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Boucher’s World: Emergent


Book 1
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Chapter One

Jade and Tally

​ “No
matter how roomy and comfortable, a cage
is still a cage.” - Daniel
Lowry

The big man tramped heavily
through the old cottage looking in every room one last time. The
only things left were cardboard boxes in a corner of one of the
back rooms, and he’d pulled them open earlier to discover they were
filled with packing material. He left them. No profit in
that.

Satisfied that he’d emptied the cottage of
everything of probable value, he nodded and pulled a communicator
out of an inside pocket. He pressed a preprogrammed number.

“Get me Montford,” he said softly to
the woman who answered.

“Of course, Charles,” she
murmured.

While he waited, he walked over to the
large, ceiling-to-floor window on the rear wall and peered out
through the grime spattered pane. Just grass and trees, and a glint
of light off a small, nearby meandering stream.

He wondered, briefly, why the window had
been built that way, then turned and forgot it when Caine Montford
answered.

“What did you find, Charles? Was it
worth the trouble?”

“Not much here, Caine.” He glanced
around the dusty room. “But I think I’ve got you some items that
may prove to be profitable.”

The link was silent for a moment.
“Okay, bring them in. I’m sure I can find a place for them, though
I’m almost certain she meant something more would be there.” His voice turned cold.
“Come on back. Stop and get the Healer and bring him with you.
She’s going to pay for
getting my hopes up.” He clicked off.

Charles winced. He hurt for the precog, but
he knew there was nothing he could do to prevent what, he had no
doubt, Caine was going to do to her. He knew it would be done
before he could get back, but he also knew that even if he were
there, he would do nothing to help her.

He felt a burst of shame at his cowardice,
but he knew what would happen if he tried. He rolled away from that
thought.

He shook his head. Caine was sharp
about some things, such as his “business” dealings. It had made him
a very wealthy and powerful man. But when it came to dealing with
women, he was an absolute thickhead as he had no respect for them.
He was convinced the precog was his ticket to success in his
ambition to run the world the way he wanted. He refused to listen when she tried
to tell him the ability didn’t work that way.

He also had the uncommon extra-sensory
ability - esa - of psyscanning, allowing him to examine a person
for the truth. This ability was not as powerful as he supposed, as
Charles had discovered, but he also had the esa that gave him the
ability to inflict pain - or pleasure - and he could be mean and
vicious when he didn’t get his way.

Charles had been trying for years to
learn to shield against it, and he found after a while that
he could mitigate the pain.
Unfortunately, he was addicted to the pleasure.

He shook his head again, ruefully this
time. He couldn’t count the times he wished he’d never gotten mixed
up with Caine Montford. But he’d been young and stupid; too anxious
to make some fast credits, too eager to believe in the handsome,
charismatic man who convinced him he would change the world.
Who lied to him for his own
selfish reasons. And that man was getting more unstable,
day-by-day.

He sighed as he got into the large
featureless hover-truck to head back to the mountains.

It was his own fault, and he would probably
end up in Hell with Montford.

He drove off without looking back, never
noticing the hazy Dim Spot moving to engulf the cottage or the
subdued, almost negligible flash of gray accompanying it.

******

Three months later…

Jade punched the regulator on the
water dispenser again. Still no water. What the...?
Shards. These things never broke
down.

Her pretty brown face crinkled up into a
puzzled frown as she stared at it. The day was warm, and she needed
to fill her water pouch - now. She tried it one last time with the
same result.

She stood there for a moment, thinking, then
she walked to the back and pushed the water lever on the small
shower.

Crap.
Nothing. She sighed, slung the pouch over her
shoulder, picked up her pack, and headed back out of the rest
station.

“Tally!” she yelled as she stepped
outside the rest station. She looked around. Where’d he get to? Shaking her head impatiently,
she homed in on his signature, finding him near the wheat
field.

With a quiet rustling, Tally came padding
sedately toward her, long bushy tail held high in the air, his
silver fur gleaming in the afternoon sun.

<Keep your tunic on, Jade, I’m coming>
he sent calmly, <Did you refill your pouch yet?>

Tally could vocalize but didn’t if he could
avoid it. His mental voice was a pleasant, harmonious tenor, but
his audible one was… well, different. So, he preferred to use
mind-speak.

Jade shook her head in disgust. “Something’s
wrong with the water in there. Couldn’t get it to work.” She
deliberated for a second, then reached into a side pocket on her
pack and pulled out a small, black, rectangular hand device. She
peered at it, then touched one of the three lines running
horizontally across the top half.

A tiny green indicator on the top blinked,
and a large three dimensional map popped up in front of her. She
studied it, tracking from the two icons that represented herself
and Tally and their current position at the rest station, to a
couple of points a little farther to the north.

“According to this map, there are two
other rest stations in this area, the closest about a mile ahead.”
Looking pensive, she turned the map off and shoved it back into her
pack. “We’re okay on our quota for the day, so we have enough
leeway to get there and still make enough catches for the
bonus.”

<Well, it’s either that or go
directly back to the work camp,> sent the large Cat.
<I don’t need much, but you’ve got to
have water,> he added, golden eyes flashing in the
sunlight.

He was right. Jade was getting thirsty.

Of course, she wouldn’t be having this
problem if the lid to her water pouch hadn’t popped off when she
slipped in the wet grass on the hill above the wheat field, and
landed butt-first on the pouch. She had gotten up, rubbing her
skinny behind, grimacing because she could feel her work pants were
wet. She bent to retrieve her empty water pouch and slipped -
again. Her knees and pant legs got decorated with grass
stains and mud from that
slip. She hated hills. Even
little ones, such as that one had been.

She’d shot Tally an indignant look when she
caught a mental snicker from him.

Fortunately, the pouch was still intact, and
she hadn’t been hurt - except for her dignity - so they’d headed
for the rest station so she could get a refill. And wipe off some
of the mud.

Now she settled the pack on her back and
noted that at least her backside had dried. She brushed at the mud
caked on her knees and got a cloud of dust and dirty hands for her
trouble.

She grunted irritably and growled, “Let’s
go.”

She and Tally worked for Nuisance
Apprehenders, Inc., the leading pest control company amongst all
the villages and enclaves, and they had to catch a required number
of “nuisances” each day or risk a cut in credits. They were
currently assigned to clearing the fields located to the west of
Village Twelve, their home village.

They weren’t making a killing doing this,
but it bought food and paid the mortgage - and it allowed them to
remain independent. They liked this job a whole lot better than the
first one they’d had working at a flower shop in the market
district in their village.

Jade carried all of the gear needed for the
job and operated the lure that brought the pest close enough to
grab, and she bagged the perp once it was caught.

Tally did most of the grabbing, being
careful not to bite or hurt them since they had to keep them alive
and relatively unscathed. Sometimes - if she were close, and
providing she moved fast enough - she would make the catch.

Unfortunately, that was what led to
her slipping. She’d moved too
fast and couldn’t get traction on the wet grass. Tally had to
chase that one down after she fell. Not that he minded the chase.
In fact, he rather enjoyed it, and he was exceptionally good at
it.

Even with the Change, not all ex-pets could
resist gobbling up a pest or two in the heat of the moment. He
never did that. He handled the small creatures with gentleness,
though he did scare them up a little - just to hold them still
until she got them caged. The little pains-in-the-neck got over
it.

Jade still had that last delinquent, a tiny
vole, in one of her pest cages. She decided to store it in the
stasis chamber inside the rest station rather than lug it with
them, or take it back to the other side of the wheat field where
their other little outlaws were already stashed in a chamber.

They opted to leave the cart and pick it up
on the way back.

Too bad we can’t use the
cart to ride to the next rest station, she
mused.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t built to carry
Humans. It could easily have carried Tally, but he would never have
deigned to ride while she walked. Besides, it was slow and hard to
maneuver.

She sighed. I
sure will be thrilled when we’ve moved up in status enough to rate
one of those little evolved hover-rovers the company
has. She couldn’t drive one of those, but Tally was
good at operating evolved vehicles.

It was a Cat thing.

******

Ten minutes of hiking brought them to the
next rest station.

<I’ll wait outside,> sent Tally,
<It smells weird in there.>

Jade shrugged and went in. She sniffed the
air, but the only thing she smelled was a fading whiff of some
familiar odor she couldn’t quite place. It didn’t smell bad to her,
but then her nose wasn’t nearly as sensitive as Tally’s. Thinking
about it, she realized it was just the chemical used to disinfect
the facility. Apparently, it had recently cleaned itself.

By now, in addition to being thirsty,
she was sweaty and - she sniffed herself -
unfresh. She went straight to the water
dispenser and jabbed at the regulator…and again, no
water.

Huh? She
stood there in disbelief. This just didn’t
happen. Okay, so maybe
one could be out of order, but
two?… at the same time? In all her
time with the company, she’d never heard of that
happening.

She trudged wearily to the back of the
station to check the shower for functionality but had a sinking
feeling about it. The one at the first station hadn’t worked, but
just to be sure, she went over and pushed the lever down - and no
water there, either.

She slumped and plopped down heavily on the
built-in bench beside the shower, setting her pack beside her.
Propping her elbows on her knees, she ran a hand through her short,
frizzy, sweaty hair.

She was hot, thirsty, tired,
and still no water. They had
wasted their time coming here. They would have to go back to the
camp anyway, and by the time they got there and reported the
outages, it would be too late to do any more work today.

She closed her eyes and leaned back
against the wall. Shards. She
was glad they already had their quota, but she wanted
more.

For the first time since they started
working in this area, they were close to the number of catches
needed for the bonus. Two more!
Just two more were all they needed. She slapped the wall in
frustration, leaning forward again. She’d been anticipating that
extra pay - she had her eye on this new outfit…

I’ll bet Reece would like
to see me in that.

She and Reece had a date planned for the
next weekend. They were going dancing, and she really loved to
dance. But she needed that bonus to get the outfit, and now…

Her thoughts grew sour.
Crap. Well,
no point in sitting here staring at my dirty work
boots.

She got up, maneuvered the pack onto her
back, re-slung the empty water pouch, and headed for the exit just
as Tally slid through the door.

“Thought you didn’t appreciate the
smell in here,” she said testily. She stopped, immediately
regretting being so snippy; this wasn’t Tally’s fault. “Sorry,
didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s just that the water doesn’t work
here, either, and I’m thirsty, I’m tired, I’m dirty, and I’m a
little… cranky.” She sighed, resigned. “We’re going to have to go
back to camp.”

Tally, who was used to her being a
grouch when she got frustrated, shrugged. He wrinkled his nose and
snickered. <You forgot to add - you stink, too,> he sent. <But maybe we won’t
have to go back just yet. Do you have any puri-tabs in your pack? I
can smell water nearby, so I believe there must be a stream in this
area somewhere.>

Ignoring the “stink” jab - after all,
she did smell less than
delightful - she thought: Yes!

Puri-tabs were a part of the supplies
she carried with her every day. They were standard, along with the
first-aid kit that all pest catchers - nuisance apprehenders - carried in their packs.
She had never actually used the puri-tabs, but she knew how, and
they were one of the items that had to remain with them at all
times. It was the major reason she’d lugged the pack with
her.

“All right!” She strode out the door,
glad that, this time, she had followed regulations. She felt much
better. “Lead the way, partner. Maybe we can still make the bonus.”
She was already visualizing how good she was going to look in that
cute outfit.

They headed briskly down the pathway leading
from the station to the road.

Within a few minutes, Tally paused. He
sniffed the air. <There. It’s over in that wooded area up
ahead.> He bounded toward the trees.

Jade jogged heavy-footed after him.
Suddenly, he stopped short.

Jade clomped up beside him, breathing
heavily. She sucked in a breath. “What’s the matter?” The pack was
beginning to feel like a load of quana wood on her back. She briefly wished she’d
brought the hover-cart after all, just to carry the stupid
pack. Nah, would’ve slowed us down… should
have just left the thing and stuck the first-aid kit and puri-tabs
in my pockets.

Tally swung his head slowly from side to
side, eyes narrowing.

<There’s something… not right,> he
said, slowly. <I can smell the water… and something
else…>

They saw it at the same time. A Dim Spot.
The trees had a light, grainy haze, and Jade could smell a faint
aroma of almonds - verifying there was, indeed, a Spot in front of
them.

Disgust and exasperation ran through
her. Shards! We just can’t catch a break
this afternoon.

There was always a chance of running into
one of those things this close to the edge of the Dome, but this
was the first one they’d seen since coming to this area six months
ago. They always stayed as far from the edge as they could since
getting too close is what brought them out. They must have ranged
closer than she thought.

The image of the cute outfit flapped away.
There was no known way through a Spot, and since the water source
was beyond it, they might as well turn around and head back to camp
now. Before she got any thirstier. Or grubbier. And crabbier.

Her peevish thought was,
Reece will just have to put up with my old green
and white tunic, though, I
probably should dress down for him
anyway. He was getting harder to hold off. She sighed.
She knew what Reece wanted, and though she liked him, she just
wasn’t ready to take that step yet.

Tally was puzzled. <Wonder why I didn’t
smell that earlier? Sorry to get your hopes up.> He wanted them
to get the bonus, too. He flopped down in the grass.

She reassured him. “Not your fault
Tally, you couldn’t have known. Besides, I think you may have been
put off by the scent at the rest station. I’m impressed you could
even smell the water, let alone the almonds. You know how
faint that aroma is. Anyway,
who knew we would find a Spot here. Come on, it’s getting late. We
need to get back before we have to call for a ride.” She winced
at that thought. That would take a bite
out of their credits: she’d never
be able to get that outfit.

Tally climbed to his feet, shaking himself.
He still felt as if he’d let them down, though Jade had made him
feel a bit better.

They started back to the road. Jade gave a
last glance at the woods, running her eyes along the Spot fuzzed
trees. She paused, surprised. “Hey, there’s a house over there,
right at the edge.” She pointed to where the trees stopped looking
so blurry. “I didn’t know there were any houses on this side of the
fields. I don’t remember seeing it on the map. It seems to be
outside the Spot, though. Let’s go see if anybody’s home. Maybe
they’ll allow us to get water.” She turned and headed toward the
house.

Tally squinted in the direction she was
going, then trailed after her. He could barely see anything in the
bright sunlight, but if he had the better sense of smell, Jade
certainly had the better eyesight - at least in the middle of the
day.

******

The precog looked down at the sleeping faces
of her children and prayed silently to the gods of the universe.
She would have done anything in her power to protect them, and all
the probability strands except one led to their destruction. She’d
had to make sure of that strand being the one that came about.

She had seen the way to
make that happen three months ago and set it into motion even
though she knew doing so would cause him
to inflict terrible pain on her.

It hadn’t been enough
for him to
use her more violently than usual.
No, for punishment, he utilized implements on her also because
he loved seeing her in pain.
His pain/pleasure esa
didn’t work on her. She only got a brief itchiness in her hands
from the pain, thus the implements, and if he’d
ever used the pleasure on her, she hadn’t
noticed.

He had
Charles bring the disgraced Healer in to attend her and keep her
alive to be used another day. As usual, her heart wept when she
thought of Charles.

As she prepared herself
for bed, she remembered how his Healer had looked at her afterward, with shame in his
eyes.

He was aghast at the
extent of her wounds this time. They were the worst
he had inflicted on her, to date.
When he stepped away to check
on something with Charles, the Healer hurriedly handed her some
small yellow pills, whispering to her of their use. She looked at
him, eyes flat, unsmiling.

Had he given them to her before she
conceived and gave birth to her first child, she would’ve taken
them. Gladly. Happily. Now, she couldn’t. She had seen a strand in
which she did so and saw her children perish in a most horrific
manner. She handed the pills back, shaking her head.

Now, as she slipped into
her night-gown and climbed into the bed she shared with her two
children, she re-checked this strand she had steered them to, and
smiled. Her children would survive and have a good future.
She wouldn’t survive, but that
didn’t matter. There were no
strands in which she did.


Chapter Two

The Cottage

​ They stopped in front of the house. Now that
they’d arrived, Jade saw it was a tiny, dingy white cottage. It
looked deserted.

Probably abandoned because
of the nearby Spot, she thought.

The Dim Spots roamed, and if one wandered
onto an occupied building, the residents would suddenly find
themselves outside with no way to get back in unless the Spot moved
on. If it did, then whoever lived there would hurriedly remove
their belongings before it came back. If it didn’t move, then their
belongings were out of their reach and lost.

This fact had not been known at first, so a
number of buildings were erected close to the Dome wall in the
beginning. If a Dim Spot showed up nearby, people usually packed up
and abandoned the home for fear of it being eventually overtaken.
Most covered structures remained that way until, at some point, the
Spot moved on, and one could not be certain of when - or if - it
would move on. Better to simply take one’s possessions and leave
the area.

Jade was surprised the cottage was still
standing after all this time. Maybe the Spot only recently moved
on, or - more likely - had covered it off and on over the years.
Several old buildings had been preserved that way.

They could see no movement behind the grime
bespattered windows, and the house had a definite aura of
emptiness.

“Crap. Well,
we’re here, now. We might as well knock,” she grumped as she
trudged up onto the porch. She wasn’t holding out any hope of
finding anyone, though.

She raised her hand and rapped sharply on
the door, stiffening when it gave under her fist and slowly swung
open.

“Um, anybody home?” she called,
peering into the shadowy opening. “Hello?” No answer. It was
suddenly very quiet, as if the whole world had decided to pause at
that exact moment.

Creepy. She
hesitated, not sure if she really wanted to go in.

Impatient, Tally side-stepped around her,
stuck his nose in the door, and sniffed.

<Come on, the place is empty. There’s
probably no water, but I smell a mouse. We can add it to our quota
- maybe you’ll still be able to get your new “outfit” to look good
for Reece.> He chuckled at the look of surprise on her face.

How’d he
know she was dying to go shopping? And thinking about
Reece?

Ugh! My thoughts must be
leaking - again. She gave a rueful smile. She was
going to have to crack down and get in more practice on holding her
shields in place.

She followed him in. They stopped just
inside the door and looked around the small, featureless, empty
room.

The floor was covered in dust so thick
it was hard to tell exactly what it was made of, though she thought
it might be quana wood
planks. She saw footprints crisscrossing through the dust and bare
spaces where it looked as if something may have been sitting at one
point. Two dirt-encrusted windows filtered the rays from the sun,
leaving the room in near twilight.

There was a closed door directly ahead,
leading to either a closet or another room. The tracks led over
there too, but it was obvious that whoever the prints belonged to
was no longer around. Probably just someone who discovered the
cottage fairly recently and had gone in to see if anything was
there.

Jade scanned around, looking for
another door, but there wasn’t one. She looked at the
closed door. Another room then,
she decided.

The thick layer of dust muffled their steps
as they walked over to it.

Not wanting to warn the mouse, she switched
to mind-speak. <Do I need to turn on the lure, or do you know
where it is?>

<Don’t need the lure. He’s on the
other side of this door,> replied Tally with relish. <If you
would be good enough to open it for me, I’ll go get him.>
He really liked this part of
his job. He was focused and ready for the chase.

Jade turned the knob. The door opened
easily, noiselessly.

Tally padded swiftly through the doorway as
she unslung her pack and eased out a pest cage. Good thing she
hadn’t taken just the kit and the tabs…

She heard a sharp squeak and rushed in to
see a small, brownish-gray form springing through a large window in
the back wall with Tally right on its tail, diving after it… and
disappearing. Literally.

She stumbled to a stop in the middle
of the room, mouth open, staring with shock at the window. Her pack
slid out of her hands and thumped to the floor, followed by the
cage. She didn’t notice. She blinked her eyes rapidly. She
couldn’t have seen what she
thought she saw. She swallowed hard, mouth
suddenly dry.

She stood there for a moment, then crept -
cautiously - to the tall window that started at the ceiling and
went all the way down to the floor. It was about three-and-a-half
to four feet wide. Easy to step through. Or fall through. She could
see… a lot of nothing inside the window frame.

She looked frantically around the dim
room. Maybe he jumped in another
direction, a thought that was simply her
way of trying to deny what she knew
she’d seen.

Just as in the first room, there was dust
all over the floor. There was another - normal appearing - window
in the wall on the left, just as occluded by grime as the two in
the front room, turning the light from the afternoon sun murky. She
checked to the right. A closed door.

Um, no. He didn’t come
this way, she thought, still dazed.

There were several dilapidated
cardboard boxes stacked haphazardly in one corner, and she could
just make out some of the same footprints as in the other room and
faint, tiny tracks leading from one of the boxes and disappearing
at the blank window. And Tally’s tracks going straight to the
window. Where he had
disappeared.

She fought a sudden urge to wail for her
mother. She tried to think.

Her mind spinning, she sent as strongly as
she could, <Tally! Where are you? What happened?> She got an
immediate reply.

<Heh, got him cornered, Jade, quit
shouting! I’ll have him back in there shortly.>

Tally sounded as he always did when he
had one of the little culprits on the run. Euphoric and pleased
with himself. He so enjoyed
the chase.

Jade let out a breath she hadn’t
realized she was holding. Relief flooded through her. He was safe.
But where in Earth’s name was
he? She could feel him
a short distance away, but she couldn’t see him. The window still showed a blank
nothingness.

She edged to her left; she definitely
wasn’t ready to step all the way through it
yet, so she braced herself with an arm against the wall, and
slowly, with just a slight tremor, she reached out and shoved her
right arm into the nothingness. She felt no resistance as her arm
disappeared. She could feel the warmth of the sun on her skin,
along with a slight breeze. Ice crept up her spine, and unnerved,
she snatched her arm back.

Without warning, Tally leaped back in.

She shrieked and scrambled back from the
window, falling on her butt for the second time that day. She sat
on the dust-covered floor, heart pounding wildly.

Tally, holding the mouse carefully in his
mouth, trotted over to her and asked in bewilderment, <What’s
the matter with you? Told you I’d bring him back. And why’re you
sitting in all that dust?>

She stared at him, eyes wide and mouth open,
and pointed at the window.

He turned to look and went very still. He
almost dropped the limp mouse as he stared at the window. <Um,
get the cage to store this guy. He seems to have passed
out.>

Jade remembered she had dropped it and
scrambled on hands and knees over the filthy floor to where her
pack and the cage lay.

Tally padded over and dropped the mouse into
her hand. She looked down at the little grayish-brown rodent.

He appeared to be okay, just passed out as
Tally had said. She turned him over to check his bar code and
couldn’t find it. She carefully flipped him over a couple of times.
Maybe it was in a different place on his tiny little body. Nope.
Nada. No little blue bar code on his belly or anywhere else.

Where was it? Without that bar code, how was
the boss going to determine where to ship him back to? This was
getting even weirder. She expanded the cage and put the mouse in,
activating hiber-sleep by sliding the latch shut.

Her mouth was still dry, and her
throat felt dusty. She swallowed before asking, as calmly as she
could, “What happened when you went out the window? It looked as if
you just disappeared into nothing! Almost scared
my toes off!”

Tally looked at her in consternation. <I
chased the mouse down past the woods and cornered him by a stream.
I gave him the usual spiel about not harming him, just doing my
job, blah, blah. Showed my fangs a little to make him a bit more
cooperative - they usually are after that - but I didn’t expect him
to just fall over like that. Kind of took away some of the pleasure
of the capture,> he grumbled. <Anyway, I picked him up and
brought him back here.>

He shrugged. <No problem. I don’t
know why the window looks like that. I
was right on the mouse when I went through, didn’t
notice…that> - he dipped
his head toward the window -
<and from the other side I could see clearly into
the house. As a matter of fact, I saw you put your arm out the
window just before I came back in.>

Jade digested this information. She was
beginning to feel a little calmer. “You feel fine, right?”

He nodded.

She hesitated a moment, then climbed to her
feet, swiped vaguely at the dust on her pants, and walked over to
the window. She took a deep breath, held it, and stuck her head
through. Just as before, there was no resistance.

The woods sprang suddenly into view. With
amazement, she studied the vicinity. There was the stream Tally
mentioned, some yards away across an expanse of grassy meadow,
downhill from the cottage. She let her breath out.

Looks pretty normal, like
a pleasant place to have a picnic, was her thought.
She glanced down and noticed a porch. She looked back up and saw
the Dome wall was quite near, only a short distance from the other
side of the stream. And, in the wall...

She found herself standing on the porch. Her
heart was pounding wildly again, and she was having trouble
breathing.

A door! Her
mind was struggling to understand what she was seeing. No one had
ever been able to locate a door in the Dome. Untold numbers had
tried to find an exit to the outside since the Big Sleep of over
two thousand years ago. Over the years, numerous people had
disappeared while searching for one - her father among them. Surely
what she was seeing couldn’t possibly be
real. Surely it was just an illusion. It looked
like a door, though. Just sitting there. In the
wall.

Head spinning, she started down the steps to
the yard and froze when she heard someone yell her name. It took
her a moment to realize it was Tally. She stepped back up on the
porch.

Tally had been sitting beside the pack
watching as Jade went over to the window. He hadn’t anticipated her
suddenly shoving her head out. When she did, it appeared to him she
was standing there headless, then she took a step and disappeared
altogether.

Startled, he sprang to his feet and
dashed out after her, yelling her name aloud as he ran. He had been
so focused on the chase at the time that the state of the window
hadn’t registered until Jade pointed it out. Now,
she had disappeared.

“Jade!” he cried, in that throaty,
yowly, high pitched voice he hated using, “What are you
doing?” He almost ran into her as he
leaped onto the porch. He skidded to a stop. “What’s going on?” he
asked, still vocalizing.

Jade, still in a state of utter disbelief at
seeing the door, looked at Tally with mild surprise at hearing him
speak. He didn’t do it often.

“Tally, you’re vocalizing.” She
immediately disregarded it, and asked, “Do you see it,
too?”

At his look of puzzlement, she pointed
toward the Dome wall.

He looked in that direction and sucked in
his breath. His eyesight wasn’t as good as hers in daylight, but he
could see the door. Or what appeared to be a door.

He went back to mind-speak. <A door?>
He stared for a moment. <Yes, I see it. Do you think maybe we’ve
managed to get through the Dim Spot?> He looked around.
Everything appeared normal.

He hopped down off the porch and turned
around to look at the cottage. It looked normal, too. He could see
clearly into the room through the window from this side. He walked
around the right and saw a haze starting at the side of the porch,
continuing off into the distance. He caught a whiff of almonds.

Jade came up beside him. “Gods! This
is really, really creepy!
We are on the other side of
the Spot. Coming out the window seems to be the way through.” She
turned back to the Dome wall and made an easy decision. “Tally,
I’ve got to check out that
door thing!” She hurried down to the stream.

Tally took off after her.

******

The flat stones in the stream appeared
almost as if they had been deliberately laid out in a nearly
straight line to the other side. The rocks were close enough
together that, if they were careful, they should be able to get
across while remaining relatively dry. Jade almost made it.

Just as they neared the opposite side, her
foot slipped on one of the wet, mossy rocks. She managed to keep
herself from falling but stepped in the shallow stream and arrived
on shore with wet, squishy boots.

Tally chuckled.
<Almost a full
dunk…>

Jade shot him a dirty look. He had
gotten across without so much as a wet whisker. It was a good
thing, too. Tally absolutely hated
getting wet. Probably a holdover from the old days, before
the Change.

“You’d better be glad it wasn’t, or
you’d be sitting there dripping from the splash.” She pretended to
be miffed, but the little exchange managed to relieve, in part, the
tension they both were feeling.

She sat down in the grass on the bank of the
stream, pulled her boots off, and dumped out the water. Her socks
were soaked. She had extra socks - in her pack sitting on the floor
of the cottage. She sighed; it was grassy here; she could go
without shoes until she got back. She got up, and they continued to
the wall.

She unconsciously wrapped her arms around
herself as she stared at the… door? No knob or handle, though there
was an indentation where one would typically be. It was framed in
some type of dark material all the way around, and was wide, maybe
about six feet, she estimated, and about twelve feet high. Even
some of the Elwists could’ve walked through comfortably - had it
been open.

She shivered slightly as an icy feeling
slithered up her spine again. Tally noticed, and came over and
leaned up against her leg. He was usually a pretty calm Cat, going
to great pains to maintain an air of aloofness, but he was feeling
a little unnerved, too.

Jade reached down and laid her hand on his
head, running her fingers through his fur, absently scratching
between his ears. A comforting move he didn’t object to at the
moment.

She tentatively reached out the other hand
but drew back before she touched the surface. She was going to have
to work up her nerve first.

“If it’s a door, how in the world is
it supposed to open?” she wondered out loud. She thought for a
moment. “Hmm, maybe it slides.” She took a couple of deep breaths,
then stepped up and laid a palm - that only shook slightly- against
it. As far as she knew, she was the first person ever to touch any
portion of the Dome. At least no one had ever reported doing
so.

No one knew what the Dome was made of,
though the scientists thought it was some kind of energy field. It
didn’t zap her or anything, and it didn’t feel like their force
shields, so she slid her hand along the surface. It felt slightly
warm to her palm… and like nothing she had ever touched before. It
was like sliding her hands over a solid cloud bank. Sort of. A
warm, clear one. Maybe a little slick. Or oily. Or not.

Okay, it’s
indescribable, she mused. She shook herself and pushed
gently to the left. Nothing happened. She pushed harder. Still
nothing, so she shoved forcibly to the right… no results. She
thrust first one, then both of the heels of her hands into the
indentation, thinking it might be some kind of latch, but
no.

Crap! She got
frustrated. Maybe she could break it or something? She looked
around on the ground for a rock and spotted one that might do the
trick. She picked it up, stepped back a few feet, and hurled it at
the door. And dodged when it came right back at her.
Oops. That definitely didn’t work. She said a few choice
words. She glanced back at Tally, making sure he hadn’t been
hit.

He was sitting there shaking his head sadly
at her, and she heard a mental ‘tsk’ from him

<Did you at least dent it?> he asked
in what he believed to be a reasonable tone. He thought that had
been an illogical move on her part.

She thought he sounded a little sarcastic,
but she went back and peered closely at the surface.

“No,” she said, sheepishly, “not even
a scratch. Uh, I guess that wasn’t a real smart move.” Frowning in
disappointment, she stepped back. She certainly wasn’t getting
anywhere this way. Shoulders slumped, she turned to Tally. “Got any
ideas?” She was also thinking: Maybe the
thing’s not a door after
all. Sure
looks like one, though.

Tally studied the maybe-door with his
golden gaze. He shrugged. <No, not a one. If it
is a door, it shouldn’t be opened
right now anyway. We need to report this to the village Leader
immediately. Let her decide
how to handle it.>

Jade hated to admit it, but he was
right. She nodded. She saw the sun had moved into its late
afternoon position. Shards.
There would be no time to track down any more pests
today.

“It’s getting late, we should go. We
have to get back to the camp, but at least we won’t have to go
thirsty. I’ll get the puri-tabs and the water pouch.”

Thoughts of the bonus - and the cute outfit
- echoed faintly in the back of her mind.

She blew out a breath. “If this
does turn out to be a door, there’s
going to be a run on this
area.”

Tally couldn’t argue with that. He nodded.
<You’re right, but we shouldn’t mention this to anyone until
we’ve talked to the village Leader. She needs to know about it
first.>

Jade nodded. He was right - again.

They stood there for a few minutes longer,
staring out through the transparent Dome wall at a familiar object
on the other side that was several miles away but easily seen
because of the bright day and its size: an enormous starship. It
rose far above the trees, its metallic hull shimmering in the late
afternoon sunlight.

It was a sight that every being within the
Dome had lived with all their lives. Several miles away, hidden
from their view at this position, were three others, also outside
the Dome spaced several miles apart.

These were the ships that brought their
ancestors, deep in hiber-sleep, safely to this star system over two
millennia ago.

******

From Childhood’s End School History:

An Excerpt from The History of Humans on
Boucher’s World

(Gleaned from records found and preserved in
Elwist archives)

In the year 2245, astrophysicist Dr. Gloria
Boucher discovered a promising planet in the star system of Epsilon
Eridani.

A powerful North American company launched a
robotic probe toward the planet, which at regular intervals
transmitted images and data for a number of years before finally
ceasing to function. The scientists were astonished to find an
Earth-like planet with a confirmed, breathable atmosphere, and what
appeared to be vegetation on its two large continents. They had
assumed the planet would be too young to have evolved such complex
life.

No animal life or evidence of a civilization
was observed, and in 2347 the company formed a conglomerate with
other companies around the world and sent colonists to this planet,
which they named Boucher’s World in honor of its discoverer.

Even using the newly perfected anti-matter
engines of the 24th century that could attain speeds of a little
over one-tenth the speed of light, it would take one hundred and
seven years to reach the new world.

So the four automated starships were built
in orbit, and the carefully chosen people were ferried up and put
into hiber-sleep, a type of stasis developed during the previous
century. It would enable the colonists to reach their destination
in the condition in which they had started.

The ships were designed to make one landing,
then be dismantled and the materials used to help build the colony.
They brought everything the scientists felt they would need to
survive in their new home as this was a one-way trip.

Upon arrival, their ships landed them near
the vast, surrounding ocean, on the largest continent and awakened
them. They were greeted by Elwists, a race of beings with powerful
psychic abilities. They weren’t native to this world either, having
immigrated from an Earth-like planet in a nearby galaxy the Humans
knew as Canis Major Dwarf Galaxy.

These people were gender-neutral humanoids,
each having an aspect of male and female. The race of gentle giants
had been on the planet for eight hundred years and were pretty well
established, living in small villages scattered over the continent
amongst the trees. The only native life forms were of the
microscopic variety.

There was no going back for the Humans, so
for better or worse, they had to share the planet. Fortunately, the
Elwists, while being much more technologically advanced than the
Humans, were also quite amicable and greeted the Humans as friends,
helping them to set up their large base near one of their own
villages.


Chapter Three

Psyscan

​ The door announced Jade and Tally and allowed
entrance since they were expected.

They walked into Maggie Lowry’s cheerful
little craft room, and Jade stopped, watching her work.

Tally sat down beside her, gazing up at the
Leader.

Maggie looked up from her weaving and
greeted them with a smile. “Good morning, Jade, Tally.”

Jade had called late the evening before and
said they’d found something they thought was important. Maggie had
listened, then thanked them for letting her know about it. As the
selected Leader of Village Twelve, she was responsible for anything
that happened - or was found - in and around Twelve, and unusual
findings needed to be examined even if they were eventually found
to be erroneous. She had decided they needed to come in to make an
official report.

She was doubtful that what they saw
was actually what they thought it might
be, but it was unusual and, she thought, important enough to be
checked out. And there was the matter of them saying they had
gotten through a Dim Spot. That in itself was something that would
definitely have to be verified. These two weren’t especially prone
to exaggeration, but perception could sometimes be
skewed.

Jade looked at the Leader warily. She knew
Maggie must’ve wanted them to come in so she could do a
verification scan on them. A report such as this one would require
it. At least she’d gotten them the next two days off - with
pay.

She lingered near the little stool
beside the door and tried to compose herself. Scans made her
physically ill, so of course, she didn’t
want to be psyscanned, but she knew if she wanted to be
believed, she didn’t have a choice.

“Good morning, Mom,” she said, a bit
nervously.

Tally nodded at her, <Morning
Maggie.>

Maggie nodded back and smiled again. “Give
me a minute; I’ll be right with you.”

She stopped her loom and stared at the
wall hanging she was trying to finish for the town fair. She looked
critically at what she’d gotten done to date. It would do - if she
could ever get enough time to actually finish it. Being village
Leader in addition to being on the ruling council wasn’t
easy. There’s always something that comes
up, she mused.

She sighed. She had two years left on
her stint as village Leader, and she was going to be glad to turn
it over to someone else. She still had four
years left on her ruling council term, though, and she was
going to be even happier when that was
up. Serving on the ruling council held a whole different set of
stresses, to say the least.

Jade walked over to the loom and stood
beside Maggie, looking at the piece. It was gorgeous. It was an
image of one of those mythological birds of Earth, a peacock with
its tail fanned out, standing in front of a flower garden. Maggie
was weaving it into a deep blue background. She was still working
on the feathers of the tail, but Jade could see how wonderful it
would be when she finished. Whatever differences they had, they
came together in at least this one area: art.

Wow, this is a
really good piece, she
thought. She said to Maggie, with admiration, “Impressive, Mom. I
love it.”

“Thank you, Jade. So far, I’m pretty
pleased with it myself.” She gave her a sideways glance. She was a
little startled to notice Jade was now taller than she was.
Hmm… well,
predults do grow when you
aren’t looking. “I just hope I get the chance to
finish it.” She turned and headed for a side door. “You and Tally,
come with me. You know the routine so let’s get on with
it.”

They followed her out and into her office to
the right of her workroom. It contained a neat desk holding a pink
‘phone and a hologram port, a large locked cabinet, several shelves
filled with books, a colorful, striped armchair, and a comfortable
looking burgundy couch. There was a one-by-one foot box of
Redi-Damps and a one-gallon silver pail sitting beside the
desk.

She indicated Jade and Tally should take the
couch while she went around her desk and pulled the standard
permission disks out from one of the drawers. She sat down in an
old fashioned leather chair with casters and pulled it up to her
desk, laying the disks down. She eyed her daughter and her foster
child.

“Okay, which one of you wants to go
first?”

Jade hated
being scanned. She didn’t suppose anyone actually
liked it. After all, it meant you
had to drop your shields, and someone else was looking into your
mind. Even if that someone was just looking to verify something as
simple as “do you eat cabbage,” there was a chance they would get
other information you hadn’t intended to give.

They would ignore anything other than what
they were officially looking for, of course, and usually saw
nothing else anyway. Still, it was an intrusion. So, no, nobody
liked it, but everyone understood the necessity.

People were scanned all the time for
various reasons, such as for jobs - especially if it was a job in
security - or to obtain credit. She and Tally were scanned when
they got the mortgage for their cottage. Scanning was not a big
deal, usually just a minor annoyance. But in her case, she was
going to have one wronking,
huge headache afterward. She always did.

She was one of the few people who got that
unfortunate side-effect, and - oh joy - it came with nausea too.
Because of that, as much as possible, she avoided involving herself
in things that required scanning. The last time was when she and
Tally hired on at Nuisance Apprehenders, Inc., two and a half years
ago. Though she passed the scan, she was so sick afterward they’d
almost not hired her anyway. She had to get a letter from the
village Healer certifying her illness was a result of the scan and
was a rare reaction, and she was otherwise in good health.

Maggie couldn’t scan her without her
consent, but if the Leader said you needed a scan to verify
anything, it was in your best interest to go ahead and give it if
you wanted to be taken seriously. Since Maggie
knew she would get sick, she wouldn’t be doing
this unless she thought it was important.

Tally gave an audible sigh. He was well
aware of how Jade reacted to psyscanning. <I’ll go first,
Maggie. You’re going to be busy with Jade for a while after she’s
done, so let’s get me out of the way.>

Jade scooted over as he stretched
himself out on the couch. He didn’t get sick from scans, but
he did like to make himself
comfortable first.

Maggie nodded and went through the required
questions involved in getting consent to perform the psyscan,
recorded his answers on one of the disks, then leaned forward and
had Tally scanned in a few seconds. She was good.

Some psyscanners had to be in actual
physical contact with the subject and took a lot longer - some took
several minutes. Maggie could have scanned them from anywhere in
the house, as long as she had them in sight, and probably from
anywhere within a couple of blocks of the house, though she may
have had to take several seconds longer to do it from that far off.
The only one who could match her was Sparrow, their Elwist
friend.

Tally hopped down from the couch and
stretched himself from front to back. <Okay, I’m going down to
the park and look for Journey. I’ll be back later.>

Journey was a female Cat friend of his that
he always looked up whenever he was in town. He brushed past Jade’s
legs, stopping to give her a reassuring rub.

<Chin up, Jade. This is your mom. She’ll
be as gentle as possible.> He left.

Jade eyed her mother with resignation. “I’m
ready.”

Maggie gave her the consent speech, got up,
and picked up the Redi-Damps and the pail. She lifted a
red-flowered bib apron from a hook on the cabinet, pulled it over
her tunic, and sat on the couch beside her. She looked at Jade with
sympathy.

“You know I wouldn’t do this if I
didn’t think it was necessary, don’t you?”

Jade grimaced. “Yeah, Mom, I know.
Just get it over and done.” She didn’t mean to sound so short; she just wanted
it finished.

The headache hit immediately, as bad a one
as she ever remembered getting, and the next thing she knew, she
was lying in Maggie’s arms. Her mom was singing one of her calming
songs and wiping her face with one of the Redi-Damps. She had
removed the apron, and the pail was nowhere in sight. Jade caught a
fading whiff of vomit.

She sat up slowly, wincing. Her head
was still hurting, though not as badly, and her mouth tasted like
crud. This time, her throat was hurting, too.

Shards! she
thought, how much did
I throw up?

She was startled to see Tally sitting in the
armchair watching her, his eyes flashing sympathy. His friend,
Journey, sat beside him, her lovely green eyes filled with concern.
Her golden fur shone in the light from the early afternoon sun
coming through the window behind the desk.

When had they
gotten there? Jade looked up at Maggie and was startled to
see tears in her hazel eyes. Her caramel-hued face looked
flushed.

What the--? What
happened? she wondered. She realized
there were other people in the house. She checked. Her Aunt Rachel
was in the kitchen, along with her Uncle Morgan.

She swallowed and made a face as she
realized how sore her throat was. She
rasped, “What happened, Mom? Did I pass out or
something?”

The raw throat was something new, and
though she had done so once before, she
didn’t usually pass out from a scan. And her mom had been crying.
Maggie wasn’t quick to cry.

The last time Jade remembered seeing her do
that was when she and Tally moved out of the house after she’d
reached predulthood four years ago. And then it had just been a
little misting up - they were the last ones to leave home, so that
had been understandable. They probably were tears of joy
anyway.

“Yes, you did, sweetie. I want you to
lie here for a while. Don’t try to get up yet. The scanning was
especially hard on you this time. You’ve been unconscious for an
hour. I’ve sent for the Healer to look at you - just to check you
over,” she added at the frown on Jade’s face. “I think you’re okay;
I simply want to be sure. He was a bit tied up when I called, but
he’ll be here shortly.”

Maggie got up and placed a pillow under her
head. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get you some tea. Rachel is
here, and she’s made a pot.” She left before Jade could ask
anything else.

Jade looked over at Tally and Journey. She
was baffled. She’d passed out for that long?

“Hi, Journey, haven’t seen you in a
while. How’s the family?” she croaked out around her raw throat.
She liked Journey. She was a real sweet Cat and pretty, too. She
thought Tally might be courting her rather than just playing
around, as he usually did.

“Just fine, Jade,” Journey purred out.
She had an unusual voice for a Cat. It was soft, and though a
little high-pitched, didn’t sound yowly as most Cats did. She
usually vocalized instead of using mind-speak as she didn’t mind
using her voice. “Are you better now? Tally and I heard you and
just had to check on you,”
she said with concern.

“Heard me?”

<Yes, Jade,> Tally sent,
sympathetically. <You were screaming pretty loudly. Maggie said
your head pain was much more severe this time. I’m sorry you had to
go through that.>

Jade was appalled. She’d been
screaming? Shards!

“Um, sorry guys, I didn’t mean to
upset anyone. Why are Uncle Morgan and Aunt Rachel
here?”

Journey answered. “We could hear you all the
way in the park, Jade, but you mind-screamed too. They heard and
came to see what was wrong.”

Tally tsk’d. <I think the
whole town must have heard
you, Jade. You were loud!>

She’d mind-screamed? She shook her head -
carefully. “Gods! I hope to never have to get another psyscan as
long as I live!” she groaned. She winced because it hurt her
throat.

Maggie came back in carrying a ceramic tray
holding a small white teapot and a cup. She was followed by Morgan
and Rachel.

“And I agree with you there, little
monkey,” said Morgan.

Monkey was his pet name for her, from when
she was small and used to climb all over everything, including him.
She’d learned in End School that, back on Earth, a monkey was a
type of small creature that lived in trees and had a long tail.
There was an image of one salvaged from the old records that
survived the Turmoils. It was pretty cute. Apparently, though, the
ancestors hadn’t brought any of those creatures with them from
Mother Earth.

Morgan Sams wasn’t really her uncle the same
as Rachel Duncan wasn’t really her Aunt; that’s just what she
called them. Rachel was Maggie’s best friend and fellow council
member, and Morgan was godfather to her and her brother, Alex. He
and her late father, Daniel, had been best friends.

“Hello, Uncle Morgan, Aunt Rachel.”
She winced again at her ragged throat. At least the headache was
almost gone.

They came over to the couch, and each
dropped a kiss on her forehead as Maggie helped her sit up for her
tea. She was glad for the tea. It would help her throat.

“Maggie told us why she was scanning
you and Tally,” said Rachel, “And although we agree she needed to,
we’re sorry it’s made you so ill, honey.” She squatted down and
gave Jade a hug, a few strands of her blonde hair drifting forward
and tickling Jade’s nose.

Morgan leaned over and hugged her. Worry
filled his blue eyes - but also excitement. “Yes, it was necessary
to officially verify your find, Jade,” he said. “As soon as you
feel more like talking, dear, I want to hear exactly what you saw
out there.”

Jade sensed someone at the door moments
before it announced the Healer.

“Okay, everybody out,” said Maggie.
“The Healer is going to want to do a physical scan of Jade, just to
be on the safe side. She’ll talk to everyone later.”

Rachel dropped another kiss on her forehead,
Morgan caressed her cheek, and they went out the door. Tally and
Journey followed them out. Maggie met the Healer in the entry and
ushered him in, then left the room, closing the door.

“Good afternoon, Jade,” he said. He
pulled Maggie’s leather chair over to the couch and plunked himself
down. He lifted his satchel over his head and set it down beside
the chair. He smiled down at her, his dark brown, almond-shaped
eyes crinkling.

He was getting old. His string straight hair
was pure white, but he got around well, and his senses were still
sharp. Jade knew he was in the process of training a young Healer
to take over for him. That thought made her a little sad. She
really liked the old guy, and he was a good friend of the family.
He was a kindly person and an excellent Healer. He had been their
Healer for as long as anybody could remember.

“Hello, Healer Chen.”

Her throat was feeling much better since
sipping the tea. She smiled at him as he leaned forward and placed
one warm hand on her forehead, pulling up her tunic to put the
other on her stomach. He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them
back up and looked at her with the oddest expression.

Uh-oh. She didn’t like that look. “Is there
something wrong, Healer?”

He shook his head slowly. “No, nothing’s
wrong, Jade. Physically you are fine. I see your throat’s a little
irritated, but that tea you’re drinking will take care of that. And
your headache’s fading too, so you don’t need anything for
that.”

He hesitated for a moment, then said,
“You’re… how old are you now? Eighteen? Okay. Well, then, I hope
you don’t mind my bringing this up, but your fertility inhibitor
will be coming up for renewal sometime in the next few months.”

At the tight look she shot him, he smiled,
gently.

“Don’t worry, dear. As a Healer, all
your secrets are safe with me. I find it a good idea, though, to
remind young people to not neglect this item. You wouldn’t believe
the number of people who forget to keep up with it. Oh, one
question, though. Have you recently manifested any
esas?”

Jade was surprised by the question.
What did that have to do with
anything? Esas, or extra-sensory abilities, could manifest in
Humans any time after the age of eleven, though everyone was born
with telepathy, or mind-speak. All of her friends had gotten at
least one by the age of thirteen, adding several more by the time
they were sixteen. Everybody knew she had none.

She shook her head. “No, Healer. I
guess I could be one of those few people who never get any, but if so, it won’t be a problem.
I’m getting along just fine the way I am.” She swung her legs down
off the couch and sat up. A thought struck her. “Um, do you think
that may be why I get headaches when I’m scanned?”

The Healer chuckled and shook his
head. “No, it wouldn’t cause that kind of problem. I have to be
honest with you. I don’t know why anyone
gets headaches from that. Neither ex-pets nor Elwists ever react
that way, and it only affects the rare Human such as,
unfortunately, you. It has always been a puzzler, and we’ve been
looking for a remedy ever since Humans Changed but so far -
nothing. No, I was just curious - about your esas, I mean.” He
looked at her oddly again. “And you’re sure you don’t have one yet?”

Jade shook her head again. She knew Healers
could sometimes tell when someone had gotten an esa, but in this
case… “Don’t have a one, Healer, and last time I was tested - right
before I left End School - once again, the tester didn’t find
anything. Or any potential either, though he said that wasn’t
unusual.” She grinned. “And as usual, he said he couldn’t even tell
I have telepathy.”

She had been esa tested several times in
Childhood’s End School, each with the same results. She hadn't been
tested since leaving there four years ago, but then there hadn’t
been any reason for doing so.

Healer Chen smiled. “Well, we know you
have that, Missy! That mental
yelling you did earlier was heard all over town. I’ve had several
people call my office wanting to know why you were being tortured
and if you’re all right.” He chuckled, and reaching down, picked up
his satchel and stood to leave. “You’re fine, dear. Just take it
easy for a day or so and continue sipping that tea. Get plenty of
sleep too. Oh, and don’t get any psyscanning done for a
while.”

He didn’t have to worry about her
doing that ever again if she
could help it.

She saw the Healer to the front door, then
headed for the kitchen.

******

Maggie sat at her large kitchen table with
Rachel and Morgan. She looked up as Jade came in. She was the
youngest of Maggie’s five children.

All children could legally move out of their
parents’ house upon reaching the age of fourteen if they met
certain criteria. Although many waited until they were eighteen -
or even older as had her eldest child, Genevieve - Maggie hadn’t
been surprised when Jade chose to leave home the day after her
fourteenth birthday. She was also not surprised that Tally, her
foster Cat child, went with her. Those two, along with her second
youngest child, Alex, had always been as thick as thieves.

She smiled as she reminisced. Alex left at
fifteen, after getting a job at the company a lot of young people
started out with, the same one Jade and Tally now worked for -
Nuisance Apprehenders, Inc.

She looked around her cheerful kitchen
with its white cabinets and yellow and white ruffled curtains. It
had been mostly quiet and peaceful since moving there from the much
larger house in which she’d raised her children. Of course, from
time to time, she had to deal with various duties or concerns
having to do with running the village, and because of her unusual
position of also being on the ruling council, the problems inherent
with that. Nevertheless, she had been
content since moving.

However, all of that might be about to
undergo a drastic change. If what Jade and Tally had found turned
out to, in fact, be what they thought -
and the scans indicated they had at least gotten through a Spot -
things were going to get a lot more interesting. It would change
their entire world.

Jade pulled out the chair next to Morgan and
sat down. She looked around the table. “Healer Chen says I’m fine,
I just have to take it easy for a day or so” - she paused - “and no
more psyscans!” Then she smiled. “Well, he said not any time soon,
anyway. And I am to continue to drink tea for the sore throat.”

Rachel, who was drinking coffee, blew out a
relieved breath. “There’s plenty in the pot, dear, help yourself.”
Rachel was a confirmed coffee drinker. She’d make tea, but she
wouldn’t drink it.

Maggie, on the other hand, hated coffee. Tea
had been the only hot beverage served in the Lowry household when
Jade was growing up.

Jade got up and went to the teapot on the
stove and poured a cup.

Maggie smiled as she studied her. She had
her complexion and color though it was a darker caramel. Actually,
Jade resembled her a lot, even had her dimples and her thick, kinky
hair. She was wearing it close-cropped these days and seemed to
have changed the color recently, from black to a dark brown with
little golden highlights. Or maybe it was just lightened by the sun
from working outside all day. She was thin, but she was still
young. She’d fill out. She had her father’s deep brown, almost
black, eyes.

Morgan’s eyes glinted. “Jade, could you tell
us exactly what happened yesterday?”

“Sure, Uncle Morgan. Where do you want
me to start?”

“Where ever you think best,
Monkey.”

She ended up telling them of the whole
incident, starting with the water not working at the first rest
station and ending with her and Tally standing in front of what
appeared to be a door in the Dome.

“Wow,” said Rachel
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