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            "Rain falls.
Violet petals tremble.
The soft caress
of nourishing spring rain,
or the damaging deluge
of summer storms?
A gray curtain hides the dark red foliage.
The flower stands alone.
A flash of lightning in the gloom,
A wild bird's cry."Serhahserr of the Serpent Folk

      

    


Following on from the events in “The Rings of Mithras”, someone very powerful is damaging the mandalas that underly existence. The mission is simple: Find the god responsible for destablishing the realms, infiltrate the enemy’s sanctuary, destroy the relic that fuels the dark magic of their slaves, and neutralize the remaining forces. Oh and try to get out alive. How had can that be?
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Chapters

Chapter 1: Invasion

Ba’al Bezor stood alone, surveying the battlefield. Her razor-sharp teeth gritted, not in anticipation of flesh, but in a desperate, alien grief she wouldn't allow her subordinates to witness. A hundred thousand warriors. Gone. A conquest turned to ash. The shame was a colder bite than any sorcery. 

It should have been a bloody massacre of the plant eaters. Ba'al Bezor had envisioned it. The scent of their fear should have been a sweet prelude, mingling with the metallic tang of fresh-spilled blood. A symphony of screams punctuated with the snap of plant-eater bones. Their four-armed prey, soft and yielding, should have melted beneath the legion's advance. Instead, the air had shimmered with a magic colder than any void, and a hundred thousand warriors had crumbled to dust, their final breaths choked into silent stone. How could their patron have miscalculated so badly? Or had they been guided into this realm, delivered like lambs to a slaughter they didn't foresee?

She fought a battle within, a struggle to control the tremor of anger, the cold crawl of trepidation that threatened to shatter her composure. They must not scent how I feel. The onus rests on me. Our patron has abandoned us. My army is destroyed. How do we go on? Honor demands I fall on my sword, but who would lead? Who would save the remaining few from oblivion?

Her blunt snout turned this way and that as she tallied the living. Around one hundred and forty, give or take a few. They looked battered, weary, defeated, and without hope. They are lost, forsaken. They face an inglorious death, wasted lives. The Serpent Folk general swung her sword, then stopped before it hit the rock. That is a punishable offence, as you know. Get a grip on yourself, soldier. Movement. Action. Do something. She hefted her sword, moved to the attention position, holding the sword with both hands. Honor the dead. Her legs and arms led her into the start of Serpent’s Fury, a stylistic ritual dance with swords that would honor those fallen in battle. I shall honor them. All of them. And the living will see.

Her motion ceased. A cold certainty settled in Ba’al Bezor’s gut: this wasn't mere miscalculation. This was a trap. The magic that had annihilated them had felt... deliberate. A few survived, the rest had died in battle. The general took a deep breath, centering herself as she faced what remained of her battered troops. Their eyes were upon her, seeking guidance and reassurance in the face of defeat. Ba'al Bezor held her head high, her voice ringing out with unwavering authority. “Serpent warriors, hear me!”  Her triangular head, with its blunt snout and shark-like teeth, turned as she addressed them.

Tired, battered, beaten, but their faces turned to her. “You fought bravely, in the face of overwhelming odds. You have proven yourselves worthy of the title ‘Warriors of the White Serpent.’ For we are the children of the White Serpent, and we shall not yield!” ... 

Her voice grew louder, more impassioned with each passing moment. “You did not run! You did not surrender. Every one of you fought to the death! We are the survivors! Our first duty is to honor the fallen. Join me now!” She stood again in the attention position, her sword raised and held in both hands. This time all the soldiers copied her. “Serpent’s Fury, Begin!” “We need a drum for this.” Ba’al Bezor sent telepathically to her subordinates. Zha’i-yair, the chief scribe, began beating time with the back of her sword against the metal pot of ink she always carried. Everyone joined in the growls and the shouts, swords slashing imaginary foe.

The final, guttural, blood-curdling scream reverberated through the air, then abruptly ceased. I have their loyalty. They all stood with pride.

“Medics see to the wounded, engineers organize shelter, and hunters catch some food.” I know there are few with those skills left, but they are resourceful, they will work something out.

The general Bezor summoned her subordinate officers, the six who were shadow walkers like herself. She was a high cast member of the Serpent Folk. Her muscular, raptor-like legs, balanced by a meter-and-a-half-long tail, shifted restlessly on the sand, her bright green scales, patterned with diamonds in red, yellow and blue, catching the light as she moved. Like all the Serpent Folk, she wore only a harness that carried insignia, tools and weapons.

“We are in a different realm from the plant eaters’ and our own; we have access to its shadows, but we cannot leave the realm.” Ba’al Bezor told them. “The relic is not summoning the Great Serpent; we need that sorted swiftly. It might be that He may not be able to reach into this realm. We need contingency plans if that is the case. The lord of this realm is indifferent to our pleas. Should we address that by petitioning her to become our patron?”

“That would severely upset the Great Serpent, I can’t advise that.” Vishtarr, the high priest, admonished. Being male, he was smaller than the others, though his skin was decorative, with red, yellow and black lines running through the bright green background. With him was Tarrbasharr, assistant high priest. Her scales were predominantly red and green.

“Then sort out why our patron does not respond. We must have a patron, without a functioning patron most of us are powerless, as you know.”

“We need to use the source of this realm.” Vishtarr countered. “There will be a primary shadow, and a pattern or mandala of power. If we take the relic there it should enable us to contact the Great Serpent.”

“Won’t that upset this realm’s patron?” Zhendarr, Ba’al Bezor’s second, countered. Her scales were green, with fine, bright red lines and yellow diamonds.

“She’s indifferent to us. Perhaps this will attract her attention. Vishtarr, organize your ceremony. Locate the primary shadow. What else will we need?”

“The Great Serpent will demand a blood sacrifice. A powerful sorcerer would be best.”

“Anyone here wish to volunteer?” Ba’al Bezor looked around the small group.

“There are few enough as it is.” Zhendarr replied for the others. “What about the plant eater we captured? It’s a sorcerer and shadow walker.”

“I hope it is well constrained; we don’t want it walking out of here.” Barrsharr suggested. Her skin was a dull green, with just a few pale yellow lines.

“Then it is settled. We will locate the mandala of this realm, and Vishtarr will conduct a blood sacrifice of our captive. If this doesn’t work, we’re on our own, and we’ll see if the patron of this realm will deal with us.”

Zha'i-yair commented “We have two copies of the minutes. We will compare and publish the official minutes shortly.” She wore a leather harness and something that resembled a skullcap. Her scales were predominantly yellow and orange.

Ba’al Bezor and Vishtarr ventured into the spirit realm several times before they found a spirit willing to reveal the location the mandala of the realm they physically occupied. The spirit realm felt unnaturally hushed, like a breath held. Many spirits they sought shimmered away, their forms dissolving like mist before contact, or offered only silent, unyielding gazes. A few recoiled, their ethereal bodies flinching from the very presence of the Serpent Folk, as if sensing an imbalance, a taint. It was a subtle, growing unease, a sign this realm might not welcome them as freely as they'd hoped. Eventually Ba’al Bezor and Vishtarr were approached by a spirit that resembled a worm crossed with a feather. 

It was perhaps three meters long, with a sinuous body no wider than a small drain pipe, its skin a pearlescent white that seemed to absorb the ambient light. Feathery appendages, unnaturally still and forty centimeters long, spread out on either side, clustered so closely they resembled a solid, iridescent wing running the length of its body. Along its edges, red, yellow, and green lights pulsed with an internal, unknowable rhythm, hinting at energies contained. At its front, a smooth red dome held what looked like eyes of some deep, swirling opal, reflecting more than they saw.

“This is a messenger from our patron.” Vishtarr asserted.

“Perhaps I am, perhaps I am not. I have been instructed to show you the mandala of your realm.” The spirit spoke mind to mind, as was the nature of spirits. “You will place a hand on my body, and I will convey you there.” 

“What payment do you want?” Ba’al Bezor demanded.

“Nothing. Will you do as I bid? Else I’ll be off.”

They touched the spirit’s body, and within a heartbeat they were transported to the location. There was no sense of movement, one location faded out while the destination faded in.

They were hovering near a large square of polished white stone embedded in white sand. There was a pattern of darker grain within the stone, that seemed to glow and pulsate with life. Four crystal pillars stood one at each corner of the square. One pillar stood in the water of a calm sea, the others in fine white sand. In the sea were many islands; behind the beach were low white cliffs, rolling hills behind; while overhead was a blue sky with fluffy white clouds, and a pink sun.

Ba’al Bezor and her companions floated around for several minutes without speaking. Finally she announced “I can shadow walk here. What about you?”

There was a chorus of agreement. 

“Good. Let us prepare without delay.”

They returned to their bodies.

Ba’al Bezor formed her troops up seven abreast. She was joined by  two other shadow walkers in the front. The remaining shadow walkers at the rear. The general stood silently for several moments. I sense multiple shadows, moving slowly. Where is the primal mandala? She called up what she had been shown, what she had sensed about the mandala. There it is. We must cross through the shadows between us and the mandala. Which ones offer safe passage? Three suggested themselves. That one is cold. That one has a huge forest; this one has a beach.

“Officers, give the order to walk.” Ba’al Bezor led the way forward, reaching with her shadow walking powers for the shadow she had targeted. 

As she took the first few steps, she reached with her shadow-walking powers for the targeted realm, the scenery warped and smeared into a swirling rainbow that pulled at her very senses. When it faded, the shock of it was immediate: the crisp, briny scent of a vast ocean filled her lungs, the roar of crashing waves deafened the ringing in her ears, and the grit of coarse yellow sand now lay beneath her claws. To her left, reddish succulents clung stubbornly to wind-whipped dunes; to her right, an endless, churning surf. Overhead, a lavender sky, impossibly vast, was dotted with clouds like spun cotton. Next shadow, she thought, already assessing the subtle currents of power. Which ones offer safe passage? A chilling thought: We are leaving tracks in the sand. They begin on this beach, and they must end on the next. The continuity of their physical presence, a fragile thread through these shifting realities, underscored their vulnerability.

She selected another shadow. Again there was the rainbow smear, and they stepped onto hard packed red dirt with scrubby green bushes. Further ahead was a red and orange cliff. Overhead were heavy clouds and breaks that showed a yellow sky.

Seventeen times Ba’al Bezor opened passage to the next selected shadow. On the seventeenth, they stepped out of the rainbow smear to find themselves in the primary shadow, arriving near the mandala. The sea smelled fresh, salty, with traces of seaweed. It was mixed with multiple floral scents. The sky held shades of deep blue toward the zenith, and lavender toward the horizon. The sun looked pink and the scattered clouds were also pink and gold. The sand was white and clean. The sea was calm with many islands reminiscent of the Adriatic. Behind the beach were low white cliffs, rolling hills behind. There are no boats in the sea. It feels uninhabited. Sensible. You would not want just anyone to stumble on the mandala.

The mandala was roughly square and about thirty seven meters across. It was made of polished white stone embedded in the sand. There was a pattern of darker grain within the stone, that seemed to glow and pulsate with life. The darker grain traced out four lobes like a four-leaf clover that lead to the center of the mandala. The pattern seemed almost to float above the stone. Four crystal pillars stood one at each corner of the square. One pillar stood in the water, the others in fine white sand. Power surged and crackled from the mandala, radiating an almost sentient challenge, daring them to capture and wield it. They would use that power to contact their patron.

“This is our destination.” Ba’al Bezor shouted. “At ease. Vishtarr, set up your ceremony.”

The serpent folk set up the altar beside the Pillar of Earth. The Great Serpent was an Earth Power. The captive was chained in a cage by the Fire Pillar, directly opposite the Earth Pillar. 

Everyone could smell its distress. Many of the soldiers had come to heckle and laugh at the prey.

“It’s scrawny.” someone observed.

“There won’t be much to go around.” said a second.

Zha’i-yair, the chief scribe, commented. “The flesh will be cut into morsels. Everyone will receive a piece.”

Not everyone believed that statement. Zha’i-yair added “We recorded that in the minutes. Ba’al Bezor will ensure it is done.”

The captive was tethered with a sorcerous slave collar about its neck that prevented it from performing sorcery. It had two pairs of arms, one beneath the other and sat cross-legged in the dirt of the cage, its upper pair of hands pressed together pointing up, the lower pair pressed together pointing down. Soon enough Vishtarr would dispatch it during the ritual. There was nothing to prevent its colleagues from trying to rescue it except for their cowardice. 

“I am not comfortable attempting this.” Zhendarr said to Ba’al Bezor. “The mandala is alive, if we annoy it, it could swat us like insects.”

“Do we have many options, my old friend? We must summon our patron; he will bestow power upon our remaining troops. If we are abandoned we must seek another. I am sure we can explain anything that happens here to the lord of the mandala as an attempt to attract her attention, should the need arise.”

“I still don’t like it. As you said, without a patron, the troops do not have magic. Our other option is to walk this mandala, and take the lord of this realm as our new patron.”

“Vishtarr has the ear of lord White Serpent. We cannot take a new patron unless we are certain that lord White Serpent cannot find us. Disloyalty would be severely punished.”

Zhendarr wagged her head from side to side in an agreement gesture. “You have weighed the risks and made your decision. We follow you into battle as soldiers of lord White Serpent.”

Vishtarr arranged the serpent folk to stand on the white sand in an arc between the earth pillar and the fire pillar, with Ba’al Bezor in the middle of the curve near the air pillar. The other officers were spread along the arc. It should have been a circle, but the water was meters deep away from the platform of the mandala.  Everyone knew not to step on the mandala.

A heavy, reverent silence hung over the Serpent Folk. The only sound was the gentle lapping of waves against the Pillar of Water, and the low, collective breath of the warriors. Vishtarr stood behind the altar table, a figure of solemn authority. Zha’i-yair, the chief scribe, stood poised at a smaller table behind the altar, ready to record the details. A collective shiver ran through the Serpent Folk as Vishtarr began. His hands, clawed and powerful, began to move in intricate, ancient patterns, calling upon the unseen. Vishtarr raised power, seemingly drawing it from the air above the mandala, slowly at first, then with gathering momentum. It began as a faint thrum, a low hum beneath the sand that only the Serpent Folk could truly feel, resonating through their muscular legs and up their spines. A shimmering aura, pale and cold, began to gather around the high priest, intensifying with each slow, deliberate gesture. The shimmer leaked into the air around him, visible to the more sensitive of their kind. 

With a sweeping gesture, Vishtarr unleashed the collected energy. Cold and ancient, it flowed from him, circulating through the assembled Serpent Folk like a phantom current, a visceral surge that deepened their growls and whistles into a resonant chorus.  Ba’al Bezor felt the familiar prickle of power, a faint echo of the magic that would return once their patron was fully re-established.

The air grew dense, cloying with the sharp tang of ozone and a brisk metallic scent. The mandala beneath them pulsed with an increased vibrancy, its glowing pattern seeming to inhale and exhale with the rising energy. The crystal pillars hummed, their facets catching the strange pink light of the sun and scattering it in shimmering streaks across the white sand. This was the promise: power, conquest, the return of their patron. The air thickened, charged with potential, humming with the invisible currents of the ritual. 

The rite reached the point where blood was needed. A hush fell over the assembled warriors. This was the pivot, the moment of offering. Vishtarr’s movements became more precise. With a deliberate, almost theatrical grace, the High Priest stalked around the outside of the arc to the cage. Many eyes were watching the plant-eater with morbid fascination. The captive remained eerily still. Its apparent resignation, its quiet acceptance, was unnerving to some, a mark of cowardice to others.

Vishtarr approached the captive, his shadow stretching long and distorted across the white sand, drawing all eyes to the prisoner. Silence fell over the ritual space. Only the soft scuff of Vishtarr’s feet on the sand broke the silence, and the faint, accelerating beat of the plant-eater’s heart, a rhythm that was suddenly, shockingly loud in the profound stillness. But now a strange stillness emanated from the creature. It seemed to have accepted its life was over, its soul forfeit to the Great Serpent. Two soldiers moved forward, their claws ready, as they unfastened the cage. 

The captive stood in one smooth motion. Its gaze, previously downcast, swept across the assembled Serpent Folk. There was no fear in those eyes, no resignation, only a terrifying resolve. Its eyes locked onto Vishtarr. And then a thought, cold and clear as a winter morning, pierced the minds of every Serpent Folk present, defying the sorcerous slave collar that should have bound its will. It was a whisper of sharp intent; a promise delivered with chilling certainty: “My death will go badly for you.” A collective gasp swept through the Serpent Folk. Ba’al Bezor’s eyes narrowed. How could it defy the slave collar? The answer came in a flash: it drew power from the mandala, as any skilled shadow walker would. Vishtarr had not foreseen that.

The soldiers seized the plant-eater, roughly dragging it from the cage. Its head lolled slightly, then it straightened itself. Vishtarr, enraged by the audacity and blatant disruption of his sacred rite, lashed out with the pommel of his flensing knife. The blow struck the plant-eater with a brutal and satisfying thud that knocked the creature to the ground. The plant-eater lay still, seemingly unconscious, its defiance crushed. A murmur of approval went through the ranks; order restored. The plant-eater lay still, like a broken rag doll.

Vishtarr crouched, his knife glinting in the pink sunlight, and slashed the plant eater’s chest, laying it open and exposing the still beating heart. But as he leaned in for the second cut, a primal, unexpected force erupted. The plant-eater, seemingly unconscious, spasmed. Not a death throe, but a surge of pure, unadulterated power. Its leg whipped out with impossible speed and strength, a blur against the white sand, kicking Vishtarr onto the mandala. The high priest stumbled, falling hard onto the glowing stone. With a final surge of will, the plant-eater’s own body, now bleeding profusely, threw itself onto the mandala.

Its blood struck the mandala, splattering across the glowing lines. In that same instant, the mandala convulsed. A blinding flash of light erupted from the mandala, so intense it burned the very air. A concussive blast wave tore through the ritual space, hurling the assembled serpent folk to the ground and scattering them like debris across the white sand in chaotic heaps. The roar that followed was deafening, a primordial scream of power unleashed. A horrifying silhouette rose from the heart of the explosion. Vishtarr screamed, standing on the mandala while fire and energy coruscated from his body. He was a living torch, consumed by the very power he had sought to wield. The acrid scent of burned flesh filled the air, a grotesque counterpoint to the floral scents of the realm.

As the serpent folk picked themselves up, checking for injuries, the fireball collapsed, taking Vishtarr and the captive with it. All that remained was a dark splotch on the mandala, covering some of the lines.

Many of the serpent folk suffered bruises, but nothing major. “Pack up, and return to our base.” Ba’al Bezor ordered.

A moment later a huge wind picked them up, carrying them through a portal that appeared in the sky, and deposited them on the ground in a heap. Then a voice, vast as the sky and sharp as shattered crystal, echoed not just in their minds but in the very marrow of their bones. It was the lord of the realm itself speaking, cold and absolute: “I have blocked your access to the shadows. You are imprisoned here until I decide what to do with you. Barbarians.”

“I think we have annoyed the lord of this realm.” Zhendarr observed sourly.

Ba’al Bezor felt around with her shadow walking sense. The shadows were still there, but as she tried to focus on one it seemed to skitter out of reach. The other shadow walkers had the same problem.

“The mandala grants shadow shifting abilities. It seems it can also remove them.” Zhendarr observed.

Ba’al Bezor grunted assent. “Vishtarr made a mistake. We all pay for that. We appear to be back where we started. Where is the relic?” Ba’al Bezor asked. “Does anyone have it?”

“Yes, I have hold of it.” That was the priest’s assistant, Tarrbasharr. “I think it’s waking.”

There was a pale white glow surrounding the box, visible by sorcerous sight. Ba’al Bezor walked over for a better look.

“Ba’al Bezor”, a voice spoke inside her head, cold and alien, “you have my attention. What do you want?”

Ba’al Bezor dropped in a sign of reverence. Explanations, requests, priorities and flattering words swirled in her head. “My Lord White Serpent, powers conspired to banish us to this realm, one I believe will be a fitting conquest, a jewel to add to your crown...”

​

Chapter 2: Four Winds, Four Quarters
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The Spirit World
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I became lucid in the street of cafés near the university gardens, under a white sky. The usual place. The cobbled street stretched endlessly, winding like a serpent alongside the university's ancient sandstone walls. Across from us, the cafés buzzed with spectral life, their tables spilling onto the wide pavement, the air thick with the phantom aroma of brewed coffee and something else, something sweet and otherworldly. It’s the place to be when you are a deceased spirit, or someone who can dream lucidly, and find their way to the spirit world.

Nalini was with me. Her black trousers hugged her athletic legs before disappearing into her sleek, polished riding boots. An emerald top, vibrant against her honeyed skin, completed the ensemble. her eyes yellow, and her blonde hair was caught in a pony tail at the back of her head. I was dressed in pale blue slacks, mid blue shirt and dark blue hiking boots. My hair was coloured similarly. Nalini says it matches my eyes.

I was admiring the gardens across from us. There were flowing shrubs brightly coloured flowers the size of dinnerplates. “They would look great in our yard.” I commented.

Nalini laughed softly. “They are constructs of someone’s imagination. We would have to use magic. Shall we look for Paula?”

That conveys the wrong message. The throngs moved like rivers, each a kaleidoscope of faces - some impossibly old, others not human. If you looked hard the clothing seemed to span every era of human history. We were surrounded by the soft hum of a thousand conversations rising from them. Most of the spirits were either deceased or never-born. Scattered among them were dreamers, such as us. Paula could be anywhere amongst the myriad of people thronging this place.

There is a trick to locating people, similar to how a shadow walker would locate someone, except every spirit here could use it. Picture Paula’s image, and let it sharpen in your mind. There will be a little ripple in your aura, telling you that you have connected. Reach out to her, perhaps with your hand. There will be a flash of blurring, no longer than a blink. Then you will be hovering (or standing) close to where she is.

One blink, and the bustling spirit-street blurred, then reformed. Nalini and I were there with Paula. She was already smiling, her auburn bob a bright splash of color in the shifting crowd, reaching for us. Paula was dressed in black jeans, a red top, and black hiking boots. While the three of us had a long history together, she had only recently returned from a long spell in another shadow, or parallel world.

Some of the spirits were staring at the three of us, hovering nearby. We three were standing on our feet, and that made us conspicuous. The group had feet seemed “sketched in” rather than being useful appendages. I didn’t get any further, Paula grabbed me in a hug and kissed me passionately.

Nalini pulled us into a group hug, and commenced energy sharing. There was a rush of energy, warm and tingling through my bones, like a mild electric shock that lasted almost a minute before it faded.

“Phew, better than sex in waking.” Paula commented.

“And less messy.” I added with a grin.

“That looked like fun.” Biltis was standing next to me, with hair like spun moonlight, and a cheeky smile. “Can we join in?”

Mary-Anne stood beside Biltis, her long blond tresses plaited into two plaits, Princess Leia style.

“Why not?” Nalini replied. “Group hug, Biltis, you can go between Danny and Paula, Mary-Anne, you should go between Paula and me.”

The energy sharing was stronger and lasted longer. A torrent of waves crashed through me, warm and pulsating with color and light. The surge brought vibrations and trembling that ran in a ring from my feet to my head and back again. For some strange reason I thought of a flag flapping in a strong wind. Then it stopped abruptly.

Biltis threw her head back, a joyous laugh escaping her lips. “You guys are good!” Her long pale-blue hair seemed to be floating on unfelt breezes. Her skin was a darker hue than Nalini’s. Her figure hugging tights were blue and white silk, while her clinging silvery top emphasized her buxom build.

Mary-Anne, ever proper yet observant, nodded slowly, a faint blush on her pale cheeks. “I can understand Paula’s reference to sexual relations,” she mused, her gaze thoughtful. She was taller and more slender than Biltis, wore blue slacks and dusky pink top. Both women had riding boots that matched their ensemble.

“I have noticed that most of the spirits here float rather than walk.” Mary-Anne commented. “It is odd that I have not noticed earlier.”

“The old hands don’t need to look human.” Biltis smiled knowingly. “The newbies still cling to their last physical appearance. Do you want me to find Saodat?”

“Not right away.” Nalini replied. “I intended to have a little chat with Paula.” Nalini turned to Paula. “You don’t mind if Biltis and Mary-Anne are included?”

“No. I think they know a lot more than they let on.”

“Oh I do. I can also keep secrets.” Biltis’ smirk deepened, a flash of mischief in her eyes. She was an exiled noble woman from the Courts of Chaos, steeped in magic, and at least six hundred years old by her reckoning.

“I will not repeat what is discussed here to anyone.” Mary-Anne added. She was an English noble woman and sorcerer from a parallel earth. She could come across as prim and proper, but that was a façade.

We sat at a table with a view of the botanical gardens. There was a rich aroma of brewed coffee mingling with something sweeter, unfamiliar, from the spirit realm's strange flowers. There was the murmur of countless voices talking and laughing. Behind the gardens, the university buildings were a sprawling mass of sandstone buildings in styles ranging from the middle ages to the 1800s.

“Paula, tell us the truth behind your hidden agenda.” Nalini asked lightly. “That way we can help you achieve it.”

“Promise?” Paula's voice was a whisper, her gaze darting between me and Nalini, as if seeking any flicker of doubt. I gave her an encouraging smile. Nalini and I had already discussed the what-ifs of Paula’s likely agenda, and agreed that Paula had to state it outright.

Nalini leaned in, her hand gently covering Paula's. “Absolute, undeniable promise, Paula. You know us better than that.”

“Okay. Let’s see. What if I said I want to be Danny’s lover? And yours of course.”

Well, that certainly cut through the pleasantries. And yet, after all these years, it felt less like a shock and more like a long-overdue echo. I thought. I felt my smile growing. We had surmised this.

Biltis looked at Mary-Anne with a smile. Mary-Anne smiled back. They had sussed that out before Paula’s reveal.

“Danny, what do you think?” Nalini sent via telepathy. Nalini wanted us to hesitate in discussion, keeping Paula on tenterhooks for a few minutes.

We had been a trio back in that flat in London. “It was great while it lasted. Would it work better this time?”

“If it were just you and me I would jump at this.” Nalini replied. “But how do we handle Saodat? She has to agree.”

“We have the push for the Air Quarter from lord Four Winds. Saodat understands that. It will come down to Paula or Mary-Anne. Saodat will acquiesce once she thinks it through.”

There were three pairs of eyes staring at Nalini and me. Paula looked worried. I smiled at her, winked. She seemed to relax somewhat. “Nalini, you should tell her.”

“Is that a yes?” Nalini asked.

“Of course. Now put her out of her misery.”

“We’d love that.” Nalini replied aloud. I nodded and smiled at Paula.

“And Paula is breathing again.” Biltis announced with glee. “Well done! It’s the right decision.” 

“It means that I am off the hook.” Mary-Anne added. “I can relax.”

“You kept me on tenterhooks deliberately.” Paula complained.

“You’ve known the answer since we were all shared a flat in London.” Nalini continued.

“But that answer scared me then. I could be his lover as long as I was also yours. I realized years ago that Prospero was a substitute for Danny. Walking the mandala we created, was it last year? Walking it made me decide to go for what I have wanted all these years.”

“And we’ll help you.” Nalini replied. 

“Thanks. I am glad you will. I would very much like us to work out. I didn’t expect Saodat though.”

“It’s really no different. She has to be happy with you, and you have to be happy with her. Take it slowly and get to know each other.”

“I think Saodat will come around.” Biltis added. “She needs time to get to know you, Paula.”

“Have I shocked you, Biltis, Mary-Anne?”

“Not at all.” Biltis replied. “I’ve had many lovers over the years. I’m old fashioned, I like a good looking male or a good looking female. I have also indulged several at the same time.” Biltis smiled. “But I sense if you take it slowly and let the mandala of the Four Winds do most of the work Saodat will come around.”

“That is a different form of old fashioned from what I am familiar with.” Mary-Anne added. “I know I am considered old fashioned by most of you, but the carryings on at our court makes your revelation somewhat tame. I agree with Biltis, you must take things slowly and get to know Saodat.”

“Good, because I don’t want to place her in the position Prospero and Wendril placed me. I will work on her slowly. I’ve waited thirty years, a little longer won’t matter.”

“You must have been living in one of the fringe shadows,” Biltis remarked, “where time runs much faster. Nalini told us you were all in London about nine years ago.”

“Yeah. It was about thirty percent faster there, but after we created the mandala of the four winds, time in my shadow really sped up, four or five times. I should be twenty nine here, but I am over fifty, with grandchildren.”

“And your magic is keeping you young.” Biltis continued. “Mary-Anne has great grandchildren, and I lost count. Ah, my link just estimated that if I am six hundred years old, and a generation is twenty five years, then it comes to twenty three generations. And twenty three is a good chaos number. Welcome to the grandmothers club!”

‘Thank you for your welcoming me.”

“You said your husband took Wendril as a lover.” Mary-Anne commented. “Did he really expect that you would be happy with that? You were a love match not an arranged marriage.”

“Yes, we were. But Prospero was a product of the arranged marriage thinking. You would know, Mary-Anne, that in arranged marriages both parties take lovers.”

“Of course. My own marriage was arranged. That can make determining who fathered a child more like guesswork.” she smiled. “But I digress. I think it best if you let Saodat get used to you in her own time. You all share the mandala of the Four Winds. As do I, ever since lord Four Winds resurrected me. I feel the pressure to become the Air Quarter, just as you do Paula. I certainly prefer that you take the position. If you do not, then I believe that Four Winds will co-opt me. No offence, but I do not want to be in a four way marriage if I can avoid it.”

“Does that mean you would consider it if Paula hadn’t arrived?” Biltis asked miscievously.

“Four Winds was, and is, pressuring me to become the Air Quarter. Without Paula on the scene, I would eventually be pushed into agreeing to be the Air Quarter. We have discussed that a few times, and I have always said I am not ready. I have an affinity with Air; I have already stood in as a temporary Air Quarter. That is enough.”

We had created the mandala of the four winds, with help from a dreamtime being, and that mandala had called forth lord Four Winds and created the realm of the Four Winds. The mandala needed four people, the Four Quarters, to be in balance. But we had only myself, Nalini and Saodat, with Mary-Anne standing in when required. That was enough to keep the power nearly in balance, but things could go awry very quickly without proper balance. Now Paula had verbally accepted I thought that Lord Four Winds would move swiftly to establish the Four Quarters and get the mandala in proper balance. I decided not to share my thoughts yet.

“Does that mean there might be hope for you and me?” Biltis teased.

Mary-Anne chuckled. “Biltis, Biltis, hope springs eternal for you. We are sorcerers, we know that great powers can rearrange things, which is why it is so difficult to foretell the future. I am flattered, let us leave it at that.”

“If you had become the Air Quarter,” Nalini asked, “would you have become our wife?” she finished teasingly.

“That is where lord Four Winds wants this to go. I would stand up to her. Let us not try to predict what might have happened had Paula had not arrived.”

“I think you would eventually agree to be the third wife.” Biltis commented. “Lord Four Winds can be very persuasive. After all, you are here with us, and not being lady Mary-Anne in your home shadow.”

“I have always been somewhat adventurous. Being home as lady Mary-Anne tedious. I have outgrown that. That is why I took up with lord Thezar and moved to Cairo. Now being with Danny and Nalini offers adventure, stimulation and learning. The same could be said of you, Biltis.”

“True. I have learned and experienced many new things over the past few months.” Biltis turned to Paula. “When did you realize Prospero was a substitute for Danny, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Early on. I kept comparing him with Danny. That’s part of why I left Brisbane.”

“There is something to be said for being open about these things.” Biltis remarked. “I do what I do without regrets, I love whoever takes my fancy, and if they are open to me, I will make love with them. If not, I will wait. Things change. They always change.”

“Nothing lasts forever.” Mary-Anne added. “Plus ça change.” she added in French.

“I am being open, and I will wait as long as it takes.” Paula commented. “At least we all know about the pressure to have an Air Quarter. Saodat should realize that as well.”

“It may take her a while. We will take it slowly.” Nalini stated. “Shall we have a chat with Saodat?”

“Why not. I’ll let you guide me.”

“All right. Danny, will you find Saodat and bring her here?”

Saodat was further along the same street, sitting by herself at a cafe table. The next table features several spirits that looked like they had walked out of one of Shakespeare’s plays. The men wore ruffs and sported swords. Probably deceased spirits, I did not notice any silver cords connecting them to physical bodies.

Saodat was a genetically engineered super soldier, several times stronger than a normal human. She was a tall, wiry woman, with short, coppery hair, dark eyes, high cheekbones, a long nose, dark eyes, and a tattoo of a snarling bear on her left arm. She also had sharp claws she could project from her fingertips. We had rescued her soulless body from the prison cell, her soul from the Angel of Pain’s spiritual hell, restored her. I told her Nalini and Paula wanted a chat with her.

“We will go soon. Sit down, I want to talk with you. And I want you to be completely honest with me.”

“Sure. You’ll know if I’m lying to you anyway.”

Saodat smiled. “First, do you love me?”

“Yes. We both do. It was the only way to rescue you from the Angel of Pain’s hell.” We both felt the truth of that statement. “You and I felt a karmic bond the first time we met.”

“Yes, though I dismissed it for a while. Things changed after we created the mandala. I felt lighter, loved by both of you. And yes, I love both of you equally. I can’t explain that.” 

Saodat paused, looking at her claws as she flicked them out and in. “Do you love Paula?”

“Yes. I’ve known her since she was nine and I was seventeen. She was like my kid sister for a time. Then I met Nalini, and the three of us went to live in London for a year. Nalini and I got married, Paula discovered Nalini was training me in sorcery, and wanted in. Eventually Nalini agreed to train her, including sexual energy work. She dithered about being a ménage à trois and being scared of commitment. She met Prospero, threw herself at him, and the rest is history.”

“Brutally honest. Thanks.” Saodat moved to me, put her arm about me. I reciprocated.

“I know that she wants to pick up where she left off when she ran away. I am sure that she was hoping to become your second wife.”

“Hah! That’s all on hold. Nothing will happen unless you and she agree. Just like Zod wanting to take you to bed.” 

“That was to have included Sonya.” Saodat chuckled. “Looks like I’m popular with other women. Thanks for being honest. I thought about their suggestion, and I feel it would be a bit like friends with benefits. Paula would be something more permanent, wouldn’t she?”

“Mmm.” I nodded agreement. “There is all that stuff about needing a fourth person as the Air Quarter to balance the energies. Mary-Anne said she could feel the pressure on her to become the Air Quarter, but it looks like Four Winds would prefer Paula.”

“Mary-Anne has mentioned that to me. She told me she was agreeable to being a permanent Air Quarter, but she had no intention to have sex with any of us. I think I would prefer her for that reason.” She paused, sighed. “Lukeios advised us that we needed four people for the four lobes of the mandala. And that Paula would be an appropriate replacement for Elanor and Mary-Anne. I know Mary-Anne well. I would need to get to know Paula.”

“The others are wondering why you didn’t meet with them. They sent me to find you.”

Saodat smiled again. “They probably think I’m sulking. Either Paula or Mary-Anne will become the Air Quarter.  I am a realist. We will have to adapt to that. Let’s go talk with her. Let me do the talking.” She linked her right arm through my left.

We arrived where I’d left the others. They were now standing, and a table had been removed to give us room.

“Hi Saodat, let’s have a group hug.” Nalini already had her right arm about Paula’s waist, and Paula’s left was about hers. Nalini put her left about Biltis, who put her left arm about me, I put my left about Saodat. Mary-Anne moved to be between Saodat and Paula with an arm about both.

“Energy exchange.” Nalini said.

We were in the four quadrant positions of the pattern we had made, with Paula and Mary-Anne standing in as double Air. Biltis was with me as a double Water. Nalini was Fire and Saodat was Earth. The energy began to flow, a living current that ignited every nerve ending, tendrils of the Pattern of Four Winds seeping into my very soul. It was feminine, ancient, and purposeful. I felt her reach out, a gentle but firm pressure as she adjusted something within Saodat and Paula, then poured an overwhelming, ecstatic surge into all six of us. It roared like a maelstrom within, yet my mind remained eerily clear, utterly serene amidst the storm.

The four of you carry my pattern. You are all pattern makers. Mary-Anne is second Air Quarter. Biltis you are second Water Quarter. Welcome.

The energies rose to a rapturous crescendo that seemed to last forever, with us like corks bobbing on a stormy ocean. Let peace return. 

The storm abated, the sea became millpond smooth. We should do this often. There was a sense of possessive love. The four of us were her parents, and she felt complete. Mary-Anne and Biltis were her aunts. The pattern dropped below our awareness. 

“What just happened?” Paula asked. “That was way different from last time.”

“Saodat is Earth.” Mary-Anne commented. “We have the complete pattern of four this time.”

“Exactly.” Nalini added. “Lukeios said that four pattern initiates could invoke the mandala.” Lukeios was one of our mentors. “We have just done that. The pattern binds all six of us. We are complete as four. Biltis and Mary-Anne, are you going to claim another four?”

“I am Water, Mary-Anne is Air, Zod is Earth, Sonya is likely Air rather than Fire; it isn’t obvious yet.  We could claim a second pattern of four if she is Fire. Otherwise we will just act as your doubles. Another Fire will turn up eventually.”

“Nicely done.” Saodat laughed sardonically. “I feel a connection to Paula that I didn’t feel before. And Biltis and Mary-Anne as well.”

“And I feel a connection to Saodat, Mary-Anne and Biltis.” Paula said. “Was that connection always there to Saodat? It couldn’t have been there before for Mary-Anne and Biltis.”

“The connection between you and Saodat has been there since you both participated in the creation of the mandala.” Nalini replied. “It will be there for Prospero if he chooses to acknowledge it, and it will be there for the girls. We’ll help the girls acknowledge their connection when they are old enough.”

“Lord Four Winds resurrected me and shared her mandala at that time.” Mary-Anne commented. “That was several months ago.”

“Lord Four Winds shared her mandala with me, Sonya and Zod when we were staying in the Rings of Mithras.” Biltis added. “That was a month ago in Danny’s shadow, but several months ago in the Rings of Mithras.”

“You have to tell me these stories.” Paula remarked. 

“We could start telling those tales now.” I commented.

“Okay.” Saodat commented. “There was a lot of things I was going to say, but I think they’re no longer necessary. Paula, you’re now the air quarter; let’s get to know one another better. And let’s keep an open mind about where that can lead.”

“I think we should keep an open mind about where that leads Biltis and Mary-Anne.” I thought to Nalini.

“Yes, along with Zod and Sonya.” Nalini thought back. “We live in interesting times.” She commented aloud. “Let’s talk about Mary-Anne’s and Biltis’ back stories, and the rings of Mithras and Saturn Station.”
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The next day we were all invited to Liz’s place for a get together and general discussion. Liz was hosting the remaining people from Saturn Station. Liz was Murri aboriginal descent, with dark chocolate skin, mid brown eyes, and black hair with  bright red streak on the left side and a dark yellow streak on the right. Nalini was missing; she had to pick up the girls from their karate class and would be along later.

“Why would you want to stay here?” Benji asked Biltis. “This place is quaint. I much prefer Saturn Station. I used to get homesick for Terra, but here doesn’t even have those sort of things. And Liz has to cook our meals. She even sweeps the floors.” Benji was a petite woman originally from the Middle East. She brushed her shoulder length black hair out of her dark eyes. 

“Well I like it here. I can cook; I used to cook a lot. And sweeping can be meditative. Zen mindfulness. Saodat has a roster for cleaning, and everyone is on it. We are helping.” Biltis replied. Biltis was a young woman with dark brown skin, green curly hair, piercing blue eyes that were human looking. She was dressed in aquamarine and silver, and indoor sandals.

“We’re both ex-army.” Zod added. “A cleaning roster an excellent idea.” Zod was muscular with honey coloured skin, green eyes and green hair in a boyish cut. She could change the color of her skin and eyes on a whim. That was not magic, but genetic manipulation done on Saturn Station as part of Zod’s rejuvenation package. Like Saodat, Zod was a genetically engineered super-soldier with cybernetic implants. Technically she and Saodat were cyborgs.

“By the way, we have to introduce someone to you.” Zod announced. “Juniper, could you please come out and meet the others?”

A hubot walked into the room we were in. She was tall like Zod, with a human looking body that had green and blue skin, and a face that was a spit image of Zod, as if they were twin sisters. She was wearing indoor sandals, a green tartan miniskirt and a reddish purple sports bra. Her eyes were green, and she wore a mohawk that was green and blue as if she was wearing different coloured feathers.

“Good morning everyone. I know all of you. Think of me as Zod’s sister. I will be accompanying Zod and Sonya on all their travels. This is the hubot version of Zod’s skin. It changes color like an octopus can.” Her skin flickered as it changed color. Her legs took on the color and pattern of her skirt while her torso and arms matched the reddish purple of her top. She pirouetted and was now a black and white checkerboard pattern, then flickered again, settling into a human looking honey color. Her mohawk changed color, becoming entirely green.

I studied Juniper’s aura. There was the moiré pattern all droids had, overlaid with the shadow of a soul. That made her a hubot with a soul, like Sonya. Except that hubots had placid souls, stable images that moved slowly, changing colors from time to time. With Juniper, that soul was a boiling mash of colors, pulsing and swirling, revealing her emotions and feelings. It looked like a human aura. I messaged Nalini and Mary-Anne about that.

Paula blurted. “Have we met?” I think most of us were wondering that. 

“Some years ago.” Juniper had a mischievous smile. “You visited the Tukani embassy and compound. I looked a bit different then.”

“I remember Zod and Sonya, and there were some other hubots there. But nothing rings a bell.”

“You referred to me as the incredible hulk. Do you remember?”

“I said that to Zod. At least I thought I did.”

“It’s a long story. A year or so before you and I met, Zod was shot in the head during a small war.” Juniper explained. “Her brain was destroyed. Her powered armor kept her alive in a vegetative state until she reached hospital. The doctors replaced her brain with an AI brain. They restored her memories form the last backup. That AI brain was imprinted with a persona we were assured was Zod’s. That AI brain is now my brain. I was acting as Zod to the best of my ability. I met Sonya, we fell in love.”

“Then you were the brain behind Zod when we talked.”

“Yes. I was Zod for several years. Until just two months ago.”

“What happened?”

“There were little issues interfering with my thought processes. Hints of disagreement from time to time. Some months ago Shendara, the Avatar of Saturn Station AI, determined that Zod should have a human brain, and the AI brain was removed and placed in a suitable droid. When that was done I looked a lot like Zod when she was hard-body; partially metal. I remember that look, I was content with it...”

Her voice trailed off, and I saw tears in her aura for a few seconds before they were suppressed. I felt tears and sadness myself, and pushed it away. Juniper’s emotions were infective when you are an empath. 

Mary-Anne pinged me “Did you feel that?” She was standing nearby, tall and slender with pale English skin that complemented her long buttercup-yellow tresses. 

“Juniper is not in a good place. We need to help her.”

“We should start with the root cause.” Mary-Anne moved to have a good view of Juniper’s aura. Between the two of us we should be able to help, I thought.

“Why did Shendara insist on swapping brains? It seems rather drastic.” Paula seemed unaware of the turmoil around Juniper’s aura.

“Two souls in one body, Paula.” Biltis remarked. “The AI has its own soul. It’s like possession except these two were in agreement most of the time.”

“Of course. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

“Shendara determined that the two souls were not always in agreement.” Juniper continued. “It was three months ago that Shendara organized our separation. Zod received her regrown human brain, I received a droid body.” That last sentence sounded flat. Since she did not breathe, there were no muscles to shape the sound. The corners of her mouth turned down fleetingly, making her look as if there was a bad smell in the air. Her aura flickered, a sudden shadow of deep sadness blooming and then shrinking back as if forcibly contained. Her mouth made a clicking noise and she was back to a bland expression.

“What made you decide on a makeover?” Paula ploughed on, oblivious to the emotions.

“The droid was workable, but not a long term solution. I was used to being a human; I missed many things. We have been talking about it ever since Zod’s makeover, and planning my features. Shendara said that would be a priority when we returned to Saturn Station. But we are staying here, and lord Four Winds offered. I chose this look in consultation with Zod and Sonya. I have all my faculties. I am assured that my body is almost a mimic of Sonya’s, except that I look like Zod.”

Her aura showed another flicker of sadness, quickly suppressed. “She is crying inside.” I sent to Mary-Anne. Mary-Anne acknowledged non-verbally.

“She is a fully functional hubot with a soul.” Sonya added. “I am happy with both of them. They do have different personalities. The three of us are family. ”

“Juniper, can you shadow walk? Or do magic?” Paula asked. Mary-Anne moved close to Juniper and put her hands into the edge of Juniper’s aura.

“Not yet, but Four Winds assured me that I would learn when I was ready. There is no package for magic. And it seems there might never be. Sonya can use magic, but we cannot find where that information is stored. Shendara said it would be in Sonya’s soul, not her body.” Juniper made a very human shrug. “Sonya can use magic. I will be able to use magic once I learn.”

“Welcome to our group Juniper. We look forward to watching you develop your skills and personality.” Mary-Anne stated. “We think we know you, but you are emerging from Zod’s shadow. I for one want to see you develop your personality.”

“Thank you. That is very astute of you Mary-Anne. For years I was acting as Zod, but that was the persona imprinted in me. Once I was swapped out I started developing my persona, and Zod is recovering her own persona.”

Sonya added “Zod went hardbody and bulky because Juniper was imprinted that way. She had no other reference than the persona created for Zod. We eventually figured it out, I made some changes to the imprinted persona that Juniper agreed with, and Shendara implemented her new body and brain. Zod is currently more feminine than she has been for years. I suspect she will swing to a more masculine persona, while Juniper will become more feminine. Only time will tell.”

“Juniper, Sonya, how do you feel about Zod’s and Juniper’s changing personas?” Mary-Anne continued.

“We are hubots. We are trained to care for our human companion and be non-judgemental and nurturing and supportive.” Sonya replied.

“Zod is our human companion, we do not become jealous.” Juniper added. That flat tone again. Her aura showed resignation. She felt trapped, with no way out. 

Mary-Anne sent the same information via our private link. Her face showed that she felt Juniper’s pain.

“So how do you feel about being Zod and now being Juniper?” Paula pushed.

“Zod is alive today because I became her brain. I acted as Zod to the best of my ability. When Shendara determined that Zod needed her human brain we understood that was best for Zod. When I took on the droid shell, we knew it was temporary until we settled on the design of the hubot. Now I am truly Juniper, and as Mary-Anne said, my persona will continue to develop.”

“She didn’t answer the question.” I sent to Mary-Anne.

“She is not happy with the situation.” Mary-Anne replied. “I think she is grieving for her lost humanness.”

“And I love both of them.” Zod called out. She was talking with Biltis. 

“How did you and Sonya meet?” Paula asked. “I haven’t heard that story.”

Zod looked at Juniper. “You can tell it. I remember it, but you were there.”

Juniper smiled and stretched exactly like Zod would. “I was working as a security guard at the Tukani embassy. Since I had an AI brain the military wouldn’t employ me. I’d been invalided out, I didn’t need to work, but I couldn’t just sit around and I didn’t want an office job. So security, Tukani embassy, South Africa.

“There were always hubots waiting for their trip to Saturn Station. They were always friendly, ’cos they can detect that I have an AI brain. As Zod I had imbedded weapons, including a pop-up stun gun in my left forearm and a blaster in my right shoulder. That was sticking and I tried to fix that. Sonya walked over and offered to help.”

Juniper made a wry smile. “I was a bit dismissive, I didn’t think she had the training. She looked at it, told me the version details, and told me she could fix it. Then she opened her chest, there were three detachable hands there. She swapped to a different hand with several small tools, and fixed it in a couple of minutes. Then we started talking. She showed me she could strip and reassemble my gun faster than I could. It was love at first sight.”

“I thought she was a hubot, but I noticed there was flesh around the pop-up blaster.” Sonya took up the tale. “I asked about that and we swapped life stories. Then I convinced her to come with me to Saturn Station. That’s when we met you Paula.”

“You stayed behind when we visited the rings of Mithras?” I had seen tukaniform droids on the Kingfisher but nothing stood out as Juniper. 

“I stayed in our cabin most of the time. I played with your two girls a lot. And we watched most of the action you gals were having via our links. You said hello to me a couple of times. But we did not talk.”

I patted the vacant seat on the settee. “Let’s talk now.”

My link supplied a memory of Danila chatting via her link with a tall droid that seemed to be mostly gold and silver with occasional patches of white. I’d seen the sadness in her aura even then, a subtle, almost tearful overlay beneath the moiré pattern. I’d been caught up in other things, but now... I should have done more. I shared that memory with Juniper via my link, focusing on the girls’ happiness with her. 

“Yep, that was me.” Juniper sat beside me and we both turned to face each other. She looked thoughtful.

“You didn’t introduce yourself?” I made that light so she would not take offence. I had sensed unhappiness in that memory. “Danila and Katya both enjoyed your company.”

“They were happy and playful. I didn’t feel like talking with adults.”

l sent an ack via my link, adding “The laughter of children lifts the spirits. I take it your make-over has done you a world of good.” “How are you handling your journey from human to hubot, if you don’t mind me asking?” I added via my link.

Juniper smiled deprecatingly. “Those little tells. I know and understand why it had to happen. I won’t consider undoing it. But I understand what it is to be human. And... damn it, I miss being human.” I noticed moisture at the corner of her eyes, a slight tremble of her lower lip, the tears in her aura.

A realization hit me. Hubots were trained to be loyal companions to their human. Replacing Zod’s brain required the AI replacement to be as human as possible, unfettered, to behave as a human in any situation, and able to run a human body. I sent that revelation to Juniper, Nalini and Mary-Anne. Then I added “I’m sorry I didn’t do more for you at the time. I saw the sadness in your aura, back then, like a flickering sorrow beneath the polished metal. I regret not reaching out to you.” adding via my link “You still are human. Don’t ever think that you are not human. You have a soul, and you were created to be human. Don’t think of yourself as a hubot, think of yourself as a reverse cyborg.”

Juniper’s mouth dropped open, then closed with a snap. She stared at me for thirty or forty seconds, her hand coming to rest lightly on my arm, a range of emotions crossing her face. The acknowledgement of her hidden pain, seen and regretted, seemed to unburden her. She cracked a smile, which became a soft laugh. “There is magic in your words. This may be a hubot body, but I am still human inside, flesh or no flesh.” she switched back to conversing via our links. “Sonya does not think as a human, she thinks like a human. She does not understand my angst. Zod is an eternal optimist. She does not understand either. Hubots are loyal and supportive of their human companion. I do not think that way. I think like her human companion. I was her human companion for years.” She paused, one finger indicating someone else was calling her. “Mary-Anne has asked the same question. I have shared our conversation with her.”

Mary-Anne joined us, sitting on Juniper’s other side. She spoke to both of us via our links. “Of course you are human Juniper. Danny is right, do not doubt that. Your brain was created to be human. Not a mimic, but a complete replacement.”

“How did you deduce my angst? I thought I was hiding it all.”

“We can see your aura. You look like a cyborg - moiré patterns from your electronics are overlaid with a shadow of a human soul.” I replied. Mary-Anne and I were developing watery eyes. Juniper noticed, glancing at me and then Mary-Anne.

Mary-Anne held up












































Chapter 3: Farewells and Continued Development
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