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Deep in thought, Keeper Sonja hurried to her meeting with Elemental Sedia through the narrow and dim back passage that joined the main corridor two turns later in the Keepers of Knowledge complex.

She added to the mental list she was preparing that the vines were faster growing than calculated, and puzzled over why, as she turned the corner into the corridor that housed the nursery and keepers’ children.

The light tubes on the ceiling cast an eerie yellow glow on the smooth rock walls, making it difficult to focus any distance down the passage. It also made Sonja feel the weight of the mountain above the complex press down on her shoulders and, once again, she wondered why humans chose to live and work in the alien cut tunnels and rooms under the mountain.

It took Sonja five heart beats to realise there was nothing normal about the thick cloud of dark grey smoke that oozed under the lintel of the nursery doorway and rose to hover against the ceiling, changing the colour of the lights.

“Fire!” She squinted as she peered down the corridor but saw neither human keepers nor Jlaantei guards. She hoped someone heard her shout.

Stopping at the doorway to the nursery, Sonja looked into the room. A female crawled through an inner doorway of the nursery towards her. The name of the keeper escaped her memory, but more than once Sonja had seen her in the eatery and thought her pleasant enough. Now, she was hardly recognisable. Her face was swollen and red. Her hair was singed stubble. Her braced forearms held her head and chest off the cold tiled floor, but both blackened hands had fluid weeping from pale spots, which looked like burst blisters in the yellowish glow. Where her clothes had burnt away, patches of blackened skin showed. Her mouth hung open to suck in a lungful of clear air before she coughed as she breathed out. She repeated the action as she turned her head and made eye contact with Sonja.

“Fire! I need a healer now!” Sonja did not wait to see if any of the guards normally stationed throughout the complex corridors heard her. Instead, she crouched to avoid breathing in the smoke and eased into the room.

Although Sonja had lived through many fires in her village as a child, with a river on one side and the ocean on another supplying water to escape the flames, she was unsure of what she could do now. She needed water, but was unaware of any large body of water inside the cave system other than the bathing room and the small refillable tank in her lab. Not that she had seen much of the complex since she moved in permanently a year ago. She shook her head because she had not bothered to venture anywhere except from her assigned laboratory to her sleeping quarters, the bathing room and the eatery.

She puzzled over how anything in the cave system would burn, if the smoke was even from a fire. All the furniture she had seen so far in the complex was made of wood or reeds so it had to be furniture burning, unless it was one of the alien machines made of metals that caught fire. But why would there be a machine in the nursery area? 

Sonja reached the burnt keeper but did not touch her. “Hold on,” Sonja told the woman. “Help is coming.”

“The babies.”

“What?” Sonja leant closer to hear her whisper, and even though Sonja had a tight block over her empathy, waves of pain and fear still bombarded her.

“The babies. Need to get the babies out...”

Sonja looked through the far doorway. More smoke billowed under that lintel before it continued through the room on its way to the corridor. If the air near the floor remained clear of smoke Sonja should be able to search for the babies. “Wait here while I look for babies.”

Already on her knees, Sonja crawled through the opening, thankful for the padding of her trousers under her keeper robe protecting her knees from the cold hard tiles. Once in the hall, she heard a baby cry.

Crawling towards the sound, she reached the source of the smoke.

Through the open doorway, she saw the blackened tiles on the bottom three feet of the walls. A small blackened body smouldered on the floor, past help. Another blackened lump behind the first also smoked, releasing more of the stench of burning flesh into the air. Sonja realised it could only be another toddler. The remains of a wooden toy cart, which included a blackened wheel with a metal rod still attached, lay discarded against the left wall. Furniture smouldered but there were no flames adding to the heat. She felt sick when she realised two of the smouldering piles of ash had been cots and the babies were still young enough to sleep in cots.

She could not guess what the third pile of ash had been, but silently prayed it was not a cot with a baby sleeping in it before it caught fire. Two dead babies were enough.

The overwhelming heat burnt a path to her lungs each breath she took. She coughed, before she finally remembered her habit of leaving her lab mask around her neck. As soon as she pulled the fine weave of the mask over her nose and mouth, the heat eased, but did not stop the smell of burnt flesh.

There was no doubt in her mind. One of the toddlers had a fire talent. The uncontrolled force of the flame spread from the dead toddler outwards to hit the walls, leaving them blackened. The furniture must have burst into flames from the blast, causing the smoke to billow out of the room towards the corridor. The previous gene engineer must have created them. Or they could have been born naturally in one of the villages and moved to the complex when their talent was discovered. Either way, the toddler had been too strong to leave unattended.

She felt a flush of anger rise and forced it down. Later she could ask questions, but now there were other babies to rescue.

She continued along the hall towards the sounds of the crying baby and was relieved to feel fresh cool air on her face. The flow of air pumping through the complex pushed the hot smoky air towards the corridor outside the nursery. She coughed to clear the heat and smoke from her lungs and stopped in front of the next doorway. The crying baby clung to the side of her cot and watched the door. Two other babies slept in the next two cots. Smoke hung against the ceiling but the air was clear in the bottom half of the room.

She entered and stood to pull her robe over her head and inhaled a lung full of acrid smoke when she accidentally bumped her mask away from her mouth and nose.

Coughing again to remove the smoke, she crouched closer to the floor before resetting the mask. At least she was thankful she had not acclimatised to the cold mountain air and still wore shirt and trousers under her robe.  

After tying the sleeves of the robe around her waist, she knotted a loop in the hem and slipped her head through. Between coughs to clear her lungs that clogged the fine weave of the mask, she grabbed the first sleeping baby and placed it in the makeshift sling. Taking care not to wake the second sleeping baby, she placed it beside the first, facing the opposite direction. The improvised sling was secure enough to carry them out of the area and left her hands free for the third baby.

She held the crying baby close to her chest as she moved back into the hall. It was difficult to crawl because the sleeping babies in the sling dragged along the floor. Instead, she edged forward on her knees, while she kept one arm around the crying baby and used the other to help support the sling.

When Sonja made it back to the first room, two women in keeper robes eased the burnt keeper onto a portable stretcher. She pulled down her mask before she spoke. “I have three -”

“How many more are still alive?” The keeper interrupted when she saw Sonja enter the room. She wore two bands on the hem of her dark purple robe, which meant that Sonja was obliged to obey her. The second keeper only had one band on her dark purple robe and continued to help the burnt woman, without looking towards Sonja.

“I don’t know. I got these three from the third door on the left of the hallway.” Sonja passed the crying baby to the keeper, freeing her hands to slip the knotted hem of her robe over her head. She showed them the other two babies. “How many more are there supposed to be?”

The keeper ignored Sonja’s question and turned to watch the guards that finally burst into the room. Four Jlaantei guards hurried through the room with buckets of water. Three more of the alien guards left a trail of water drops from wet blankets as they followed the first group. More guards entered and formed a line to pass empty buckets out of the nursery and full buckets through the room into the hallway. They worked in an eerie silence only broken by the moans of the burnt female and the sobs of the crying baby.

Sonja decided the guards had everything under control, and if there were more babies, they could rescue them. She eased the two babies out of the sling onto the floor beside the stretcher. One woke and started to whimper.

“You don’t have any children so why are you in here?” The keeper frowned.

“I am Keeper Sonja.” She patted the toddler who whimpered, both to quiet the child and hide her shaking hands. “I work in the laboratory and was on my way to report to Elemental Sedia when I saw the smoke.” The keeper did not remove her frown. Sonja wondered what she had done wrong and why the keeper was projecting anger. “I had to help.”

“Keepers do not make Elemental Sedia wait. Go and report. We have everything under control.”

“Yes, Keeper.” Sonja kept her expression pleasant as she squeezed around the line of guards and out of the door but her anger smouldered, just like the furniture back in the room with the dead toddlers.

* * *
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Two elderly keepers hurried through the waiting room where Sonja sat on a reed chair, into Elemental Sedia’s office. The polished wooden door closed behind them with a gentle thud. It stopped her eavesdropping, so she spent her time thinking about what she had seen. How could a fire start in the nursery? From a talented toddler?

She hung her keeper robe over the back of her chair to let it air while she waited, but the smells of smoke and burnt flesh mixed with another smell, lingered in both her robe and the clothes she wore. The odours did not help her upset stomach. She thought about leaving to change out of her smoky shirt and pants before she reported, but realised if Elemental Sedia was anything like Elemental Vania back at her parent’s village, she would not like to be kept waiting. Better to wait now and ignore the smell.

Instead, she worried about her trial of berry seedlings, wondering if the results would show the expected outcomes after she discovered and altered the genes responsible for the poison. Hopefully, as they grew, the poison would disappear and the fruit become edible.

Waiting for the two keepers to reappeared, she continued to worry the trials would not work out and she would be sent back to her village in disgrace. Surely not? So far, all the reports said she qualified to continue as a full keeper, and she did undertake the trials without supervision, so Elemental Sedia must be happy with her tests. Besides, the few times she actually left the complex to look at the berry trials she worked all day without breaks collecting needed local herbs for tonics against common human ailments. She could not be accused of not working hard.

She loved the mountains, the cool air, the shady trees and everything about living there. There was no comparison to the moist heat and biting insects of the mud flats, or even her family’s cramped reed hut. And the food was so much better, with more variety than in her village, where they existed on fish and tubers.

She could not be sent back. She would not go.

“Keeper Sonja.” Sonja bought her attention back to the room and the two keepers waiting in front of her. “Elemental Sedia said you were to go in.”

“Thank you,” She grabbed her robe and slipped her arms back into the sleeves as the two keepers left the room. After she pulled the robe back over her head to hide her clothes, she took one deep breath to calm her nerves before she entered Elemental Sedia’s office.

Part of the back wall had a rectangle opening bored through the rock, leaving a window filled with a transparent substance similar to glass. It gave a beautiful view of the trees outside and let in the sunlight. The sunlight covered the floor inside the window and slowly crept closer to the outer wall as the planet turned.

There was enough daylight to clearly see Elemental Sedia. She stood to the left of the large window in her traditional shape of a slowly swirling column rising six feet into the air. For some reason the five elementals preferred the shape of a column when communicating with the humans or Jlaantei but could rearrange their mass to include a face or arms and legs if they needed to impress their audience.

Elemental Sedia was the same size as Elemental Vania back at the village, except where Elemental Vania’s mass was shades of orange, Elemental Sedia displayed shades of purple.

Sonja learnt as a child that each elemental was an intelligent being of energy that could change from their normal smoky mass of cells to a liquid state similar to mercury and then compress their mass to a hard state like a solid clay ball.

She often wondered if each elemental turned to rock when they died and released their energy into the atmosphere, or if each cell of their bulk just evaporated into the air, but could not find the information in the history archives. How she would love a sample of elemental cells to study. She tried to repress that image in case Elemental Sedia decided to read her thoughts. Instead, she forced her mind to picture the rows of vines in the trials.

An unwanted picture flashed into Sonja’s mind of sitting beside the other children in her village listening to the story of how the aliens called elementals visited Earth and rescued certain humans with psychic talents from some war that threatened to destroy the planet and bought them all to Mannuholm, where they proceeded to breed future generations with psychic talents.

Unlike the rest, Sonja knew the children were only taught the parts of history that the elementals wanted the humans to learn. She knew parts of the tale were glossed over because her own grandmother’s stories differed from what she was taught in class.

Even so, she was glad to be chosen to learn how to manipulate the gene structure of local plants to make them edible for both the indigenous livestock and the humans. And now she was finally getting to alter human genes. She forced her mind back to picturing rows of vines, twisting and turning around the support posts.

“Keeper Sonja,” Elemental Sedia greeted her through the Jlaantei machine that translated the elemental’s thoughts to sound. Elementals could make themselves heard using mind speech but for some reason the elementals insisted on using sound whenever they could.

“I am here to report on the trials of the altered berries.”

“Yes, I heard good things on the results so far. What is that odour?”

Sonja was shocked to realise that this elemental could smell. How? She was not aware that they had noses to smell with. Could they taste the smell in the air or absorb the smell into their bulk? That seemed more likely. “The smell is smoke in my clothes from the fire in the nursery.”

“Sad.” Her column spun faster. “To lose two talented babies.”

“Talented?” Sonja’s guess was correct. They were not keeper’s children; they were psychic experiments. “What were the babies’ talents?”

“One was a fire starter and the other was capable of extracting water from the air, so we had high expectations of his ability to control the weather.”

“You knew this at their ages?”

“Yes.”

“So the talented child started the fire that killed both of them and injured a keeper?”

“Yes, he apparently didn’t want to share a toy with the second child.”

Sonja could not believe it. “You are breeding highly talented children but keep them locked in the nursery without supervision?”

Elemental Sedia slowed her spinning column. “What do you know of human children?”

“I looked after the little ones in my village before Elemental Vania said I was bright enough to go to school in the city. They need to mix with other children and learn to share. They cannot be locked up all their lives. They have to see the sunlight and feel the dirt under their feet, and watch other children play so they can learn.” Sonja bit her lip to stop talking before she was placed in charge of children instead of her current work.

“I also have a report that you found the correct human gene to alter for mind reading and the embryo has been implanted. I now need you to look for a human gene to alter to keep a talent dormant until the child has grown. This will stop more accidents like the one we had today. You will report weekly on any findings and will only be interrupted to confirm the results of the berry trials.”

Sonja could not believe what she heard. The research she completed for her final exam was already implanted in someone. Who carried the embryo? “Elemental Sedia, do you know who was implanted with the embryo?”

“Not at this moment, no.”

She needed to meet the other keeper who created the talented babies. Sonja wondered if she dared to ask more questions as she studied the elemental. Elemental Sedia was spinning slowly, so she was not agitated or angry. “Could you tell me the name of the keeper who worked on creating the talented young that died in the fire? Is she here? Could I meet her?” Sonja shifted her weight from foot to foot while she waited for the answer

“You have no need for that information.” The purple cloudy column floated away from the window towards Sonja. “You may leave and begin your new assignment.”

“Thank you.” Sonja hid her disappointment at not learning about the keeper who worked in the lab before Sonja arrived.  She left the office without a backwards glance, while continuing to picture rows of berries. Deep in her mind, she hung onto the glimpse of the elemental’s mass, not spinning at all, but of colours flashing and fading in each cell to make it look like she spun. Like those fish in the oceans of earth that flashed colour along their bodies to warn away predators. Were they called cuttlefish? No, they were molluscs and had pigment sacs. She should find time to look it up next time she visited her parents.

* * *
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Sonja ignored the guards at each intersection on her way back to the lab. She did not even notice the fresh air pumping throughout the underground complex.

Instead, she worried about who carried the embryo she had developed. Would the baby show any signs of mind speech while in the womb? Would she ever see the test results? What sort of tests gave reliable readings without damage to the embryo or the woman carrying it? Would Keeper Kathleen tell her who tested the subjects? Thinking of Keeper Kathleen made her stomach churn. It reminded her she had been feeling unwell since she woke. She coughed to clear her lungs, before breathing in fresh air.

Was she wrong to be excited about it? Especially when she had no intention to bond or have children? What of the baby? Was she doing the right thing helping to bring another baby with a talent into this world? What could happen? And, what happens to the babies that did not turn out as expected? Will she ever know? She coughed again before she swallowed. She did not need to vomit. She would not vomit.

Still deep in thought on the ethics of her experiment, she opened the unlocked door and entered the lab.

The soft click of the door closing behind her was almost missed as she heard a familiar voice. “What is that smell?”

Sonja looked at Joy, one of the apprentices who passed when she did. They remained friends when Joy was assigned to help Sonja in the lab, but Sonja was still not sure if Joy could be trusted with her current thoughts. “I am surprised you can smell anything, over the chemical smells in here.” She smiled. “There was a fire in the nursery and I helped rescue three babies.”

“A fire in the nursery?” Joy put the glass slide she smeared with a test sample of blood onto the base of the microscope before her brown eyes focused on Sonja. “Anyone hurt?”

“Two babies dead and a keeper burnt.” Sonja moved over to Joy’s workspace and lowered her voice. “Are you aware that the nursery is not where the keeper’s babies are supervised, but where our experiments are kept?”

“Makes sense.” Joy shrugged her shoulders. “They have to be monitored and where better than in a nursery?”

“I am beginning to doubt we are doing the right thing. It is not fair on the babies to keep them locked up. They would be better off given to a village family to care for until they are old enough to attend classes.” Sonja remembered the love and sharing of her family, but pushed it aside by memories of hunger, day in and day out. Hunger followed her as she wove grass fish traps or as she made furniture from thick reeds. “I guess they don’t go hungry here like I did at home.”

“I only remember hunger towards the end of each winter.” Joy tipped her head to the side. “But I never regret being selected to study in the city. It was hard work growing crops and minding the herds. We did not have time for games. We did not have time to sit and talk unless our hands undertook one task or another.” Joy eased into the seat in front of the microscope and adjusted the dials to bring the slide into focus. “No, I don’t regret my selection to train as a keeper. Not for a minute.”

“I wonder ...” Sonja was interrupted by the head lab keeper walking into the room, panting.

“Don’t you have enough work to do?” Keeper Kathleen glared at Sonja and Joy.

“Yes, Keeper Kathleen.” Joy lowered her eyes to the microscope.

“And what is that smell?” Keeper Kathleen turned her attention to Sonja.

“I helped rescue three babies in the nursery.” Sonja met Kathleen’s glare, while blocking the anger Kathleen projected.

“Change and get those clothes to the laundry.” Keeper Kathleen glared at Sonja. “This is a sterilised lab. Who knows what germs you picked up in the nursery?”

“Yes, Keeper.” Sonja unclipped the mask hanging around her neck and dropped it the woven basket beside the door. She removed her robe and folded it to fit in the basket, and started retching. She dropped the robe and covered her mouth with her hand. She hurried to the sink in the counter to the left of the door. She just made it.

Between retches, she heard Keeper Kathleen speak to Joy. “Now we have more germs cluttering my lab. Help Sonja with her next project. Elemental Sedia wants our talented embryos to withhold their talents until they mature. Think about how you will do that. And find some herbs to settle her stomach. We can not have her research interrupted every time she wants to vomit.”

“Yes, Keeper Kathleen.” Joy answered with a touch of sadness in her voice. “Does she know?”

“I am sure she will realise sooner or later.”

Sonja missed the next part of the conversation because she vomited again. Why did Joy sound sad? Finally her stomach settled. She rinsed the mess down the drain and turned off the tap before Kathleen ordered her to refill the water tank because she was wasting precious water. “Sorry. I guess the smoke made me sick.”

Keeper Kathleen raised an eyebrow but remained silent. “Change your clothes and hurry back.”

Sonja hated how Kathleen treated her as a child, unable to make her own decisions. She did not look at the stern woman as she left the lab.
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Captain Jim Clark, pilot of the survey craft S.C.Bullet, took the lift from his living quarters in the officer’s level of S.S.Last Chance up to the entertainment deck, knowing he was already late. He felt the eyes of the other occupants in the lift on his back as he straightened his uniform jacket. Of the four standing behind him, two were women. Here we go, he thought, as he ran one hand through his short blond hair to flatten any spikes left from his flight helmet. What is the bet one will brush against him or say something to get his attention?

The lift slowed and the doors silently opened. The two males got out on the entertainment level below the level he needed. He was stuck with the females for another level.

“So, handsome, you a pilot?” The female in the flimsy pink dress showing way too much flesh tapped his arm.

He turned and looked her up and down until she blushed.

Her friend nudged her. “Of course he is a pilot. That is a pilot uniform. They don’t just hand them out to anyone.” The friend ran her eyes up and down Jim’s uniform and finally read his nametag. “Are you Vice President James Clark?” She held out her hand. “I am pleased to meet you, Jim.”

Jim ignored her offered hand. “On this mission I am Captain James Clark, as my nametag shows.” He turned his attention to the one in pink. “You want to cover yourself up if you are going to one of the entertainment levels. It can get quite cold there towards the end of the night shift.”

“Has anyone told you, you have lovely blue eyes?”  She slipped her arm behind his elbow and moved closer.

He tried not to breathe in the perfume that surrounded her as he gently removed her hand. “Many times.” The lift slowed and the doors slid open. “Another time, ladies.”

He wove a path through the crowd looking for the eatery where his mother would either be fuming because he was late or planning the next parade of single females with hopes of gaining his interest. No, she promised not to set him up this time.

He saw the sign and entered the eatery. The odour of proteins and carbs frying in hot oil overwhelmed him until he moved further into the large room. He realised the place was designed to let the smells out to attract more customers. Thankfully, it should spare him breathing difficulties while he talked to his mother.

Beth waved from the back of the room. The closer he got the more impressed he became as the noise level dropped and the air grew fresher. There was no noise and no smells around her table, just the smell of recycled air. Two waiters avoided him to deliver loaded plates of food to other patrons.

“Mother.” He dutifully kissed her cheek and eased into the empty seat opposite her.

“You are late.”

“Yes. I told you work would come first this trip. You wouldn’t listen to me.”

“And I told you that work keeps me busy since your father ...”

Jim reached across the table and held her hand. “I know, Mum. I miss him too. But we have a future to live for and have to get on with living it. I will do my best to locate the aliens that destroyed his cruiser.”

“Of course you will. However, we need children to take over the farm if, heavens forbid, anything happens to you. That is more important then finding a planet full of angry aliens who could destroy this ship as easily as your father’s ship.”

He wondered where women learnt the skill of steering any conversation back to old arguments. “Mary can marry and have children if the worst happens to me. There is no law that stops her children from inheriting the farm.” He shook his head. “Enough of that. I am on duty for the first scouting run in this system. They are still collecting data but it looks like we go before the end of second shift tomorrow and it could take three months before I see you again. So, no fighting. Just enjoy the meal.”

“What! So soon!” A look of fear crossed her face. It quickly disappeared behind her professional calm expression. “Of course you won’t listen to a thing I say. Just like your father. Do what you want and don’t worry about the women in the family.”

“Mum. I will be careful, and there is no information that suggests the enemy is in this system. We just have to survey it and move to the next system, or call it quits and go home. You know how it is. Everything moves slowly.”

“Doctor Beth Clark. I thought you never left your office.” Jim released his mother’s hand and waited while the newcomer went through the routine of an unexpected meeting by kissing Beth’s cheeks. After they exchanged cheek kisses, the woman turned to him. “Vice President, I am pleased to meet you.”

“I am only Captain Jim Clark while on this mission.” Jim corrected her comment as he stood and shook her offered hand.

“I am glad to confirm that the stories of how handsome you are were not exaggerated and you got your mother’s blond hair. Even heard you are a better pilot than your dear father.”

Jim released her hand and summed her up in his mind. She was in her early fifties with a few fine lines around her eyes, short black hair and only a few centimetres shorter than Jim, which would make her one sixty-seven to one sixty-nine, less ten more centimetres from the boost of her high-heeled shoes.

She kept her smile firmly in place to cover the awkward moment, while Jim tried to think of something to say that was not pointedly rude.

His mother kept her professional expression on her face as she introduced the newcomer. “Jim, this is Evelyn Joyce, a friend of mine.”

Jim cast a quick glance at his mother. Except for one quick flash of her blue eyes, she acted as if Evelyn was a friend. “Are you a doctor, Evelyn?”

“No, I am in management.” She turned to drag her companion forward. “I want you both to meet my daughter, Harriet.”

Jim looked at the girl. She was tall enough to reach his shoulder but was helped there with her high-heeled shoes. What was it with women balancing on unsteady high-heeled shoes? Her short hair was as black as her mother’s hair, and her serious young face left her with a permanent pout.

Jim was suspicious this was another of his mother’s setups and she had promised faithfully she would not embarrass him if he joined her for a meal.

He could not help the glare he shot towards his mother, but she seemed happy talking to the two women. What was it with mothers and the need for grandchildren? Why couldn’t she patiently wait until he finished this mission and got back home? She knew his views. He was not interested in a woman who only wanted him as a trophy husband to parade in the city and wanted none of the hard work on the farm.

“... wouldn’t you, Jim?” He bought his attention back to the conversation and frowned at his mother. “I said you won’t mind if Evelyn and Harry joined us for a meal.”

When did her name change to Harry? What could he say? “Certainly.”

Jim held the back of the chair until Evelyn sat. He turned to help Harriet but she was already settled. He sank back onto his seat and fumed. This smelled like a set up. It had to be a setup. Harriet kept her eyes on her mother while Evelyn chatted to Beth.

After ordering, Jim watched the three women talk while they waited their meals.

Evelyn started. “Have you heard the latest rumours?”

Beth raised her eyebrows and shook her head.

Jim flipped through the two he heard today. The other ship found the enemy, and the enemy found the other ship. His mother’s raised eyebrows worked. Evelyn parted with the answer.

“I heard we received a vital piece of information as soon as we entered this system.” Evelyn leant forward and lowered her voice. “Apparently they found some evidence of the enemy.”

“Really.” Beth bought the posture and lowered voice and leant forward. If anyone was watching, they would realise gossip was the topic.

Jim glanced at the daughter, but she seemed as bored as when she first arrived at their table. Maybe she heard the rumour before. Maybe she was just not interested.

“Yes, definitely alien.” Evelyn turned to him. “Did you hear that, Jim?”

“No, I am kept too busy to listen to rumours.” It had to be a setup. The woman was parading her daughter for him. The next topic would be her daughter.

“Harry is kept busy in her line of work.” The smile Evelyn gave him could curdle milk. “Aren’t you dear?”

“Yes.” Harriet kept her bored expression on her face, but her eyes took in every movement at the table.

Was Harriet as uncomfortable as he was? “What do you do, Harriet?” Did she even realise it was a staged meeting?

“I work in the crèche.” Harriet actually looked at him.

“You like children?” Jim knew he would kick himself later for starting a conversation with this female.

“Yes. Like everyone else, I wanted to do my duty for the colony. They needed crèche workers so I volunteered.” She shrugged her shoulders, and then spent time adjusting the thin straps of her red top. “What is three years out of my life? I will be able to talk about this adventure for years to come.”

“And what did you do back home?”

“Oh, this and that.” Harriet put her pout back on her face and looked at her mother.

“Harry was busy with her education, and has lots of friends in the city. That kept her busy.”

Jim could picture her with a gaggle of giggling females. Shopping, eating, dancing and gossiping about every male in whatever room the girls entered. Thankfully, the meals arrived. He used the excuse of a full mouth to avoid answering any further questions.

He studied Harriet’s soft delicate hands while he chewed and realised she probably never worked a day in her life. Even his mother’s hands showed the wear and tear of helping on the farm when she was not attending her medical practice in town. Why couldn’t he find someone who liked the country, who liked animals, who liked working hard during the day and relaxing in the evenings after a good day’s work instead of partying all night?

He was jarred back to the conversation when Harriet touched his hand. “I said, do you want to leave our mothers to talk and go dance?”

He kept one eyebrow raised while he stared at her hand and waited. Finally, she got the message and removed her hand.

“No. But thank you for asking.”

“Why not? Surely you don’t want to listen to them?” She glanced at the other two women deep in a conversation about some process that was not working. “Mother will talk shop all evening?”

“I have a briefing to attend.” Jim was not prepared to discuss his work with this girl.

“When it is finished, do you want to meet me? At the Club?”

She was persistent. “No, sorry. Too busy.” He pushed his chair back as he stood. “Mother, thank you for the lovely meal, but I have to run.”

The two women turned to glare at him. Jim wasn’t sure if they were annoyed he interrupted their conversation or annoyed he was leaving too early.

“Surely your work can wait a while longer?” His mother frowned at him again. Yes, this was definitely a setup.

“Mother, you promised. I told you I would find time for a meal, but that was all.” He frowned back at her until she lowered her eyes. Yes, definitely a setup. “Evelyn and Harriet, a pleasure to have met you. Please stay and talk to my mother.”

He didn’t wait for further arguments. He had no intention of any female getting her claws into him or the farm, especially a socialite like little Harry.

* * *
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“Jim, over here.” Paul Terney, his friend since childhood and backup survey pilot, waved from the far side of the table.

He moved around the table and other waiting pilots, navigators, and crew and slid into the seat beside Paul “What is this about?”

“We received information from home as soon as we entered this system. Now we get to learn more about our enemy.” Jim glanced towards the front of the room but the brass were talking quietly in the corner. “So, what did you think of Harry?”

“What?”

“I heard from a friend of a friend that you were getting set up to meet Harry Joyce?”

“I was right. A setup!” Jim shook his head. His mother was persistent if nothing else.

Paul nodded. “Heard she is good for an evening, but wears off quickly the next day.” He shook his head in sympathy.

Jim agreed with that about most of the single women on this trip. “I heard all the good ones are already married.”

“Yep. I heard that too.”

“Attention!” Captain Steven Henrahan looked around the room waiting for the audience to settle. He frowned when his gaze settled on Jim and Paul before he turned to the other side of the table when someone commented quietly to his neighbour. Captain Henrahan cleared his throat and got the attention of the staff member who was talking.

When he was satisfied that he had the attention of everyone, he nodded. “We received information from the wreckage site that we need to pass on. This information is eyes only for now. Watch first. We will take questions afterwards.” The captain sat and the room darkened, bringing the image on the wall into focus.

A grainy shot of a large grey-skinned humanoid ducked down a corridor on a ship. The alien wore a wide belt and a short skirt. In space? Where was its space suit?  The corridor looked familiar, and Paul bumped Jim’s arm when he realised it was his father’s ship. Then a second picture came into focus of the same bulky alien shining a light into a room. What room? Jim knew his father’s ship but couldn’t read the sign from the angle of the camera. He realised the action of shining the light into the room was the same action as firing a gun, and was just going to comment to Paul when the image faded to black.

The wall brightened again and a new image showed a grey object floating in space towards the camera. Obviously, the camera was attached to a spacecraft sifting through the wreckage. It captured the flotsam as it drifted by. The closer it got, the clearer the image. It looked like a human leg. Closer still and Jim could see the hide was grey, the same as the humanoid caught firing into the room on his father’s ship. The lights came up and the image faded on the wall.

Jim realised the video image was his enemy.

“That is all we have. The experts have studied the ... artefact.” Captain Henrahan paused to consult his notes. “They have concluded that the one in the corridor is the male of the species and the captured limb is the female of the race.” Steven Henrahan glanced around the room and the light reflected off his uniform badge into Jim’s eyes for a moment.

Jim blinked to clear the image on his retina.

“You have got to be kidding,” Paul muttered. “Next we will have to spare the females of the race while we track down and kill the males.”

“Excuse me,” Jim called to the captain, “how intelligent do the experts think these aliens are?”

“Intelligent enough to kill all hands on your father’s ship, Clark.” The officer sitting next to Henrahan answered.

Jim ignored Henrahan’s slight smile at the comment. “No, sir. I mean their technology. What signals do we look for while scouting. I mean, normal things like satellites or orbiting stations are obvious, but what if they have shields that hide their satellites or orbiting stations. Do the experts have a guess on what emissions to look for while scouting this system and have they found footage of the alien’s boarding craft yet?”

“You will be flying high enough not to be seen or heard from the planet and you will be recording the whole way. We can leave the data analysis to the experts waiting your return.”

“It would help to narrow the type of planet we will be searching if we had data on atmosphere, fuel emissions, and ...”

“Are you quite finished with the questions?” Captain Henrahan interrupted Jim.

“Yes, sir.” Jim ignored Paul muttering about lack of intelligence in the leaders of the expedition.

“I will forward any relevant information to all search parties as soon as I receive it.” The captain looked around the room to make sure he had everyone’s attention. “In the meantime, we search the most likely planets in this system and get out as quickly as possible. Dismissed.”
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​Chapter 3
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For the next seven days, Sonja woke feeling light headed, with an upset stomach. She barely made the run down the corridor to the closest toilet before she vomited. After she vomited, her stomach settled enough to eat a light breakfast in the eatery. She thought it was a result of breathing in the smoke, so put it out of her mind and continued her research in the lab.

She kept busy double-checking all the marked genes relating to puberty and located over a thousand entries in a search through the recorded data. She started each day by calling up the next entry in the list and checking the structure to confirm if each located marker was correct.  

Once she confirmed the correct information in the gene, she passed the item to Joy to locate any recorded outcomes of the alteration from previous keepers, leaving her free to continue with the next marked gene from her list.

If she ate while she worked, it was because Joy placed food in reach of her arm. She stopped working only long enough to force the food down along with some water to help her headache.

She did not leave her workstation until someone, usually Joy, ordered her to go and sleep.

After a week of putting up with her upset stomach, she visited the hospice and asked for something to settle her stomach and throbbing head. She waited patiently while the healer listened to her lungs and concluded that breathing in the heat and smoke of the fire had not done any permanent damage.

She was still too light headed to take in what the healer was saying except for the instructions to make a cup of tea with the packet of herbs the healer pushed across the table. The tea would help settle her stomach. Picking up the packet of herbs, Sonja remembered the burnt keeper. “How is the keeper from the nursery who was burnt?”

“She is slowly healing, but it could be six months before she is able to take up her duties in the nursery.”

“I am glad to hear that.”

“Remember to use the herbs daily even if you start to feel better.”

“Thank you.” Sonja picked up worry and sorrow from the healer, but decided it was from thinking about the burnt keeper. She hurried back to her lab, clutching the packet of herbs tightly.

The herbs seemed to work, because after another week passed Sonja realised she was not vomiting any more, even though she still felt exhausted when she woke. She put that down to the long hours she worked in the lab.

Keeper Kathleen walked into the lab and broke Sonja’s concentration. “Now that the fruits are setting, you need to visit the vine trials and test the levels of poison. You can take Joy with you tomorrow. It will give you a break from your work here.”

“The vines have flowered already?” Sonja tried to work out how long ago she last saw the vines. A few weeks? More? And she refused to get upset at Kathleen entering the lab without wearing a mask.

“You will be surprised how much they have grown in the last month,” Keeper Kathleen looked at both Sonja and Joy. “Be ready at sunrise, so you can have enough time to gather samples and return before sunset. I suggest you get your equipment ready now. It will save time in the morning.”

Sonja stared at the closed door after Keeper Kathleen left.

“Well,” Joy turned off her machines and started tidying her workspace, “I am looking forward to a day in the sunlight, even if you prefer to remain here.”

“Remember to pack gloves,” Sonja said. “You know what instruments we need.” Sonja continued to think about a month passing while she was sick. How could she not know a month had passed? Her trials were as important as searching for gene markers controlling puberty. What was wrong with her? At least her stomach was feeling much better, but why the light headed feeling. “I just wish I can shake this flu I picked up.”

Joy moved over, grabbed Sonja’s hand and squeezed gently. “You don’t have a flu, love, you are pregnant.”

* * *
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Sonja opened her eyes. She was in her own bed. When she tried to sit up she realised her arms were tied to the bed.

“I’m so sorry.” Joy squeezed her hand once before she released it. “Do you feel better?”

“What happened?” Sonja remembered comparing her olive skin to Joy’s white skin when Joy grabbed her hand and said she was pregnant but could not remember anything after that.

“You broke your microscope before a guard restrained you. Then you fainted. He carried you here and I waited for you to wake up.”

Joy did look a little paler than usual. Her normally tidy light brown hair had clumps sticking out each side and her crumpled robe looked like she had slept in it. Sonja also noticed a bruise on Joy’s left arm, just below the elbow and running up under the edge of the pushed up sleeve.

“I suggest you rest for the afternoon, so you are well enough to work tomorrow.” Keeper Kathleen looked as stern as ever in her wrinkle free dark purple robe with three black bands. “Joy can sit with you for a while, but you will remain in restraints until you prove you have calmed down.”

Sonja remained silent. Keeper Kathleen nodded, whether to Joy or herself, Sonja was not sure. Kathleen must have realised Sonja could do no more damage because she left the room, leaving Sonja free of the distain that Kathleen projected every time she was near.

“Untie me, please,” she asked Joy.

When Joy glanced to her left, Sonja turned her head to follow Joy’s gaze. A Jlaantei guard silently waited in the space between the side wall and the small table next to her bed. Sonja realised she was dangerous enough to warrant a personal guard. At least he was relaxed because his flanges had not activated and she sensed no emotion from the guard.

“She is fine now,” Joy told the guard.

Sonja held her breath until the guard nodded and left the room to give them some privacy.

She let her breath out in a rush. “How did you know I am pregnant?”

“Once you started with your morning sickness, I realised you were pregnant.”

“How?” Sonja tried to think back over the past few months.

“I caught Keeper Kathleen going into your room late one night the last week of winter,” Joy held up a hand to stop Sonja speaking, “but I never thought anything of it at the time and went back to my room.” She looked towards the door, before she leant closer. “I think it was then that she somehow sedated you and took you to the hospice. I don’t know for sure, but I did wake again when I heard voices outside my room later that night.”

“Then I am twelve weeks along?”

“I guess, and with one of your altered embryos.” Joy pushed strands of hair off her forehead.

“I do not want this pregnancy.” Sonja heard the sound of annoyance in her own voice so forced herself to take a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I thought becoming a keeper meant I was spared breeding babies for the Elementals’ plans. I never wanted marriage or babies. I do not want this one.”

“You will not be expected to raise it. It will go to the nursery and you will never have to see it again.”

“Why not ask me first?”

“Because,” Joy answered, “you would have said no. Just like I will say no if they ask me.”

Sonja tried to pull free of the restraints. “Please release me.”

“If you promise not to break things again.”

When Sonja nodded, Joy released the buckles and slipped the straps over the sides of the bed. Sonja rubbed her hands. She also noticed the restraints remained ready if she decided to throw things again. “Thanks.”

“Do you want me to get you some food?” Joy stood.

Sonja shook her head. “No. I am not a slave. I will not be ordered to carry this baby to term just because Elemental Sedia said so.”

Joy poured water from the jug into a mug and held it out. Sonja swung her legs over the side of the bed before she took the mug and sipped the water. She placed it on the small table beside her bed. “What am I going to do?”

“There is nothing you can do.”

“What about volunteers in the villages? Why couldn’t Keeper Kathleen use one of them?”

Joy sighed.

“I am sorry. It is not your problem.” Sonja hugged Joy and released her. “I changed my mind about food. We can discuss my problem over a good meal.”

The guard took a step towards her when she entered the corridor. He saw Joy walk out of the room and stepped back. Sonja heard his feet claws click softly on the tiles as he followed them down the corridor.

* * *
[image: ]


The next evening Keeper Kathleen waited at the door to the lab, when Sonja and Joy returned from checking the trials further down the western side of the mountain from the complex.

Her personal guard relaxed against the wall opposite the lab door, but she could still feel his eyes on her back as she stepped around Kathleen and lugged her heavy pack into the lab.

No trace of damage showed in the room. It was as sterile as before she learnt she was pregnant. She could still smell traces of the disinfectant used to wipe the surfaces. Even though it surprised her to see the place cleaned without her help, she kept quiet. Instead, she lifted the pack onto an empty workbench and unloaded the samples of both leaves and berries.

“Have you found any problems with the vines?” Keeper Kathleen followed her into the lab and waited while Sonja arranged the labelled packages on the bench.

Sonja wondered if she ignored the keeper, Kathleen would go away.

Joy spoke to fill the silence. “No, Keeper, the vines are growing well, and there are already ripe berries. We took samples of both ripe and green fruit and will test tomorrow.”

“Good.”

Sonja sensed Kathleen’s eyes on her back. She turned to face her. “We see no problems at this stage of the trials, but will not know how successful we were until tomorrow. I will not start the tests tonight because I am tired and could make mistakes.”

The keeper stepped away from Sonja. “Well done. I will report this to Elemental Sedia.”

“Keeper Kathleen,” Sonja called to her when she reached the door. “Would you please ask Elemental Sedia to allow me to abort this baby?”

“I will do no such thing.” Keeper Kathleen took a step forward and pointed her index finger at Sonja. “You will not approach Elemental Sedia with this nonsense. You will learn to obey orders or you will leave me no choice but to lock you up until the baby is delivered.”

“Keeper!” Joy sounded shocked.

Sonja tried to keep her face expressionless but her whole body shook with anger.

Joy moved closer to Sonja. “Sonja is just upset she was not asked before you forced this pregnancy on her. I also have to wonder if you will do the same to me. And why not use volunteers from the villages? They would jump at the chance for a little extra food while they are pregnant. It would be better than stopping our research for nine months while we deal with morning sickness and the rest of the problems that could arise carrying a baby to term.” Joy glared at Keeper Kathleen.

“And I have started to question,” Sonja added, realising she was too angry to try reasoning with Kathleen and should keep her mouth shut, “the real reason for breeding talented humans. I do not think they will help us return to our ancestors’ home planet. I can see many reasons to mix them with the Jlaantei guards to create a fighting force. For what? To attack other planets? Or for something far more sinister?”

Sonja could not believe the look of fear that crossed Kathleen’s face for a moment.  It was enough for Sonja’s anger to disappear. Did Kathleen believe the story about developing human talents so they could return to earth? Or so they could become a fighting force?

“Enough of that talk. You will both obey Elemental Sedia’s orders. Whatever those orders are.” The keeper glared at both Joy and Sonja until Joy lowered her eyes. “I have ordered the guards to watch so you do not abort the baby. They will watch you all day and lock you in your room at night until this baby is delivered. Have I made myself clear?”

Sonja wished she could sabotage the research or something, but lowered her eyes to hide her expression until the keeper stormed out of the lab.

“I think we touched a sore spot,” Joy summed up the conversation.

“Yes, but what was the sore point? Could Keeper Kathleen have her own plans for the talented young?” Sonja threw the empty pack into the cupboard next to the workbench. She held her hand out for Joy’s pack and placed it beside the first, before she closed the door. “Could she be working with the discontented young in the villages who believe they should have more Jlaantei technology to help them in their labours?” She shook her head. “I wonder if we have any rights at all. I also wonder if the villagers know what is happening in this complex. Are we keeping the knowledge or are we all keeping secrets?”
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Three weeks later Sonja waited for Joy at the rear cave exit on the western side of the complex. Even dressed in shirt and trousers under her official keeper robe, made of coarse woven fibre dyed pale mauve, did not stop her shivering, so she wrapped her hands around her mug of hot kaaf. The drink, made from the kaaf tree nut, roasted and ground to fine powder and mixed with hot water, was bitter but helped to warm her while she waited.  

The robe was a requirement to show Sonja was a full keeper, if only in her first year. When she completed her second year, she would receive a darker mauve coloured robe, and two years later, yet another darker coloured robe until she was entitled to wear the darkest, richest purple robe of full keepers. After that, the only difference would be how many thin black bands were sewn above the hem of the robe. The more bands meant the more important the keeper and the most trusted by Elemental Sedia, such as the robe Keeper Kathleen always wore with her three black bands. Sonja thought she was lucky Kathleen had not earned her fourth band yet, or she would be impossible to deal with. Now she was just difficult.

She put bossy Keeper Kathleen out of her mind and looked across the mist covered valley, determined to enjoy her outing. The morning rays of sunlight crept down the side of the mountain. It would burn away the mist long before they crossed the valley.

Even so, the cold air wrapped around her while she waited. The only part of her that was warm were her feet, snug inside knitted socks and leather sandals.

She let the bitter drink sooth her throat as she swallowed. Drinking also served the purpose of remaining quiet. She was still not happy that a Jlaantei guard followed her every moment, but she chose to ignore him. She also wondered if the local villagers knew what it meant for her to have her own guard. She hoped not. It was embarrassing enough that keepers knew, but to have outsiders know would be worse.  

The four Jlaantei scouts who were going to lead them to the herbs they needed to gather finally finished their drinks and placed the empty mugs on the shelf next to where she waited. They spent the next five minutes checking their weapons.

Two carried a bow and quiver of arrows, used to defend them all from the big felines that could attack, but were also useful to take down small game for meat. The other two had spears. They were handy to defend against attacks from the air or ground. Mannuholm had a plentiful supply of meat eating birds and animals, but usually they left humans or Jlaantei alone because prey animals were also plentiful.

Joy was breathing heavy when she finally arrived. “I am sorry for being late.” She straightened her robe, the same unbanded pale mauve that Sonja wore, and reached for her cooling mug of kaaf. “Keeper Kathleen gave last minute instructions on what herbs she needed.”

Joy passed over a small piece of paper. Sonja read the list before giving it back to Joy to slip into her pack.

Sonja placed her empty mug beside the others and thought about the list of herbs. Koobo was a Jlaantei word for a local herb very similar to mint, which was a nice drink and had healing properties that helped with colds and flu. It also helped the babies with colic. There was something else it did but Sonja could not remember.

The next item was mitty which just meant tea, so Keeper Kathleen wanted any other herbs used as a drink, and jro hwin translated as cat weed. What did Keeper Kathleen want that for? It was a weed that the large felines ate, but Sonja was not sure what humans used it for. Both humans and Jlaantei collected cat weed seed pods full of fibres to twist into a thin thread that could be knitted or woven into material. The females also used the fibrous balls to absorb their monthly bleeding. The used balls burnt quickly, destroying the discharge. Sonja thought the only good part of being pregnant was that her cycle had stopped.

When Joy finished her drink, Sonja slipped her arms through the straps of her backpack and followed the four scouts down the path, Joy directly behind her, and her guard behind Joy.

Until the slope of the mountain levelled off, they walked in single file on the narrow path, keeping silent as they concentrated on not slipping over the edge.

The path finally levelled out and Joy moved up next to Sonja. “Did you see what was on the list?” Sonja kept her voice to a whisper.

“Yes.” Joy answered just as quietly. “I am trying to remember what koobo is used for. Of course, if it is anything like mit koobo then it can be used for abortions. But you would need a large dose.”

“Koobo is like mint, used for head colds and congested lungs in my village. But I have never heard of the other.” Sonja offered what she knew.

Joy glanced back to see if the guard was getting closer and stumbled on a loose pebble.

“Careful.” Sonja grabbed her arm until Joy got her balance.

“Thanks.” Joy smiled briefly. “I don’t know much Jlaa. Does mit koobo mean water mint?”

“Yes.”

* * *
[image: ]


By the time they stopped beside the creek at the base of the valley, the sun had cleared the mountain range and the humidity was beginning to get oppressive. Sonja removed her socks and soaked her feet in the cold water. She had removed her robe when the rest did at the base of the steep mountain track hours earlier.

Joy handed a package of food to Sonja after she settled on the creek bank to eat her own meal. Sonja smiled her thanks and unwrapped the cloth-covered pastry rolls. The smell of the rolls made her realise how hungry she was, after the morning walking across the valley.

She wondered why she was feeling contented and relaxed instead of angry about the underhanded way the Kathleen treated her, until she felt flutters in her middle. Instead of rubbing her stomach, she continued to eat. It had to be the baby because there were no flying insects around this early in the spring; the cool air kept the insects away. It would be different during planting or the rainy season. Biting insects would make everyone remain indoors until the colder weather returned.

When she felt the flutter again, she checked. There was no insect crawling across her skin. She smiled to herself. It had to be the baby.

“What?” Joy brushed the crumbs off her hands and put the cloth back into her pack.

“I felt the baby move,” Sonja whispered. “I think it was the baby.”

“Yes, it would be about time for that, now you are over twelve weeks along.”

Two of the scouts returned and passed samples of different herbs to Joy. One spoke to Sonja’s guard in Jlaa and the guard translated. “Large crop of koobo that way.”

They followed the two scouts to the crop of mint and helped pick enough leaves to fill one pack before they moved on to the second patch of weeds.

The other two scouts returned and started stripping leaves from a scraggly bush that Sonja did not recognise. “What is this plant called?”

Her guard answered, “Crati hwin. You would call it fire weed.”

Joy bent forward and picked one leaf. She crushed it between her fingers to release the odour. “What is it used for?”

“We make mit crati out of it. Very good drink.” He dropped his lower beak and snapped it shut. “Also can drink in hot water without making mit crati.” He held a large sack open for the scouts to drop in handfuls of leaves.

Joy frowned. “Fire water?” The guard nodded. “But that is alcoholic, isn’t it?” He nodded again.

Sonja left them collecting the fire weed to look for some cat weed. She wandered across the cleared area and up a small rise before she stopped to scan the surrounding bushes. Most were either brown or green leafed bushes or thin needles. Nothing in yellow shades stood out. After a quick glance back at the five Jlaantei males and Joy, she continued down the other side of the rise.

She was not scared of attack and wondered if she was setting herself up for an attack to abort the baby or kill herself.

“No!”

She ignored the voice in the back of her mind as she walked. Finally, she found a yellow cat weed bush near two more bushes of fire weed. She pulled the cloth that had held her lunch out of her pack and shook off any remaining crumbs before she spread it on the ground at her feet, and proceeded to pick the tips off each cat weed branch within reach. When she had a hand full, she placed it on the cloth.

She worked her way across half the bush before she heard the scouts walking up behind her. She dropped the next hand full of tips onto the cloth and straightened up.

Joy looked relieved to see her and threw herself on the ground beside the pile of cat weed tips. “I am exhausted. You should have waited for us to help you. Grig was getting worried that you were lost.”

Sonja watched her guard arrive but pretended to ignore him. Trust Joy to ask for his name. As far as she was concerned, Grig could get lost. Instead, she spoke to the scouts. “There are two more bushes of fire weed if you want to collect it.”

She moved around the bush to pick more tips without commenting on her guard’s name or if she cared what he felt. She had to come back in view to dump the tips on the cloth, but she hurried out of their sight to pick more.

The scouts joked and laughed while they almost stripped the bushes bare. Not that Jlaantei could laugh; it was more a haw-haw sound followed by clicks as their beaks snapped together. Joy threw in comments now and then and Grig translated for the scouts, which bought on more laughter and clicks.

Sonja ignored
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