenly felt Janine’s presence, “I’m awake now. What’s going on?”

“Sorry, Sis, I wanted to let you sleep. After the last few days, you looked as if you needed to.”

Janine frowned, “I know my human frailties get the better of me from time to time, but if it’s important enough to consult Father, it’s certainly important enough to wake me for.” Jal’ren thought she detected a hint of sarcasm in her response.

Alrec intervened, “Do not be too hard on her. Jal’ren was only thinking of your well-being. It was not critical enough to wake you and it is doubtful we can do anything about it even now that you are awake.”

“I’m sorry, Jal’ren. I guess I’m just a little cranky these days. Yes, I know, I need to get more sleep ... when we have the time. Now, what’s happening?” Jal’ren opened her mind, showing her sister the latest round of geological disturbances.

“I see ... and you think Gaia is behind these occurrences?”

Alrec answered for them, “We think she could be, although she has not contacted us ...”

“... and likely won’t. Have you spoken to Jake?”

“Not yet. Your sister felt it was better to wait and let you contact him. He has mated recently, has he not?”

“Yes Father, he and Sondra had their ceremony nearly a moon ... I mean a month ago. As much as I hesitate to disturb them, this is important, and we need to know quickly whether or not this is Gaia’s retribution or some other natural phenomenon. What do the lab people at the Center have to say about it?”

Jal’ren told her what she told Alrec, “Our scientists think the Earth’s polarity is changing, that it is causing these Earthquakes and volcanism. Another thing that they said was happening and would get worse was that the migration patterns of many species would be disrupted. There would be strandings and mass killing of certain animals, such as birds and ocean mammals that use the Earth’s magnetic field to navigate.”

“Do we know for certain that Gaia has the kind of power that would be needed to affect the polarity like that?”

“No, we don’t. Father says there is little known about Gaia’s species. I’m thinking it’s time we got better acquainted with her species and with Gaia in particular. Even if she isn’t the cause of what is happening around the globe, she may be able to help.”

Janine looked thoughtful, “Yes, she might at that. Very well, in that case, we need to talk with Jake. He’s been our only direct contact with Gaia so far. If she’s behind this, he will know. I’d like both of you to be with me when I go home. Speaking of home, have you been keeping an eye on what those twins are up to these days, Father?”

“So far, they have been behaving pretty well. I suggested they study with the elders, but they went only once and said the elders sent them home. I was a bit skeptical, but this time they were telling the truth. There was no sign of lying in their demeanor or in their thoughts.”

Janine was curious, “They were sent home? Hmm ... I wonder why?”

“They didn’t say why, but if the elders sent them away, there had to be a good reason. Maybe you should question them while you’re there.”

Janine filed the idea away, thinking that if there were time after finding out what they needed to know, she would need to take a firm hand with the twins if there was to be any chance of saving them from themselves. The twins weren’t the only ones who needed her attention. She realized how long it had been since she’d been home or spoken to the rest of her family, her younger brother in particular. He needed to be brought on board to improve their chances of winning their battle with their great-grandfather. With all this new upheaval, it was more important than ever for them to work together.
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The cool hour before dawn was his favorite time of the day. Sitting here in the pre-dawn, giving thanks to the spirits for yet another day of life, gave Jake a sense of serenity ... usually. Today, he couldn’t center himself or concentrate, no matter how hard he tried. There was a change in the air. Something was wrong, and he felt somehow that he would be drawn into the middle of whatever it was.

Insights like these used to scare the hell out of him. He never wanted this paranormal heritage, but thought he’d finally made peace with it. Strangely enough, he was now a shaman’s assistant destined to one day take over from his mentor. His wife, Sondra, was the old man’s niece and caretaker.

Jake smiled, thinking of the soft, loving girl he left sleeping in his bed. He knew he would find her preparing their morning meal when his morning ceremonies were finished. If anything, she was predictable, and he loved her all the more for it.

The first rays of the sun made him close his eyes to let it linger on his face. It was almost like the experience he’d had once when he visited a barber in Albuquerque. The warmth of the sun seeped into his pores, much like the steam from that hot towel, leaving him with a feeling of contentment.

A soft voice interrupted his reverie, “Jake ... I need your help.”

Jake opened his eyes. “Rosie, I was wondering when we’d be hearing from you again.”

“Why, Jake, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you weren’t pleased to have me just drop in unannounced the way I do.” He could hear the hint of laughter in her voice, yet he could tell she was serious.”

“Don’t go thinking that, now. We’ve been through too much together for you ever to think your presence was unwelcome.”

“We have been through a lot, haven’t we? I’m afraid there will likely be a lot more before we’re through, but for now, I need to ask if you’ve had any communication from Gaia recently.”

“Trust me, if I had, you’d be the first I’d tell about it.” For some reason, he felt he should tell her of the feelings he’d had that morning while trying to welcome the new day. “I don’t know if there is any connection, but this morning I couldn’t help but feel there was something wrong, something was about to happen. I don’t know what.”

“You have always been sensitive when it comes to those kinds of feelings, Jake. I’d heed your feelings if I were you. Keep alert so that whatever is about to happen won’t catch you or the People unaware. Maybe you should talk to your uncle. I felt the gifts were strong in him. He could help you focus on what you felt and maybe help you see clearer what those feelings mean.”

“You’re right. If anyone could help me besides you, it would be Uncle. Speaking of which, are you coming here? Your brother asked me about you just a few days ago. I think he misses you and is bored to death at that boarding school. Besides, the twins have him running around in circles with their childish pranks when he is home. He might welcome having his big sister around for a while. I know your folks would.”

Janine felt a slight twinge of guilt at the mention of her parents. One reason it was so hard to go home was that it disappointed them so much when she had to leave again. As much as they knew and respected her mission in life, she was still their little girl and always would be.

She also knew that was part of the problem with the twins. They were fully aware of the circumstances of their conception and birth. They felt slighted by their parents, or were they grandparents? Her thoughts digressed. How much damage have I caused them by constantly being too busy to notice, let alone spend time with them and see to their training as I promised during my last visit?

“Hey Rosie, did you hear me? I asked if you were coming home anytime soon.”

She suddenly made up her mind, “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am. It looks like maybe I should make this an extended stay. It seems I’ve neglected a few things around there.”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to call it neglect ...”

She cut him off, “Well, I would, and I do. I’ve seen to their physical and financial needs, but haven’t been much of a daughter otherwise or sister either for that matter.”

“Well ...” Again, she cut him off before he could finish his sentence.

“No, well, about it. I really do need to spend more time with Mom and Dad. I don’t know how I’ll be able to work it, but I promise you, I will try. There, see? There’s a change for you. My coming home may be part of the changes that you felt were going to happen.”

“I don’t think so. The change I felt was coming left me feeling dread. I don’t think I could ever dread your coming.”

“Don’t be too sure about that, Jake. Things have a bad habit of happening fast around me, no matter where I am. My coming home could only be the beginning.”

“If it is, then it is. We will just have to deal with it.”

“Well, don’t say I never warned you.”

He was glad to hear the laughter back in her voice. It was this soft, gentle laughter in her being that he loved so much about her. He realized for the first time that he always would.

“Don’t worry, I consider myself warned!” It was his turn for laughter, only his was tinged slightly with sadness. Sad for the future they both wanted so long ago, and that was denied to them. He had Sondra and his work now. All she had was her work. As powerful as her mission was, there was no room in it for the kind of love and family he would have given her.
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Janine left his presence as softly as she came. Was that sadness and regret he was feeling at the end? She wondered but knew better than to dig deeper and find out. Some things were just better left alone.

Now that she’d committed herself to taking a closer interest in her family, Janine knew she’d no longer be able to supervise the research at the Center personally, nor would she have direct control over where and how things progressed, or even whether they moved forward according to plan.

Some of those plans would no doubt be put on hold until this crisis was over and the world and its population were safe again. To do that, they needed to know exactly what was going on and why. I guess we’ll know more when I get home. If it is Gaia doing this, she will surely tell us through Jake. She did the last time. But what if she doesn’t? What if she had cut all ties with us and decided to use Earth’s natural forces against us? There are so many questions, but so few answers.

First things first ... She assigned an assistant to pack her personal belongings for her trip. There wasn’t much to pack, but at least that was one physical job she could delegate. Her next move was to visit what she called the squints, the people she had working in the labs at the Center.

One of the people she wanted to see was her former teacher, Zachary Levinson. He now works at the Center full-time and was just the guy she needed. If anyone could help her figure out exactly what was happening before it was too late, it would be him. She didn’t even have to knock on his door; it was already open.

“Ah, professor, just the man I want to see.”

“Miss Wilcox! How nice to see you. What can I possibly help you with?”

“Well, for one thing, you can tell me about polarity changes in the Earth’s magnetic field. What happens, why it happens, how much disruption it will cause, and what can we do about it? And that’s just for starters. What do you say we head down to the cafeteria and combine my science lesson with lunch? I seemed to have misplaced my breakfast for some reason, and I’m running low on fuel.”

“I think that’s doable. Let me just back out of this program I’m in and shut down my terminal. I’ll bring my tablet so I can explain the answers to your questions better.” She waited patiently while he clicked his way offline and took a new, unopened tablet out of his lower drawer. She smiled at the evidence of how often he used it, since it had been issued to him a year ago.

It was only a short walk to the cafeteria, and they chatted along the way. “So you see, professor, I’ll likely be away for a while, but I need to know as much as possible about this phenomenon before I go so I can better work the problem while I’m there.”

“I fully understand, Miss Wilcox, and I hope I can explain it well enough to be of some use.” She smiled, knowing she already knew more than he did about the subject. It was simply her way of feeling him out and testing whether he would be a good choice to head up a task force to help address this situation.

He opened the tablet, entered his information, then showed her and explained what a magnetic field is and how it forms. He patiently told her what to expect if a polarity flip were really happening. Two egg salad sandwiches and a couple of Cokes later, she had her answers. He was indeed very knowledgeable and just the asset she needed to head up the team.

Pleased with this information, she asked, “That was very informative, professor, but the real reason I wanted this tutorial was to make up my mind about a job change for you.”

“You aren’t ... terminating me, are you?”

“Good grief, no! I would like you to head the team I’ll have working on this problem. When I thought of all those I’ve recruited over the years, I couldn’t think of anyone more qualified than you for this job. It would be a great help to me to have someone that I trust, like you, heading this team. As for the other team members, I will leave it entirely up to you. Leave a list of whatever you think you’ll need with my assistant, and he’ll get it to me. I promise you’ll have whatever you need PDQ.”

Zachary could hardly believe she trusted him that much. He stammered, “I ... I’ll get to work on it right away.”

“May I make one suggestion?”

“Certainly, what’s that?”

“There’s a young man in his second year of grad school back at the university in Indiana that I think could be a big help. His name is Josh Edwards, and he’s well on his way to becoming a top-notch geologist with a real interest in astronomy. I think you’ll like him ... I know I did.”

Zachary thought he heard a bit of ‘what if’ in her voice, but wisely let it go. There was a time ... well, he was still too old for the likes of her.

“If you say he’s that good, then I’m sure he is. I’ll get in touch with him right away. Say, do you think your dad might still be up to consulting with us? The Kevin Wilcox I remember was brilliant in his field and could also be a great help in understanding changes that will likely be occurring in our global weather patterns.”

“I’m not sure if he’d still be current in his studies, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask. I’ll be heading there myself as soon as I tie up a few loose ends here. I’ll feel him out and let you know. Just don’t get your hopes up too high; it’s been an awful long while for him.”

The sadness in her voice when she talked about her dad was evident. Again, Zach let it be. He wasn’t a member of their family and felt he had no right to intrude.

“If you’re going to see him in person, that’s all the better. No one would know your dad's situation better than you. I’ll wait to hear from you before contacting him.”

Janine smiled, “I’ll let you know as soon as possible. I’ll also leave word with the transportation department that you have free access to whatever vehicles or travel expenses you or your team need. This assignment is priority one, and I need to be kept informed at all times.”

“I fully understand. I’ll start by getting in touch with your friend Josh and get the ball rolling with him.”

“Well, Teach, all I have left to do then is join my luggage at the airport. They’ve already sent me a notice that my ride is ready and the flight plan has been approved.”

Zachary chuckled, “Then I’d better let you get going; don’t want you to miss your flight, do we?”

“Thanks, Teach. I’m glad you’re on board. See you when I see you.” She shook his hand and turned to leave. He was right. She had a plane to catch.
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“She’s coming.”

“I know. Obviously, Janine wants us to know, or she’d be hiding her thoughts better. I wonder if Mom knows. She doesn’t use her abilities much these days. Mom doesn’t even sense us most of the time.”

“It’s almost like she shut that part of her mind off and wants to forget all she’s learned.”

Etta fidgeted, “Is it because of us, I wonder?”

“That was my thought also. Does Janine think it would stop us from learning these things, or is she simply trying to protect us?”

“I’m not sure. Either way, Francie, Janine is going to see the change in Mom and blame us for doing something to her.”

“Is there some way we can help Mom seem ... more normal while she’s here?”

“Well, I for one don’t want to be on her bad side, Etta. It’s bad enough when we actually have done something, but this time we haven’t done anything to deserve it.”

“Relax, Francie. Chances are, Janine will be able to tell it isn’t us causing it, at least not directly. She might even be able to bring Mom around. Maybe we’re just worried for nothing.”

Out of the blue, they heard an all too familiar voice join in on their conversation, “Worried about what, ladies? What have you two been up to that you’re worried I’ll find out?”

“Um ... I was just telling Etta not to be so worried. She thinks that you’ll blame us for the way Mom’s been getting lately.”

“Francie, I want the truth. What’s going on here that you two are worried I’d blame on you?”

“I am telling you the truth, Janine. Mom has ... well, she has been shutting down the use of her PSI abilities. We aren’t sure why. She may be trying to protect us from all that, or it may be she’s simply trying to forget all that she learned and be ... normal.”

“Don’t worry, girls, I’ll be there soon and will get to the bottom of this. Meanwhile, I have an assignment that I think you guys can handle. I need you to go out to the Refuge and talk to the elders there.”

“You do know they sent us home, right?”

“Yes, I know all about that, and we’ll deal with all that later. Right now, we have more important things to worry about, and I’m not sure, but they may be able to help.” Janine smiled because she knew she’d piqued their interest, “You’ve been watching the news lately, right?”

They answered as one, as they often did, “Yeah, why?”

“Then you’ve heard about all the strandings all along the West Coast, as well as the Earthquakes in the Midwest.”

Etta fidgeted, “Don’t worry, Etta. Neither of you are in any trouble ... for a change. These things are just some of the
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