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Chapter One

In the Mountains

​ Jade held Kendis’ hand, an act that allowed him to fly
with her. They hovered in the clear mountain air, observing the
scene beneath them.

Though Jade wore only her white cotton
underwear, Kendis was fully clad, which made for some flapping and
fluttering of his clothing in the wind. That didn’t distract them
from the view, apparently the aftermath of a battle.

Three Elwist flyers and their lifter
companions, all wearing only their feathers, circled below. Two
were their friends and teachers, Eagle and Owl, who were towing
several kicking Humans. Jade watched as the Elwists dumped their
agitated passengers, more or less gently, into one of two cleared
areas down-slope from the densely wooded expanse going up the side
of the mountain.

<Hello below,> Jade sent. <We’ve
come to help. Where do you need us?>

<Jade and Kendis, welcome, but watch out
for lasers and projectiles,> sent Eagle. <Go to the clearing
where we left the men. Alex will give you shields.>

Jade sent an acknowledgment and started for
the clearing. She saw flames about a third of the way up the slope
and knew it meant that the lifters being carried by the flyers were
towing firestarters, and they were slinging fire. She hoped they
had a way of controlling it because she would sure hate to see the
whole forest go up in smoke.

Kendis suddenly yelled and pulled Jade
close. A missile whizzed past and curved to come back at them, and
he used his lifter esa to bat it away. It flew end over end, and
just as he thought he might have to swat it again to keep it from
falling on the people below, it exploded, sending shrapnel flying
in all directions.

He and Jade found themselves tossed by the
concussion from the blast. Jade clung fiercely to him as they were
whipped through the air. They managed to avoid the worst of the
shrapnel, though Jade felt a sting in her right thigh and a burning
sensation across her back.

With an effort of will, she halted their
uncontrolled tumbling and quickly headed down, aiming for the
clearing. They kept a lookout for more missiles.

There was a force shield surrounding the
clearing. As they got closer, Jade sent, <Let us in,
Alex!>

The shield flickered, and she darted in, her
breath whooshing out with relief. She sensed Alex near the center
and headed in that direction, landing lightly a few feet from
him.

Kendis immediately began checking her, and
his breath hissed when he spotted blood on her thigh. “Jade, you
were hit!” He spun her around, drawing in his breath when he saw
the burn on her lower back.

“They’re just scratches, Kendis. It doesn’t
really hurt, just stings a little.”

Kendis wrapped his arms around her, closed
his eyes, and concentrated. Jade felt something hit her foot, and
the stinging went away. The burning in her back stopped.

She looked down to see a tiny piece of
metallic material lying on the ground. She picked it up,
scrutinizing it. Shards, his minor healing esa has gotten a
lot more intense! She gazed up at Kendis, her eyes flashing
as she checked him out.

He was unharmed, though his clothing looked
a lot worse for wear. He was definitely not going to get any more
use out of those once this was over.

She dropped the piece of shrapnel into his
pocket and smiled, reaching around behind herself, feeling the
smooth, newly healed skin of her back.

“Whew! A little higher, and I’d be borrowing
your beat-up shirt to put on right about now. That nearly took my
bra off!”

Alex ran up to them, grabbing Jade and
giving her a big hug.

His voice held a mountain of relief. “Hey,
little Sis, I knew you would make it!” He eyed her lack of
outerwear but didn’t comment on it. “Who took out the
suppressor?”

They had seen and heard the explosion at the
chateau, and since they suddenly had mind-speak again, knew the
suppressor was gone.

Jade felt a sudden squeeze in her heart. She
looked up at her brother as from behind her, Kendis’ arms came
around her waist. “A friend who is no longer with us, Alex,” she
said with a touch of grief in her voice.

She stared past him toward the prisoners in
a zone enclosed by a clear force shield. She saw a battered man
sitting on the bare ground. His shoulders were slumped, his head
bowed, and his arms dangled over his raised knees. She recognized
Charles, the guard who was outside S’tella’s door at the
chateau.

She turned back to Alex and noticed he was
staring at her eyes. He looked over at Kendis, pausing when he saw
his eyes.

“Um, guys, did you know you seem to be
having an issue with your eyes?” His voice held a note of worry.
Their eyes were still glowing - and changed.

Kendis snorted. “The better to see you with,
Alex. Ah, yeah, we’re aware of how our eyes look.”

Jade gave a small smile. “Don’t worry. I
think they’ll change back once we get over being aggravated. In the
meantime, ignore them.” She added in a somber voice, “Just hope no
one kidnaps and tries to assault and/or kill your soulmate,
or you may find yourself with similar eye problems.”

Alex sobered. His dark brown eyes flashed
momentarily with a touch of purple - and a hint of blue - when he
thought of Ro, whom he’d had to leave in the hospital because of
Montford. Jade, watching, chuckled grimly.

Kendis smiled faintly as he shook his head.
“Let’s talk about eyes later. Tell us what we can do to help.”

Alex explained that an unknown number of men
were still fighting on the slope.

Jade activated her much-expanded esa of
finding, and cast out. “I know how many there are and their
locations. Also, there is some type of large weapon being set up in
one area.”

Some of Alex’s tension about the ongoing
situation eased. He had hoped she’d be able to give him that kind
of information. It would save a lot of time and maybe some
lives.

She gave him the numbers and the locations,
and he hugged her again.

“Thanks, Sis. This is exactly what we
needed. Now I can tell the firestarters where to direct their fire
and the Elwists where to find these guys.”

Jade was happy she was able to help. “I know
Louis is up there along with Hester, and while I wasn’t surprised
to see her, I’m kind of wondering what she can do on the slopes.”
Louis was a firestarter, but as far as she knew, Hester wasn’t,
though since they were soul-bonded, she figured they’d want to stay
in the same vicinity.

Alex explained. “Yeah, well, Hester
developed firestarter esa, and she’s been practicing with Louis for
a couple of weeks. She refused to stay behind when he volunteered
to come. Louis thinks she can handle it.”

A little startled - but not surprised - to
hear of Hester’s new esa, Jade nodded. Louis would know.

Alex looked toward the slopes, thinking.
“Hmm, can you show me what that weapon looks like?”

She projected an image to him, and he
whistled. “We need to take that thing out before they finish
getting it set up. It can penetrate our shields.” Not just the
shield around the camp, either.

He explained the Elwists brought personal
shields, which would protect them from the lasers and projectiles,
though the concussion from a projectile could still tumble them
around - as they’d already learned. However, the weapon being set
up could also penetrate these shields.

He handed them each a palm-sized flat disc
on a chain. “These are the personal shields.” He showed them how
they worked as they placed them over their heads. “I’ve directed
Eagle and Owl to the weapon. You and Kendis meet them there. We’re
going to move the damned thing.”

******

They got over the weapon site just as Eagle
and Owl arrived. Kendis and Owl set about lifting the big
weapon.

Jade saw men pointing up at them, and beams
from their laser hand weapons began bouncing off their shields.
Then, she spotted one of them setting a tube on his shoulders as he
looked up at them. In a moment she realized it was some kind of
projectile launcher and the man was aiming it at them.

Her eyes blazed out as she picked him up and
turned him upside down. Her tone cold, she sent a warning. <Fire
it, and I’ll drop you on your head!>

He dropped the launcher, and she set him
back down with a thump. He didn’t go near it again.

Owl and Kendis began moving the big weapon
to the area Alex specified. They got it halfway there, but then it
came to a halt in midair, shuddering in place.

<What’s wrong?> asked Alex.

<They have their own lifters trying to
get it back,> gritted Kendis, straining to get it going
again.

<We’re about evenly matched, so we’re at
a stalemate,> sent Owl.

Jade cast around looking for the enemy
lifters, and sensed six men beneath the trees inside a small, low
building with narrow windows. It was several yards away from where
Owl and Kendis picked up the heavy device. The men were crowded at
the windows, concentrating on the weapon.

<I found them!> she sent, and gave
Alex their location.

Two Elwist flyers with their lifter
companions turned, headed in that direction, and lifted the men
into the air. The men lost their concentration, and the weapon
jerked and continued to where Kendis and Owl were taking it,
landing with a crunch, almost fitting into the space but taking out
a couple of trees.

The Elwists took the six men over the
holding pen, opened the shield, and dropped them in.

As she watched the shield blink back into
place, she considered why it had taken six of them to halt Kendis
and Owl. She thought it indicated their lifter esa might be weak
individually. Perhaps Montford made a habit of only procuring
people with weak esas… and maybe some with none? It was
something to think about and check out.

<Where to next, Alex?> she sent.

<You and Kendis get the ones who were
setting up that weapon and bring them back here.>

He sent Eagle and Owl farther up the slope
to get the men out of an area that was burning.

******

Excerpt from The History of Humans on
Boucher’s World

The Humans of Boucher’s world have not had a war
with each other since the days leading into the Turmoils, two
thousand years ago. Opposing factions, those who wanted to destroy
the Elwists because they thought they were responsible for the
Dome, and those who considered them friends and not responsible,
clashed. The ensuing strife threw Humans into barbarianism, where
they remained for a thousand years.

Fights after that weren’t considered wars as such,
since they were fought between small groups and mostly with clubs,
sticks, rocks, and occasionally arrows and spears once the Elwists
confiscated and stowed away any sophisticated weapons they found
the Humans using.

******

Jade and Kendis got back to the base camp,
towing the seven wriggling men that were at the weapon site, and
dropped them into the temporary prison compound - not quite as
gently as the Elwists had.

There were now twenty prisoners in there,
and it was beginning to get crowded. The camp wasn’t set up to hold
prisoners for an extended stay - they were only supposed to be
there for a matter of hours - so the space wasn’t roomy. Later in
the day, Continental Law was sending aircraft to start bringing
them in.

They landed and went into the tent that Alex
was using as his “war room.” Granted, what was going on now wasn’t
an all-out war, but it was still the most significant conflict in
centuries.

“The Elwists are up the slope,” said Alex.
“They have a campsite in the other clearing you saw from the air.”
He shook his head. “They’re determined to win this without
bloodshed, but I have doubts as to whether that’s entirely
possible. They’re trying to convince the men to lay down their
weapons and come in peacefully, but most of these guys act as if
they’re fighting for their beloved king or something.”

He snorted in disgust. “I don’t know what
Montford was paying them or told them, or what hold he has on them,
but whatever it is, it’s not worth it. Mom found out that Cont Law
has been trying to pin him down for years but could never get
anything specific. He was into a lot of shady dealings, including
the procurement of those weapons they’re using, though they don’t
believe most of the people fighting here know about his illicit
activities.”

He looked hesitantly at his sister. “Jade…
did he…” he trailed off. It was a question he didn’t know how to
ask. This was his little sister, and he was afraid of what he’d
hear.

“No.” She shook her head emphatically. “Not
that he didn’t try.” She smiled without humor. “I have Ro to thank
for him not trying right away. Her fire hit him in exactly the
right place to hold him off for a few days.”

She frowned. “He force-scanned me on the
street. I wasn’t expecting anything like that, so my shields were
less than solid, and, of course, I went out with my usual side
effects from that, but I wouldn’t have been out for two days just
from that. I suspect he gave me some type of knockout drug too.
Although I never saw one, there had to be a Healer there;
otherwise, Montford wouldn’t have healed that fast.” She shook her
head, unable to envision what kind of Healer would work for such a
malevolent man.

She thought of what he might have done to
her while she was unconscious if he hadn’t been incapacitated, and
she shuddered with disgust. Then, she thought about what she’d felt
from him. No, he would have waited for me to awaken. He’d
have wanted me to be aware of what he was doing. It
was a part of his way of controlling his victims, making them
terrified of him.

Binding her to that bed wasn’t just a way to
keep her from flying away. He could have done that without chaining
her to a bed. It was another of his ways of trying to intimidate
her, letting her know what he was going to do to her.

Thinking about what could’ve happened, she
hid another shudder. Ugh! Even if he’d accomplished what
he wanted, he would’ve discovered that I don’t intimidate well. I
wouldn’t have been terrified of him, just mad as hell. I would have
made him wish he was dead as soon as I got the chance. He doesn’t
know how lucky he is that it never got that far!

She didn’t voice any of this but Alex shot
her a quick glance and she wondered if some of her thoughts
might’ve leaked. She sighed. Probably, darn it! I’ve got to work
on that more. And I will… as soon as I can get time. And time
had become something hard for her to come by lately. She shrugged
and turned to Kendis.

His eyes were glowing brighter. “Two days!
I’ll bet the idiotic asshole shot you with the same tranq gun he
used to shoot Ro.” His brow lowered and his face pulled tight. “I
should go back to Fifty and drag his filthy ass out of stasis and
rip him apart. He could have killed you with that. He could have
killed you both.” Kendis pulled her into his arms, his soul chilled
at the thought of losing her.

Jade leaned her head against his chest. She
felt his anger. His heart hurt at what Montford did and tried to do
to her. She knew Kendis would’ve killed him if she hadn’t
stopped him, and when she thought of S’tella, she wondered if,
perhaps, she should have just let him. However, she had the feeling
that was not the way to go.

“I believe he gave me a sedative, but
Kendis, love, let it go. I’m still here, and he will be punished
for what he’s done.” She gazed up at him. “We need to concentrate
now on getting his men to stop fighting.” S’tella had said with the
telepathy suppressor gone, they could win the day, not that
they would. They were going to have to find the way to succeed.

Kendis blew out a breath and nodded. “You’re
right.” He and Jade took seats across from Alex at the map-covered
table.

“At least we know where they all are now,”
said Alex, looking at the map. He heaved a sigh. “I wish I knew why
they’re continuing to fight, though. They know Montford has
been detained because we told them, hoping it would encourage them
to give up.”

Jade considered. “Maybe they don’t believe
you, Alex, and I can think of another reason why. They know they’ve
committed serious infractions, and may think they can fight their
way out of here and lose themselves in some distant village, or on
one of the river islands.”

She remembered seeing Charles, the guard,
sitting battered and despondent in the holding area. “I think we
should question some of the prisoners. You have one in there I saw
at the chateau.”

Kendis nodded. He remembered the guard too.
“Let’s go talk to Charles.”

He looked at Jade and saw her eyes were
beginning to clear, the color receding back to just her pupils, her
whites showing again.

“How do my eyes look?” he asked.

She smiled. “Clearing up, love.”

Alex eyeballed them, scrutinizing what they
were wearing. “We’ll go question him, but Jade, I think you need to
put on more clothing, and Kendis, a good wind will blow those rags
right off. Your pack is in the corner, there.”

Kendis had left the pack with Alex before he
and Eagle flew ahead to the chateau. He had felt his link to Jade
and refused to wait to get her out. If Eagle hadn’t volunteered to
fly him, he would have gone alone - on foot.

“I didn’t know how long this would last, so
I brought a couple of extra shirts and pants with me,” said Alex.
“They’ll probably fit you, Kendis, if you didn’t bring a change,
though the pants will be short. However, anything I have will be
much too large for you, Jade.”

Jade had to smile. She had forgotten that
all she was wearing was her underwear. “Hmm, let me see one of the
shirts, Alex, I can probably use it.”

Alex pulled open his pack and tossed her a
shirt.

Kendis reached into his pack, and brought
out a green tee and gray sweat pants. He pulled his boots off and
began stripping out of his tattered clothing.

Jade noted he was wearing green underwear
and smiled. His favorite color. She admired how he looked in just
his underwear - until she noticed Alex grinning at her, whereupon
she blushed and pulled the shirt over her head.

It hung off her shoulders but went almost to
her knees, looking like a short tunic on her. She wasn’t a fan of
black but didn’t have a choice because Alex only wore black
clothing. She would have tried one of Kendis’ shirts, but his were
even bigger than Alex’s. She had no shoes, but the terrain was
mostly clear of sharp stones, just grass and bare ground.

They headed for the holding area.

“Hey, Charles,” called Alex as they
approached. “We want to talk to you.”

The man was still sitting slumped against
the wall with his head down. He slowly raised it and looked in
their direction. His eyes were red and his clothing battered, but
he looked pretty much intact.

“I see he managed to get out of the chateau
without too much damage,” Jade remarked.

Alex shook his head. “Oh, he had damage, all
right. I don’t know in what capacity he worked for Montford, but
the guy’s a hero. One of the Elwists spotted him running in and out
of the burning chateau, helping people get out, carrying them when
they couldn’t walk. The Elwist landed and called for help. Turned
out they were servants trapped in the house when it blew. The big
guy had broken through a wall to get them out, and the Elwists took
them to safety. Some were injured, but by some miracle, none were
killed. Charles was dazed and stumbled down the slope for a ways
before he passed out.”

Alex looked at them diffidently. “The two
Healers were busy, so I Healed him. I manifested Healer esa three
days ago, so I’m not good at it yet. I’ll have one of them check
him when they get back; he still needs an experienced Healer to
examine him, but he’ll live.”

Jade looked at her brother with respect.
A Healer! With the esa of in-sight, which he manifested when
he was twelve, he’d be a full-blown one, too, unlike Kendis, who
didn’t have in-sight. For Kendis, Healing was a minor esa, though
it was a strong one that lately had gotten even stronger. “That’s
great, Alex. Now, if Ro burns herself before she learns to control
her fire, you can heal her.”

Alex looked at her obliquely, not sure if
she was teasing him. He produced a faint smile. “Let’s hope I can
get some training first. I don’t know how to block pain yet, so he
was unhappy the whole time I was healing him.”

Yeesh. Her smile faded. Well, at
least the guy is alive.

She turned to the pen, where Charles was
staring at them puzzled.

He climbed to his feet and came over to the
force shield. The guy was big. He was tall, over seven feet,
with broad shoulders and muscular arms.

“What do you want?” he asked in a low,
hoarse voice. “Who are you?”

Jade realized he hadn’t seen them at the
chateau. “I’m Jade, this is Kendis, and you’ve met Alex. We need to
ask you a few questions. Why were you working for Caine
Montford?”

“Why do you care?” he asked, his tone
listless. “It doesn’t matter anymore. He’s dead, and I’m on my way
to Law…” he shrugged. He seemed beaten, despondent.

“Why do you think Montford is dead?” asked
Kendis.

“He sent me up to check the gun, and a blast
threw me across the roof. I blacked out for a few minutes, and when
I came to, I saw the entire east end of the second floor was gone,
and the house was burning. I ran down the stairs, but the door was
blocked, and I couldn’t get in.” He stared bleakly at them. “I knew
no one on that side could still be alive, so I went back up to the
roof and ran down the escape stairs to the servants’ quarters. The
exit door was jammed, so I knocked the wall open and helped them
get out, but I don’t remember much after that until I woke up to
this guy” - he indicated Alex - “healing me.” He shook his head
slowly. His voice turned so soft they almost had to strain to hear.
“You should have let me die.”

Jade raised her eyebrows. She felt a burning
sense of loss from him, and also regret… and shame. She stepped
back from the shield, exchanging looks with Kendis and Alex.

“You want to die because you think
Montford is dead?” said Kendis, incredulously.

Charles stiffened. “No!” He almost growled.
“He was a cruel, sick, insane man! I hated him, and I wish
to all the gods of the universe I’d never met him!” He started to
tremble, then his legs appeared to give out, and he dropped to his
knees, covering his face with his hands. “S’tella and the
children are dead! Why should I live when they’re
dead?” His shoulders shook as he broke into great gulping
sobs.

Alex watched Charles for a moment, feeling a
burst of sympathy for him, then shook his head. He didn’t think
they’d get too much out of him. He turned to Jade. “I have to go
back to the tent. Condor, the Elwist flyer coordinator, needs some
information. Come with me, Kendis. I’ve got a couple of ideas to
pitch to you.”

Kendis nodded, gave Jade a quick kiss,
squeezed her shoulder, and followed Alex.

Jade turned back to Charles and studied him.
She felt her suspicions about who was the father of one of
S’tella’s children were probably correct. She noted he had the same
sandy hair and brown eyes as S’tella’s little boy.

“No, Charles,” she said, her voice quiet.
“The children are not dead. Kendis and I carried them to
safety.”

Charles jerked and went silent. He dropped
his hands from his face and raised his head, looking up at her with
tears streaming from his reddened eyes. “Wha… what did you
say?”

“I said, the children aren’t dead. Kendis
and I took them to a safe place.” She watched to see how he would
react.

Charles struggled to his feet, his eyes
widening as he gaped at Jade. “You’re the one he had in the locked
room! The one… S’tella tended.”

Jade felt his disbelief - mixed with a surge
of hope.

“Please, Miss. Please… tell me it’s
true! I’ll tell you what I know, just, please…tell me they’re
alive!” he cried hoarsely.

She caught his eyes in a steady gaze. “The
children are alive, Charles.” She tucked the wash of empathy she
felt for him away. They needed answers; empathy would have to wait.
“They’re safe. Unfortunately, S’tella isn’t. I ask you again, why
were you working for Montford?”

His shoulders sagged. “S’tella’s gone? Oh,
gods!” he groaned, tears falling. “My fault,” he whispered. “But
you saved the children?”

Jade nodded.

He gulped in a breath and cleared his
throat, wiping his eyes on a ragged sleeve.

“I worked for Caine because when I was
young, I was also stupid.” He hung his head. “And greedy. Caine
said Humans should be the rulers here, not Elwists. For a while, I
believed him when he said the Human council members were just
tokens. I believed him when he said he would build an empire, and
those of us without esas or with weak ones would be respected, able
to stand equal to anybody else. He said he was working on something
that would negate esas altogether, and once it was perfected,
everybody would be the same.”

He grimaced. “As time went by, I learned he
only had a small device that worked for a small area, and he wasn’t
trying to perfect it either. Then I overheard him one day, talking
to one of his associates about how irritated he was because he
couldn’t “get” anything on an Elwist. How he was searching for
something he could “hold” over a council member.

“I started to realize he was a selfish and
cruel man, interested only in running the world his way, for
his pleasure. He… he did terrible things to the women he’d
bring to the chateau. He didn’t think very highly of women. He
thought they were mostly only good for sex. You won’t find any
women up on those slopes. He used people. He’d find
something on them and then blackmail them into doing things for
him.” He dropped his head. “But the deeper I got in with him, the
harder it became to get out.”

She wondered at the flash of shame she got
from him with his last statement, but she had another question.
“So, would you say that the main reason those men on the slopes are
still fighting is that they feel they’re in too deep to get out, or
because they think they’ll be on the winning side when Montford
comes to power?”

Charles shook his head and shrugged. “Well,
a little of both, I guess. Some of them actually believe he was
going to be the next world ruler. Those are the young and stupid
ones. Like I was at that age. The others got mixed up with him
because not only were they young and stupid, they were also greedy.
They believed in him at first, but then, they stayed with him too
long, mostly because they had nowhere else to go, and Caine got
them to either do something criminal for him, or they’re addicted,
like me, and now they’re in too deep.”

He gulped and blew out a shaky breath. “We
all have either weak esas or none. Except for S’tella. She only had
the one esa, but it was strong. She didn’t join him because she
wanted to. He… appropriated her for his collection and never let
her go. He was convinced she was his ticket to finally running the
world, though she kept trying to tell him precog didn’t work that
way.”

Jade felt his pain at saying S’tella’s name
but again, she pushed away the flash of empathy.

“Sorry to have to tell you this, Charles,
but Montford couldn’t perfect the esa nullifying device, and he
didn’t invent it. Somehow, he managed to steal it, along with the
telepathy suppressor. He had them in a large safe hidden in a
secret room. It was booby-trapped, and S’tella knew that, but she
went in to destroy it anyway. These are devices that only Law is
supposed to have, and there are at least two esas the nullifying
device can’t negate: precognition, and one that I have.” Jade
watched the expressions on Charles’ face while she spoke.

“The ones of you who are addicted: what are
you addicted to?” She could feel that whatever it was, it
was at least part of the source of his shame.

Charles shuddered, and his face twisted. He
turned his head away from her and mumbled, “We’re addicted to
him. To Caine.” He stood with his head down.

Jade looked at him in confusion. “Um, what
do you mean addicted to him? How can you be addicted to a
person?”

He gave her a quick look, then turned his
eyes away again. “He had pain/pleasure esa; you know - p&p.
We’re addicted to the pleasure.” His voice was filled with
shame.

She knew Montford had that particular esa,
though it didn’t work on her or Kendis, but she hadn’t known
anybody could get addicted to it. She didn’t want to
embarrass him further by asking questions she could probably get
the answers to later, from Kendis or Alex. Probably, even Ro knew
about it too. She sighed to herself. She knew she’d led a sheltered
life and was naïve about some things. Apparently, this was one of
them.

To Charles, she just said, “Oh.”

She relayed the information of why
Montford’s men might still be fighting to Alex. Perhaps it would be
useful.

Charles raised his perplexed, red-rimmed
eyes. “Why did S’tella go in there when she knew it was
booby-trapped?” Then he slumped and groaned. “I wanted to get her
and the children out. I was trying to think of a way to do that.
Oh, gods! I’m so stupid! If I hadn’t spent so much
time trying to think of a way to get my pleasure fixes and keep
my ass safe…I should have just gotten them out--”

“S’tella said there were no future
strands in which she survived, Charles, and only one in which her
children did, the one where she was killed doing what she did, and
she chose to have them survive. She must have seen where there was
nothing you could do or where nothing you did would work.” Jade
regarded him for a moment, then, out of curiosity, she asked, “Did
Montford know you’re D’arby’s father?”

Charles stared at her, then shock appeared
in his eyes. “Huh? What are you talking about? Both C’eleste
and D’arby are Caine’s children! S’tella would’ve
told me…” then he stopped, thinking.

Hmm, so he hadn’t known either, she
mused. S’tella didn’t tell him.

Jade gave a brief headshake. “Not
necessarily, Charles. She was a precog, and she would have tried to
see the consequences of telling you. Whatever she saw made her
decide not to. We’ll never know what that was.” She did
figure S’tella’s not telling Charles may have had something to do
with his addiction, though she didn’t say that.

“She didn’t tell you, but I think she wanted
you to know someday. She didn’t say you were D’arby’s father, but
she told me only one of her children was Montford’s, and D’arby
looks like you.” Moreover, she’d seen him with S’tella the night
before. She wondered why Charles had never noticed the resemblance.
She didn’t wonder why Montford hadn’t. She figured he seldom saw
the children at all, and he was so arrogant he probably never
thought S’tella would want anyone else. He likely never would have
put two and two together.

She thought she knew the answer but asked
anyway. “Did Montford know you had a relationship with
S’tella?”

Charles dropped his head, and Jade could
feel the shame coming off him again… and regret?

“No.” He sighed heavily. “He never would’ve
thought S’tella and I would… get together. He trusted me. He was
gone a lot, and I was assigned to guard her, in addition to his
other female guests. We… we… got lonely, sometimes, and I… I grew
to love her.”

Jade was puzzled. “What other female
guests? When I was there, the only people in the place, other than
the servants and guards, were Montford, you, and S’tella and her
children.”

“He’d sent all the others away. S’tella was
the only one he kept. He hadn’t brought in any other guests for
over six months until…” he stopped, looking miserably at Jade.

“Until he brought me, huh? And I suppose you
were going to have to guard me, too, once Montford thought he had
me all nice and tamed.” She snorted. “That wasn’t going to happen,
you know. I don’t tame well, and Kendis would have found him and
killed him - and you, if you had gotten in his way. As it
was, I had to stop him from pitching Montford down the
mountainside.”

Charles gasped. “He’s not dead?” His face
was wreathed in agitation. “I thought he was killed in the
explosion!”

“No, he’s in stasis at a Law center being
held for trial. Why, would you rather he’d been killed?”

“Yes! I should have killed him myself for
what he did to S’tella… and… and the others.” He glanced at her,
then quickly looked away. He took a deep breath. “I knew they
weren’t really “guests.” None of them came because they wanted to,
and they were always kept locked up. He would keep them until he
got tired of them, then he’d have them memory-wiped and sent away.
He’s been doing this for years. S’tella is the only one he’s ever
kept.” He hesitated. “I think he was planning to keep you,
though. He said he was going to build you a special room, but he
didn’t say why.”

Jade studied him. Then she lifted off from
the ground, hovered for a moment, looking down at his astonished
face, then landed.

“That’s why, Charles. No doubt, he
had something in mind like, perhaps an aviary, though that wouldn’t
have kept me in for long. I also have other talents.” She changed
the subject. “You said he had his captives wiped before releasing
them. Wiping’s not a common esa, and in Humans, only some Healers
have that particular one. Do you know who did the jobs for
him?”

“Yes, the same one who Healed him and
checked you when he was afraid you were in a coma from that
sedative he gave you. The same one who delivered S’tella’s children
and who Healed her after Caine’s… sessions with her. Yeah, I know
him. I’ll tell you where to find him, and some others you’re going
to want to know about. I just have one request.” He stopped and
took another deep breath. “I want to see D’arby and C’eleste before
you take me to Law.”

Jade regarded him. He’d verified that she
had been given a sedative and that Montford had a Healer in
his pocket. She was sure the information could be gotten from him
by psyscanning, which her mother or Sparrow could do with ease,
even if he objected. She would have to get him to one of them
quickly as she was sure once Montford’s shady associates discovered
he’d been arrested, they would take steps to disappear. And time
was passing. Or she could grant Charles’ request and get the info
faster. It could always be verified later, to ensure he’d been all
the way forthcoming.

“I don’t know if that’s possible, Charles,
but I’ll see what I can do. I’ll be back.” She lifted off and flew
back to the tent.

As Charles watched her go, he could see why
Montford had wanted her. He also knew he was right about Montford
being insane. He had to be out of his mind if he’d actually thought
he’d be able to keep her. He shook his head and sat back
down on the ground to wait.

And he mourned for S’tella, though his heart
was a little less heavy from knowing the children were safe… and
that D’arby was his son.


Chapter Two

A Strategy

​ Jade landed in front of the tent and went in. Alex and
Kendis looked up as she entered.

“Did you decide on a way to get the men to
stop fighting?” she asked.

Alex gave a negative headshake. “Well, from
what you’ve told us, we figure a lot of them, maybe most of them,
won’t surrender. We’ve come up with a plan to drive them down so
they can be taken into custody - we hope without a lot of
bloodshed.”

Kendis added, “It’s going to involve all the
flyers and lifters, and the firestarters, Jade, and that means us,
too. Once we get them down, the Elwist will immobilize them in
stasis.”

They explained the plan. Jade listened and
nodded. She thought it would work. She told them about Charles’
request and his promise to give them all the information he had on
Montford. “We need to move fast, though. I’m sure once it’s learned
Montford has been turned over to Law, some people are going to try
their best to disappear. First, I’m going to ask Mom if it’s okay
to do this. Maybe it’s illegal or something, but if not, then we
need to record his statement.” She looked around the tent. “Do you
have a recording device here?

“Yes, I brought one. I wouldn’t have, but
Sparrow insisted that I might need it.” He gave a short laugh. “I
should have known. Sparrow must have seen something in one of the
strands. Well, it’ll record both sound and images, and it’ll also
record mental images. Go ahead and call Mom; I’ll get the
recorder.”

<Mom, can you talk?> sent Jade.

She answered right away. <Yes, dear, I’m
still at the hospital with Ro and her parents. Is there something I
can help you with?>

Jade explained about Charles and his request
to see the children once more before being turned in, and the
necessity of moving quickly. <He can give us names, Mom, and
give them to us now. It may give us a head start on getting some of
these people before they scatter.>

Maggie was quiet for a moment. Then she
sent, <Go ahead, I’ll clear it with Law. Get back to me as soon
as you’re done.>

<Thanks, Mom. Give Ro my love.> She
turned to Alex, who was walking up with the recorder. “Mom says
it’s okay. Is there some way to secure Charles in an area by
himself? If so, let’s get him out of the holding pen. We can take
his statement after we’ve rounded up Montford’s men.”

Alex nodded. “Yes, I can set up a small area
near the tent. Let’s go get him.”

They headed back to the pen. Charles was
still sitting on the ground, waiting. He looked at them, a gleam of
hope in his eyes, as they walked up. He climbed to his feet as Alex
gave a mental command opening the shield in front of him, and he
stepped through.

Several of the other men inside started over
to them, stopping when the opening closed.

“Hey!” one of them yelled. “Where are you
taking him? When will we get out of here?”

Kendis ignored them and immobilized Charles,
just in case he got any ideas.

Alex stared at the man who’d spoken and said
politely, “We are moving him to a different holding area. This one
is getting too crowded. We will feed you, and then you’ll be taken
to the authorities.” He eyed the other men. “Any more
questions?”

A young man came over to the edge of the
shield. “What’s gonna happen ta us? Will we be wiped like Strader
here says?” He pointed to the first man who’d spoken.

Jade gazed at him. He didn’t look any older
than her eighteen years. She wondered how in the name of Earth he’d
allowed himself to get mixed up with someone like Montford. How had
he proven himself mature enough to leave home at fourteen? Even
now, he didn’t seem responsible enough to be out on his own.

She shrugged. “That’s not up to us. That’s
up to Law. But I imagine it depends on what you’ve done.” She
studied him. “Why were you working for Montford?”

The young man stared at her, and drew
himself up taller. “He was gonna sit things right in this world.
Make it so’s we all more equal. Fix it so’s we ain’t bein’ ruled by
Elwists no more. He said we Humans is ‘sposed to be th’ rulers here
and not jus’ tokens like th’ Humans on th’ rulin’ council.
Ever’body knows that Elwist on there’s th’ real ruler.” He
looked at her defiantly.

Jade stared at him. She was starting to feel
something from him. He was afraid. “You’re from Nine, aren’t you.”
At his nod, she continued, “What is your name?”

“Earl.”

“Well, Earl, my name is Jade, and I know the
Humans on the ruling council. I can assure you that they’re
not tokens.” She smiled briefly. “And the Elwist on the
council, Sparrow, is very nice, and it is the least
likely person on the planet to do you harm. It would never
have you on some mountainside trying to kill people who came to
rescue someone from a kidnapper.”

He definitely wasn’t mature enough to be
away from home. She wondered if he had some type of developmental
delay issue. Maybe they all did if they felt the same as Earl.

She turned to leave with Alex, and Kendis,
who was towing Charles along like a large, man-shaped balloon.

“Hey! Whadda ya talkin’ ‘bout? Who was
kidnapped?” shouted Earl.

She stopped and turned back. “I was
kidnapped by your great leader, Caine Montford. He wanted me for
his “special” collection.”

She projected the images of what Montford
had done to her and what he’d tried to do to her, starting
with his kidnapping her from the street to his final attempted
assault when she’d kicked him, showing him in all his naked glory.
She projected it to all the men in the pen, hearing gasps from Earl
and several others. Then she lifted off and flew to catch up to
Alex and Kendis. She was angry. Not with Earl or the other young
men in the holding pen because they had known nothing about the
kidnapping, or it seems, about the extent of the organization they
were a part of. She was incensed at Montford. He had warped these
young people with his lies.

She caught up as Kendis set Charles down in
a spot beside the tent. Alex released him and activated the shield
making up the holding cell.

Charles looked at Kendis, and smiled thinly.
“You didn’t have to do that, you know. I’m not going anywhere.
Unlike Earl back there, I know I’ll be wiped. I don’t care.
I deserve it.” He looked at Jade with respect. He’d caught her
projection too, and got a certain amount of satisfaction out of
seeing Montford getting his ass kicked by a woman. However, he was
only interested in knowing the answer to one question. “Well, do I
get to see the children or not?”

Jade nodded. “Yes. There’s something else we
have to do first. You can either wait until we come back, or you
can give your information to Alex. He’s staying here. He’s my
brother, and he’ll take your statement and record it. I’ve asked my
mother, and she’s authorized us to take you to see the children. I
promise you, we will go as soon as Kendis and I return.”

He frowned. “Your mother? What does your
mother have to do with anything?”

Jade stared at him. Then it occurred to her
that he didn’t know who her mother was, either, just as Montford
hadn’t. Oh, well. “My mother is Councilwoman Maggie Lowry. She has
a lot to do with everything.”

He gaped at her. “You’re the council woman’s
daughter? And Caine kidnapped you?” He shook his
head. “I knew he was getting more and more wobbly lately, but I
didn’t think he was that crazy, yet.” He stood there for a
moment, hesitating. “Can I have a chair?” he finally asked,
mildly.

Alex went into the tent and came back with
one of the camp chairs and the recorder. He opened the shield and
handed Charles the chair, then closed the shield back up.

“You and Kendis better take off, Jade.
They’ve already started. You need to go pick up one of the Elwist
firestarters. Someone - Eagle and Owl, I think - already picked up
Louis. Someone else is on the way to get Hester. I’m just praying
that we manage to do this without burning the entire forest down or
burning anyone up. Most of the trees are quana trees, so
they won’t burn as well as the Earth variety, but in some areas,
there’s a mixture. I’ll use my new esa of - whatever it is - to try
and help keep it contained, and there are some Elwists out there
who can handle water. Good luck.” He didn’t know what to call the
new esa yet, but it allowed him to see and scatter the atoms and
molecules of fire, thus snuffing it out. It was coming in
handy.

Jade gave him a hug, and Kendis clapped him
on the shoulder, then they clasped hands and took off toward the
slope.

She headed to where the Elwist firestarter
waited, and sent to it. <Hello below! Your ride is here, what’s
your name? I’m Jade, my lifter is Kendis.>

The Elwist looked up in surprise. <You’re
Human? I didn’t know there were Human flyers! My name is
Flamingo, and I’m ready!> it sent enthusiastically.

Kendis lifted it up, and he and Jade stared
at it, trying to keep their mouths from falling open. It had on
what appeared to be a gold knit tunic top with quarter length
sleeves and an asymmetrical hem, and black sequined pants that were
tucked into its gold, high-heeled boots with little shiny, black
sequined stars on the toes. It had the most colors they’d ever seen
in an Elwist’s crest: from brilliant red down to the deepest blue.
Its skin color, instead of being the usual silvery gray, was an
interesting shade of lavender. They had never seen an Elwist that
looked like that one. It was young, probably not any older than
Kendis, which meant it was a predult.

Jade was intrigued. Not many of those
around. She’d only ever met a couple before, when she and
Tally were working in the mountains. There were none in the outside
camp, yet.

Kendis lifted it up, and it eyeballed the
both of them, raising a feathery, purple eyebrow. <Oh! You poor
things! Where ever in the world did you get those
clothes? I see you two are seriously in need of
style help! Well, let’s get this done and over, and Flamingo
will be glad to give you some advice on that!>

Kendis and Jade peered at each other,
grinning. They liked it already. And it sure was refreshing to meet
such a young Elwist. Up until then, the youngest ones they’d been
around on a regular basis were Eagle and Owl, their teachers, and
even though they were relatively young, they still were adults in
their thirties. It was going to be interesting to interact with an
Elwist their own age.

They flew on to their assigned area, and
Jade and Kendis hovered while Flamingo started slinging its fire.
To their delight, it threw its head back, flung its arms out
dramatically, and started singing - a Bolo song. At full
volume.

It was doing a great job on the song, too,
and it was all Jade could do not to go tumbling with glee. She had
never heard an Elwist sing a Bolo song. She didn’t know any
of them had ever paid any attention to those particular Human
singers. Elwists had been heard singing Human songs before,
but it was always something classical, or since they had unusual
vocal cords which they could use to make many different types of
sounds, they simply used their voices as musical instruments. What
Flamingo was doing was surprising, and quite different. And
dynamically delightful.

Kendis laughed and yelled, “Woohooo! Go
Flamingo!”

It was obvious Flamingo was enjoying itself.
Jade knew it wasn’t necessary for firestarters to move their arms
to send their fire, but it sure looked more flamboyant that
way. And Flamingo was positively flaming. In more ways than
one.

She looked down and saw it was also precise.
It may have seemed as if it was just flinging fire
indiscriminately, but Jade could see their assigned area was the
only thing it was lighting up.

She caught sight of tiny figures running
through a clearing downslope from the fire. Some were
mind-screaming in abject terror. They sounded farther away than
they actually were, which told her their telepathy was well below
average. They wouldn’t have been able to send to anyone more than a
few yards away.

She took Kendis and Flamingo farther down
the slope. She glanced back and saw the fire behind them was
beginning to die already and knew Alex and the water handling
Elwists were on the job. She knew they weren’t going to be able to
stop all of the burning, but maybe it would be contained.

She glanced around to see if she could spot
any Earth-type trees, and through the clouds of smoke, saw what
appeared to be a stretch containing some type of pines.

Uh-oh. If the fire hits those, there
could be problems. <Flamingo! Try to avoid those pine trees
if you can!> she sent.

Flamingo cut its fire before it hit the
pines. <Whew! Thanks, Jade! Didn’t see them. That would’ve been
a major oopsy!>

Jade chuckled. She’d never heard an Elwist
say “oopsy.”

She kept watch on the strand of pines to
ensure none of them caught fire from the quanas. She also
sent a warning to Alex to keep an eye out.

<Someone has fallen and is not getting
up! The fire is going to roll right over him,> sent Kendis.
<I’ll get him, but I can barely see him through this smoke. Take
us down closer.>

Jade dropped down and saw a limp body
dressed in camouflage - the uniform Montford’s men were wearing -
lifting from the ground as Kendis picked him up. He brought him
near, and they could see the man starting to stir. They saw him
look around, realize he was resting on nothing, and begin to flail
about.

<Stop wiggling!> admonished Jade,
<or you may be dropped. We’ll set you down in a minute.>

The man stopped and looked up at them. His
eyes were so wide they could see the whites all around.

Jade hated frightening people, even if they
were the enemy. So she sent, in soothing tones, using her mother’s
voice, <You will not be harmed. You were in the path of the
fire, and this was the only way to save you. Stay calm.>

Kendis checked to see where the group was
that was rounding up the men. He started moving the man in that
direction, judging he could reach that far without them having to
move closer. He sent a warning to their camp and watched as one of
the Elwists loped over to where he’d set the man down, picked him
up, and carried him over to an area where they were holding
prisoners.

He turned back to look for more fallen men,
his eyes flashing in the early afternoon sunlight.

All of Montford’s men were running away from
the fire now, so the firestarters stopped flinging fire but stayed
on alert just in case. Jade cast out, looking for strays.

Finding none, she moved them farther
downslope. They worked in this fashion into midafternoon, finding
two more men to rescue.

Jade was getting hungry and looked down to
see some type of vehicle - it appeared to be a hover-cart - moving
slowly up a winding, narrow path toward the base camp.

<Food!> she cried. She did a quick
scan, didn’t see any more strays, and sent, <Kendis, Flamingo,
I’m starving! I’m going to have to take a break, or we’re
going to find ourselves walking!>

<‘Kay by me, love,> sent Kendis.

<Say that for me, too, people!> added
Flamingo. It sounded weary.

Jade turned and headed for the camp, warning
Alex she was coming in. She saw two other teams breaking away to
follow them in. She neared the camp, and the force shield flickered
to allow her in. She landed them near the tent.

******

“Woooweee!” sang Flamingo in a contralto
voice, “That was a real workout, honey!” it said to Jade.
“You’re good with the flying, and such a tiny little
thing too.”

It looked down at her from its approximately
eleven-foot height, one hand on its hip. Its high-heeled boots, in
addition to its foot-high multicolored crest, made it appear much
taller.

It peered at Kendis. “Oooo, and Kendis!” It
batted its long, deep purple eyelashes and smiled coyly. “You are
sooo strong, honey! I just love that in a man. Come
on, you two need to eat, and so do I.” It strutted over to where
the cart was entering the camp, piled high with food boxes.

Jade and Kendis turned and looked at each
other, trying to keep a straight face until it was out of earshot.
Then they started laughing their toes off.

Alex poked his head out the tent and turned
to watch Flamingo heading for the cart. He grinned. “I see you’ve
met Flamingo.”

Jade wiped her eyes, trying to get her
giggles under control. “Wh… where… hee, hee… where did it
come from?” she finally managed to say.

“It was born in the 8th Elwist
enclave but has been spending some time at the 2nd. I
met it one day when I was looking up something in the archives.”
His eyes twinkled. “It was watching an ancient Human holo - well,
they were called movies back then - a tale that it said was called
“The Bird Cage.” Apparently, it has watched - and acquired - a lot
of such holos. It also likes to hang out at certain types of Human
nightclubs where it says it fits right in.”

He asked, with another grin, “Did it sing
while it was throwing fire?”

They nodded, still trying to quiet their
chuckles.

Kendis grinned. “Yeah, a Bolo tune,
at that.”

“Yep, it likes Bolo, but you should
hear it sing some of the old songs it found in the archives. It has
a particular liking for the songs of a group called Queen.
It sings at the clubs, you know. Lucky for it, most of them have
high ceilings.”

Jade remembered Charles and sobered. “Did
you get any information from Charles?”

Alex’s grin died, too. “Yes, and I’ve
relayed it to Mom. She’s informed Law, and they’ve already started
making arrests. I was just going to get some lunch for myself and
bring some back for Charles.” He started for the cart. Jade and
Kendis followed.

They got there just as the cart crew began
pulling meals out and taking them over to the holding area to
distribute to the detainees.

Alex stopped to give the crew chief the code
to make an opening in the shield large enough to push the food
packs through. He got food packs for himself and Charles, while
Kendis picked up a bunch for himself and Jade.

They were really hungry. There was
plenty of food, though. Whoever prepared it must have been advised
that a large amount would be needed.

Alex told them that some of the prisoners
had already been transported to the Law Center, where they’d be
placed in stasis, but he surmised that most of the fighters on the
slopes would not incur that great a punishment.

His face went sour. “They’re all young,
Jade. They have weak or no esas, and they’ve been led to believe or
brainwashed into believing that Montford is a great Human leader
who will make the world a better place - at least for them. They
believe he has a device for nullifying esas that he calls the
Equalizer because it would make everyone the same in terms
of esa.”

Basically, it was the story they’d gotten
from Charles. When asked why there were no females in their ranks,
they said Montford didn’t allow any because it would be too big a
distraction for them, and besides, women weren’t strong enough to
fight.

At hearing that, Jade raised an eyebrow,
shook her head, and smiled.

The men had expressed bewilderment and
disbelief, and some felt a sense of betrayal at being told - and
shown - that Montford was a kidnapper and would-be rapist. And had
gotten his ass kicked by a woman.

They reached the tent, and Alex moved two
folding tables outside so Flamingo could join them for lunch. Jade
went to give Charles his food. She was almost certain that he would
be one of the ones to be wiped. He had performed too many shady and
underhanded jobs for Montford and had condoned, or at least
pretended not to see, too many of Montford’s criminal actions,
especially when it came to the “special” collections.

She pushed his food pack in to him, telling
him she’d be back after she ate. She was still getting feelings of
regret, grief, and shame from him.

Alex and Flamingo finished their meals, then
watched with fascination as Jade and Kendis went through box after
box of the field-ration-like food. Jade ate five, and Kendis
polished off nine of the things. They sat back after they finished,
and smiled with satisfaction. They had expended a lot of
energy.

Flamingo shook its head. “I swear, I’ve
never seen anything like that!”

It was sitting in a big, Elwist-sized camp
chair with its legs crossed, swinging one gold booted foot. It
wiped its lips daintily.

“You two can sure pack away the food. You
can out-eat me with your small selves!” It eyed Jade. “Girl,
I have never seen a Human fly! Where have you been
hiding? Say, can you dance? All the Elwist flyers can - when
you can get them to. I’ve been trying to get one to
join my act, but for some reason, they aren’t interested. If
you can dance, and you’re interested, boy do I have a gig for
you. But, honey, you’ve got to get a better
wardrobe! That thing you’re wearing looks like one of Alex’s old
shirts!”

It leaned forward, peering down at her. “Oh,
it is one of Alex’s old shirts! Well, that just won’t
do. When we get out of here, you’ve got to let me
take you shopping.” It gazed at her head. “And we’ve got to
do something about that hair!”

Jade grinned, unable to get a word in
edgewise. But she would love to go shopping with Flamingo. She knew
it would be an interesting experience.

A large air-bus went over, heading for the
Elwists camp. Jade checked to see if any of Montford’s men were
still on the slopes.

There weren’t. The Elwist and the Human
contingent from Law, and the Dogs, had them all rounded up, and
most were already in temp stasis. The air-bus was there to pick
more of them up to take to Law. Other aircraft were on the way to
pick up the rest. The ones Alex had in the holding pen would be
picked up as soon as transports arrived there.

It was time to fulfill her promise to
Charles.

******

Childhood’s End School lesson: Where Our
Meats Come From

The people of Boucher’s world are omnivores, and
most of us eat meat. However, the meat we eat comes from cloned
animal parts. None of the farm animals themselves are ever
slaughtered. They are fed and well taken care of, housed very
comfortably by the farmers that keep them until they succumb from
natural causes. They are more like pets. The animals can be
communicated with the same as most animals on this world.

This was discovered centuries ago during the Change,
and because they have feelings and emotions that they broadcast,
most people are unable to kill or eat them anymore. The Elwists
made this same discovery thousands of years ago, and the animals
they’d brought with them to this world were only for cloning. They
long ago learned how to clone the parts of any animal, using cells
to get just that side of stiaaad they like, or the
laiuaum strips from the fish used to make suaava.

Elwists tolerated Humans eating live animals during
the Turmoils because there hadn’t been any choice. They tried
setting cloned parts out for Humans to find but discovered most
wouldn’t eat them, even if they were literally starving. So, they
had to leave living animals around.

After the Change, Humans gladly adopted the Elwists
cloning technology, and they, too, no longer accepted the
consumption of the original animal.


Chapter Three

Going Home

​ Kendis kept Charles immobilized as Jade flew them to
Fifty.

Charles stared when they told him how they would be
traveling. Then he shrugged. He just wanted to see the children and
didn’t care how they got him there.

His tan uniform was torn and bloody from him
being blown across the roof and singed from the fire at the
chateau, so Kendis donated one of his tees and sweat pants, which
were tight on him but had some stretch and were better than what he
had on.

Flamingo rummaged through its pack before
they left, tsking and fussing the whole time about how a pretty
girl like Jade needed to be more mindful of what she wore and how
it couldn’t let her just fly off with that awful black shirt
flapping in the breeze like that.

It was aggravated because it didn’t have
anything in its pack she could wear, but it did find a large, very
colorful scarf - red - that it wrapped and tied over her
shirt/tunic, transforming it into what it deemed “the best I can do
with what I’ve got, but, honey, it dresses that shirt
up!” It had elicited a promise from her to look it up
when she got back to Twelve so it could take her shopping “and do
something else with your hair - anything!”

Kendis looked at them, his eyes dancing with
laughter. They both found that the longer they knew Flamingo, the
more they liked the young Elwist.

Jade landed them directly in front of the
Center for Stray Children. They walked into the shelter with
Charles in tow and were directed to a private visiting room to wait
for the children.

<Jade?> It was Maggie. She sounded
faint, as if she were far away.

Jade suddenly remembered that she was
- half the continent away - and answered her immediately, which
boosted the link. She was really pleased she could do that now. Up
until recently, she couldn’t even keep a link up twenty miles away,
let alone that far, and had to have Tally or Alex help her. Her
strength and her control had increased immensely.

<Yes, Mom, I’m here.>

<When will you and Kendis return? Will
Alex come with you?>

<We’re at the Children’s Center right
now, and as soon as Charles finishes visiting the children, we’ll
turn him over to Law and come back to the center to pick them up.
It’s getting late, but we want to start for home anyway. We’ll take
the train in. There’s a direct one from here to Twelve. Alex is
still in the mountains, and he’ll stay there until the last of the
prisoners are removed, plus he wants to make sure all the fires are
out. He’ll probably be there for at least another day.>

<Okay, dear. I just wanted to tell you I
love you - and be careful. If the children need anything, get it
and put it on my credit.> She gave Jade a code to use, then they
broke the link.

It had been a very long day. Jade was
tired, and she needed a bath, but she didn’t want to travel all the
way home in her “make do” clothes. She was going to find a clothing
store and buy a tunic and pants, and definitely some shoes
to wear on the train.

The door to the room opened, and the
children were shepherded in by a woman who could have been Healer
Cybil’s sister with her short stature, white, pulled back hair, and
glasses perched on her nose. Five-year-old C’eleste was holding
two-year-old D’arby’s hand tightly, and their eyes were wide and
fearful. Neither was smiling - until they saw Charles.

“Uncle Charlie!” squealed C’eleste, her face
lighting up in a delighted grin, and she dragged her now giggling
little brother with her as she ran to him.

C’eleste jumped into his lap, and D’arby,
who wasn’t quite big enough to jump that high, scrambled to climb
up his leg. Charles reached down and gently lifted him up into his
lap with C’eleste. He enfolded them both into his big arms, and
Jade could see the tears slipping down his face as he fought to
keep from sobbing.

“Why’re you crying, Uncle Charlie?” asked
C’eleste as she pulled back to look at
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