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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Javin was suspended in darkness as tiny pinpricks of light zoomed past. He knew he was traveling at high velocity in some sort of tunnel.  It vaguely reminded him of another time he’d traveled this way before.  The memory of the previous time was there, he just couldn't access it.  Memories of his past, beyond the world he had just left, were blocked.  This time he remembered how it all started; his stepping through an archway in an ancient temple from a world he had just left.  Where the archway would take him, he didn't know.  He only knew stepping through would take him where he needed to go.   A sense of mission and of finding answers had drawn him through.  He needed to find a being named Nemesis, recover the first two Articles of Power, find the third, and protect them all.  Beyond that he hadn't a clue.  Oh yes, he also had a score to settle.  On the world he'd just left, he'd found some friends . . . and lost some. 
 
    His clear memories had started with him waking up lying naked in a jungle he'd never seen before.  From there it had gone downhill.  He’d met new friends and made enemies.   
 
    Somehow, he and his friends had fought back against an evil threatening to overwhelm the planet he’d found himself on.  Now he was chasing through the ether of space, or time, or both, trying to recover what had been stolen, and trying to catch the criminal who’d stolen them.    
 
    To add insult to injury, the criminal he was chasing appeared to be his twin.  How that could be he couldn’t fathom.  He hadn’t any recollection of having a brother.  That wasn’t outside the realm of possibility, though, because he couldn’t remember anything previous to waking up on that jungle planet several weeks ago.  There must have been a previous life because he had flashes of insight and knowledge he knew he had before.  It was just that he couldn’t access any memories, though he had knowledge which seemed to be accessible when he needed it. 
 
    Why was that?  It was the why that was driving him on as much as trying to help his friends.  The only way he could find out about his past and know who he really was, was to continue on with the fight.  He knew too much to let go of that.  If he didn’t continue, darkness would overwhelm everyone and everything.  He’d seen it in a ‘vision?’ from one of those friends he’d lost.  It was all beyond understanding.  Still, there was nothing for it but to press onward. 
 
    The tiny pinpricks of light continued to stream past.  He had no sense of motion.  He ‘looked’ down and realized his body was gone!  It was amazing he was still conscious.  Was he now just incorporeal energy, an intelligence being transferred to his next destination?  Is that how this type of traveling worked?  Maybe he should be nervous but he wasn’t.  He’d traveled this way two other times and each time he’d come out of the gateway whole.  Besides, there was nothing he could do about it now.  Either he would make it or he wouldn’t. 
 
    Then he remembered he wasn’t alone. His lion-man friend Sauros’ Bho was with him.  He ‘looked’ around, though how he was doing that he hadn’t a clue.  Maybe the best description was that he ‘perceived,’ and ‘felt’ his friend.  He felt a sense of wonder, and then recognition at the mental ‘touch’ as they acknowledged each other.   
 
    Sauros would not be denied coming along with Javin on this chase.   Sauros’ Bho had lost more than Javin.  He’d lost his betrothed and his father.  He’d also given up his kingdom.   
 
    Who knew, maybe Javin had lost a great deal too.  He just couldn’t remember. 
 
    The whole thing was crazy if he thought about it.  They had gathered their packs, strapped on their weapons and stepped through a stone archway in the inner chamber of an ancient pyramid on a jungle planet where the pyramid ruins had never been inhabited by the people living on that planet.  To top it off, they hadn’t a clue where they were going when they stepped through.  They just ‘knew’ it was what they needed to do in order to continue on with their quest.   
 
    Javin sensed the wry humor in Souros’ Bho as well.   
 
    Then up in the distance Javin ‘perceived’ a white dot as it appeared and was growing at an increasing rate.  It continued to swell until if flashed, swallowing them as they spurted through the stone archway under a new sun . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Ow!” Javin said.  Sauros’ Bho had landed on top of him as they sprawled out in a heap.  The ground was solid packed earth, and it was hot.  At least they were back in physical form and as far as Javin could immediately tell, they were in one piece, clothes, packs and weapons.  This was better than Javin’s first time traveling this way when he’d appeared on the jungle planet stark naked.  But that was history now. 
 
    Javin and Sauros had set out on their expedition garbed in the dress mufti of Sauros' family livery, a dun colored tunic and pants with soft leather boots up the calves.  At their sides they each carried a span-long blade sheathed in leather skin of the canny Birta’ Fah, a giant, carnivorous lizard on Sauros’ Bho’s world.   
 
    Javin had insisted they fashion a pair of packs where they could carry other supplies, such as food and water.  Sauros had been a bit confused by that.  On Sauros’ world, they never really needed a pack.  They had water always to hand in small, fresh pools replenished each night out of the straining mist as it lifted with the day.  Food was plentiful for the taking from fruits on the lush jungle trees to the profusion of smaller animals easily snared.  
 
    But Javin, from the knowledge of memories he still couldn't access, had explained that they may end up in a place where they couldn't simply gather water and food from their surroundings.  Sauros had shrugged and acquiesced and bid his people to follow Javin's directions.  Now they had arrived at their destination . . . wherever that was. 
 
    Sauros stood to his full considerable height and brushed himself off.  His powerful body covered in a soft pelt of the same redish dun color of their clothes with his thick mane of hair reminded Javin of a majestic male lion.  Where he drew the picture from in his mind he didn't know.   
 
    Javin looked at himself.  Everything was accounted for.  Javin was of what he considered a medium build with whip-chord muscles and clean-shaven features.  Javin knew his black eyes and brown hair to be a curiosity others had remarked upon when considering the almost universal golden brown eyes of Sauros' race.  Javin also knew he had an athletic fighting ability that was second nature to him and undoubtedly came with his previous life, whatever that was. 
 
    “I apologize,” Sauros said, holding out a hand to Javin's shoulder.  “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Javin said looking around for the first time on this new world.  The landscape was barren dirt with a redish hue.  Rocks and boulders littered the ground as far as the eye could see.  Off in the far distance a range of mountains seemed to ring around where they stood.  Sauros pointed overhead at the strange glow of an orb hanging in the sky just above the mountainous horizon. 
 
    “It’s the sun,” Javin said, remembering this was a sight that Sauros had never seen before.  He came from a jungle planet where the cloud cover was so dense the sun never shone through.  This sun, however, was dim and a bit smaller than what Javin was used to, and the sky was a bit darker though the sun was still plenty high.  Even at that, the air temperature was hot.  Then he caught himself.  What did he have to measure it against?  It was that memory thing again.  He knew it was a different sun than what he was used to.  There wasn’t any memory to attach to it, just the realization. 
 
    “It’s a dwarf star,” Javin said, again gritting his teeth against the knowledge without any associated memory.  He thought he’d gotten used to that happening.  “I think we’re a long way from where we started.  It’s a dying star, so the light is less, but the atmosphere of this planet must be dense enough to keep the heat in because it’s warmer than it should be. And now that I think about it, do you feel different?” 
 
    Sauros tilted his head in thought.  "I do," he said. 
 
    Javin was silent for a moment as they both assessed what they were feeling.  It was a strange 'dampening' effect, like some slight buzzing that was in their heads but they couldn't 'hear' it.  More, it was 'felt' but on other than a physical plane. 
 
    "It is unique," Sauros said.  "Do you know what it is?" 
 
    Javin glanced at the sun, shading his eyes with a hand, squinting into the less than brilliant light.   
 
    "It could be radiation from the sun," Javin said.  "We probably should find some shelter.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sauros said.  Clearly he didn’t understand what Javin was saying.  He was a warrior, not a scientist.  “Now what?” 
 
    “Good question.  You see anything that resembles civilization in any form?  I figured we would come through in another ruin somewhere.  I guess I figured wrong.” 
 
    “I see nothing but dirt and rocks.” Sauros’ Bho had turned in a circle scanning the horizon as well.  “I also think we’ll need to find water soon."  He smiled at Javin, indicating he now understood the need for the packs. 
 
    Sauros had come from a very moist world where water strained out of the dense cloud layer every night and had plentiful water.  They carried some with them but the lack would be a big problem for them both soon.   
 
    “This is a desert.”  Javin grinned wryly at the knowledge.  He knew the term and what it meant, and again, knew he had a memory of it somewhere inaccessible to his conscious mind.  “There must be some plant life somewhere that would indicate some water below the surface.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sauros said again, and smiled, showing his sharp fangs while wiping a sheen of sweat beading on his face.  “I don’t see any plants, do you?” 
 
    “Not a one.”  Javin gazed up at the sky and the sun again.  “This is strange.  I wonder why the archway brought us here?  It doesn’t look like a place anyone lives.  I had the distinct feeling when we were thinking of going through the archway that we’d be brought to where we could find the Articles and track down Nemesis.” 
 
    “I felt it too,” Sauros agreed.  “Yet I don’t see any sign we are in the right place. Perhaps we should go back through the gateway, especially if it's dangerous to be out in the open because of this . . . radiation you said.” 
 
    Javin nodded and they both turned back to face the stone archway that seemed identical in every way to the one they’d just stepped through back in the abandoned pyramid on Sauros’ world.  It was empty.  It seemed like a free standing stone archway that they could walk through and end up simply on the other side.  
 
    Sauros put his hands up to touch what might be an imaginary plane made by the horizontal angle of the archway.  His hands passed through.  Nothing happened.   
 
    “Something’s wrong,” he said turning to Javin.   
 
    "Obviously.” Javin turned and again surveyed their immediate surroundings.  “Remember in the pyramid how all the rectangular slabs were arranged around?  It made me think of a rough circuit board, or a switch system.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sauros said and grinned again, this time wider.  “You must realize I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.  I am just answering to at least give you the appearance of having a conversation.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Javin said.  “It’s frustrating to me too.  I know what I’m talking about, but I still don’t have any memories to go with it.” 
 
    “What about the slabs?” Sauros prompted. 
 
    “Well, there aren’t any here.  Maybe this is just a receiver, a one-way gateway.” 
 
    “It would have been nice to know that before we stepped through,” Sauros said.  “Still, I felt as you, that we needed to do it.  Perhaps we should still trust that feeling and continue our search here.” 
 
    “Can’t see as we have any choice,” Javin said.  “You have any idea as to what direction we should start walking?” 
 
    Sauros stood still for a moment, contemplating.  Javin realized and 'felt' what Sauros was doing.  He was going inside himself to ‘feel’ what direction they should head.  On Sauros’ world, they had both had an experience where a small spherical crystal had embedded itself above each of their hearts.  Those crystals had marked them as two of the prophesied “Mulda' fi,” or "Promised Ones," those who were destined to save that world from a Time of Trouble.  And they had . . . at a price.  Those crystals had given them special powers they were still trying to understand and control. 
 
    Javin had a vague recollection of getting his when he was a young child from a mysterious yet familiar stranger.  At that time it hadn't been imbedded in his breast.  Instead it had been a 'Gift' that he'd kept as a 'lucky marble.'  The rest of his life was blank save for that one episode and impression.  It had come to him in a waking dream when the crystal had embedded itself into his breast on Sauros' world.  No.  There was one other of those waking dreams he'd had.  It had been in the throne room of Putra' fi Sorro . . .  Javin shook his head at the remembrance.   
 
    He wished he could remember more.  His memory was blocked.  Since he had knowledge of science and fighting which seemed second nature to him, and surfaced at need, he knew there was something more lying beneath what he could now remember.  Instead the only clear memory he had was of waking up on Sauros' world and what had happened since.   
 
    So far, the crystals had enabled them to create a protective barrier close around their bodies like an invisible armored skin.  They also had discovered they could ‘feel’ each others’ thoughts.  They didn’t know over how far a distance that was possible.  One final power was apparently the ability to transport from one place to another without an archway.  Again, they didn’t know over how far this could be done.  Javin had done so once over a very short distance under extreme conditions.  It took its toll in personal energy.  Javin had been all but helpless after doing so.  It had nearly cost him his life.  Others had lost theirs.  A pang of sadness hit him as the memory surfaced.   
 
    At least I have some memories, Javin thought.  Even if they aren’t good. 
 
    “This way, I think,” Sauros said.  Javin knew he had ‘felt’ Javin’s pang of guilt and sorrow but didn’t say anything.  What could he say?  The person who'd died had been Mouhra’ lah, his betrothed.  She had sacrificed herself to save Javin.  Sauros had not said anything about it.  He wouldn’t talk about it.  Javin could ‘feel’ through the crystal in his breast that Sauros felt great sadness over the loss of his beloved, but there was no blame in his heart for Javin.  Just the opposite, in fact.  There was great loyalty and friendship.  There was a bond that had brought them both to trusting each other with their lives.  It was going to be put to the test again, it seemed, for they were now stuck in a new world with no visible means of survival other than the packs on their backs and the long knives at their sides. 
 
    “Lead on,” Javin said.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    They'd walked for several hours.  Then after having stopped for a brief rest and drink from their water bladders, Sauros got Javin's attention.   
 
    "Look." 
 
    Javin looked to where Sauros was pointing.  Because they'd been walking in the direction of the setting sun, they hadn't noticed they were coming up on a hidden ravine.  The landscape was so monotonous in its lack of vegetation and unending hard pan that the defile was invisible until they’d come upon it.  
 
    The ravine was wide, though not very deep.  It was a long dry and eroded river bottom.  Obviously it had been eons since water had flowed here.  The ravine wove past them in either direction as far as they could see.  It must have been two hundred paces across, though the erosion over the expanse of time had made the slopes on either side gradual and an easy climb.  The ground below was relatively level, free of the boulders and rocky escarpments of the landscape they had been traveling. 
 
    It wasn't the landscape that had caught Sauros' attention.  Javin gaped.  Relief flooded him.  In the center of the ravine directly in front of the path they'd been traveling stood a cylindrical column made of what appeared to be a reddish concrete.  It was tall enough to stand high above the level, but not tall enough to have been seen above the edges of the ravine.  It was stout and from this distance Javin judged it to be about 15 paces wide.  He could barely make out what appeared to be metal rungs leading up its side to an open rectangular port just below the top of the structure. 
 
    The open port was dark.  At least it was evidence of civilization. 
 
    "You thinking what I'm thinking?" Javin asked. 
 
    "I believe I am," Sauros answered. 
 
    Together they strode down off the edge and made their way to the cylindrical column.  Javin's relief was two-fold.  He knew they had to get out of the rays of the red sun.  It must be radiation that was causing the strange 'dampening' feeling he was having.  Sauros felt it too, though he hadn't mentioned it since that first time.  Javin didn't know if it was lethal, but best not to take chances.  Second it was confirmation that they'd been sent to a particular place in coming through the portal and not some random accident.  Well, that second part still was unsure, though at least with signs of some civilization it was better than nothing.  Much better.   
 
    Javin could sense from Sauros he felt exactly the same.  Javin was still getting used to the strange empathic bond he had with Sauros through the crystal spheres embedded in both their breasts.  How did it work?  Why was it there?  These were all questions Javin was hoping would get answered here.  Then there was the task of trying to find Nemesis and recover the two stolen Articles of Power.  What Nemesis could do with those, and what he 'would' do with those he didn't want to think about. 
 
    That was another question nagging at Javin.  Nemesis could almost be his twin, though his hair wasn't the brown of Javin's.  Instead it was a shiny black, giving him a more malevolent look.  Why didn't Javin know about him?  Is that why his memories were blocked – so he wouldn't know about Nemesis?  Were those who'd blocked his memory afraid he'd join Nemesis because they were brothers?  Javin recalled the waking dream he'd had in the Throne Room of Putra' fi Sorro, when he'd seen in 'vision' Nemesis sitting on a throne and Javin standing captive before him.  He didn't know what that was about, nor whether it had already happened, or maybe something which was yet to happen.  There were too many questions. 
 
    It didn't take Javin and Sauros long to make it to the base of the cylindrical 'silo' was the word that came to Javin's mind.  They stood at its base looking up.  On the side they stood on they could see the metal rungs leading up to the rectangular opening at the top.  It was clear it was meant to be climbed. 
 
    “I believe we should go up and in.” Sauros said.  
 
    “On that I concur,” Javin said. There wasn’t much else they could do. It was the only sign of civilization they’d encountered other than the portal they’d come through. The longer they were on the surface, subject to the radiation from the red dwarf, the more they would feel dampened. If they could get under the surface, the radiation would be blocked and they should return to their normal selves . . . he hoped.  
 
    “After you?” Sauros mock bowed and allowed Javin to step forward, grasping a metal rung and stepping up. I didn’t take long to reach the top of the silo and peer into the blackness down into the opening. The bottom, wherever that was, was lost in darkness. Sauros was standing on the rungs immediately below, waiting his judgment. 
 
    “It’s hollow and there’s rungs leading down.” 
 
    There was no answer. There was nothing to discuss. It was the way they had to go. 
 
    Javin pulled himself over the lip and started to lower himself down into the darkness. Looking up, he could see Sauros swinging over the lip of the opening and following him down the inside rungs. 
 
    They continued their descent for some time. Finally Javin called a halt so they could listen. By this time they were steeped in darkness so heavy they couldn’t see anything. It was by feel they continued their descent.  
 
    “Can you hear anything?” Javin asked. He thought that Sauros’ sense of hearing may be finer than his own. 
 
    “Nothing. What do you sense?” 
 
    Sauros’ question made Javin think, and then he stretched out with his ‘other’ senses. Both he and Sauros hung on the inside of the silo, stalk still, ‘listening’ with all their senses. 
 
    “Do you feel that?”Javin asked after some time. 
 
    “Yes. It is distant, but I feel beings below us. I cannot tell what manner and if they are hostile or not, but they are there.” 
 
    “I wish I could say that’s a good sign,” Javin answered. His wry smile was lost in the inky blackness, though the feeling passed between them.  
 
    “Shall we continue?”Sauros asked. It wasn’t really a question as they both knew they needed to move forward. It was more he wanted to make sure Javin was ready. 
 
    Javin was looking down past his feet, hoping he could make out the bottom. It was still too dark.  
 
    “Off we go, then,” Javin said and started climbing down. He felt a momentary confusion from Sauros. “What I mean is, let’s continue to climb down, not that I meant to let go and fall,” Javin corrected.  
 
    “Oh,” Sauros said. “Even though we speak the same language, I fail sometimes to understand your meaning. It is further evidence that you come from a very strange place.” 
 
    Javin felt Sauros’ humor coming through their empathic bond. He was getting used to that feeling inside himself and it was becoming a natural way for them to augment their communication. It was beginning to seem almost natural now. 
 
    They continued their descent, stopping two more times to ‘feel’ and listen. Each time they felt they were a bit closer to the beings they’d sensed, and each time the feeling was stronger and more defined. There was a strangeness to it, though, like it was also ‘dampened’ as they’d felt while on the surface. It was strange enough that Sauros had commented on it and then they’d continued their descent. Javin was beginning to wonder if it was radiation that they’d felt on the surface after all, or if it was something else which came along with the influence of this planet.  
 
    Javin was pondering over electromagnetic field possibilities, which he angrily realized could have come from nowhere but his hidden and blocked off past, when his foot struck something other than the next rung. 
 
    “Hold up a moment,” he said and hastily moved his top hand so Sauros’ booted foot would not step on it. 
 
    “Holding,” Sauros answered from above. “What is it?” 
 
    “I think we’ve reached bottom. Let me check it out for a bit.” And he suited words to action. Crouching on the last rung, Javin stretched his other leg out, tentatively feeling the ground surrounding as far as he could reach. He gradually put weight on that leg and then his full weight while still holding a rung with his hands in case the ground under his foot dropped off in the darkness. 
 
    “It’s flat, but I can’t see well enough to know if it’s just a platform of sorts, or if we’ve reached the bottom.” 
 
    “We have come a long distance,” Sauros said. “I hope we have reached a level point. I can’t say how far the surface is above us. Can you feel change in temperature?” 
 
    At that point Javin stood still and ‘felt’ around them. He could discern a slight decrease in the temperature. There was also a change in the quality of the air.  
 
    “It’s humid down here. There’s water nearby, and I can also feel the beings. We are close. Probably on the same level.  Give me a bit more time to poke around. I’ve put all my weight on one leg and I think we’re on the ground of some sort. It’s a dirt floor.” 
 
    By this time Javin had only hold of a rung with one hand and was standing fully on the floor moving outward further, probing carefully with his feet. 
 
    “Sauros, can you move down the ladder a bit? I want to try to reach out further and need to take hold of your hand to lengthen my reach.” 
 
    Javin could feel when Sauros had moved down to the level. He stood beside him and they were both hanging onto the same rung with one hand.  
 
    “Let me take hold of one of your hands, and we’ll explore a bit wider. If I fall, hold on and you can pull me back.” 
 
    “Yes, I am ready,” and Sauros, careful to keep his claws retracted, grasped Javin’s hand in the dark as he moved outward, probing again with his left foot as he moved further out from the ladder rungs.  There was no sudden drop. 
 
    Tentatively Javin reached out with his hand.  Finally Javin's hand came in contact with a rough wall.   
 
    "I've found the wall.  I think we're at the bottom level.  Hold on and I'll continue to check."  Moving his hand back and forth, Javin felt the rocky surface of the wall and moved in one direction, following the wall with his hand, while continuing to probe with his feet.  It wouldn't do to relax his vigilance only to fall off into another shaft. 
 
    Sauros moved with him, while maintaining hold of a ladder rung.  They were both stretched out as far as they could reach when Javin's hand lost hold of the wall.   
 
    "Wait a minute.  I lost the wall.  Move back a bit." And they suited action to words.  Javin backed slowly, reaching with his hand until he came in contact with the wall again. 
 
    "There must be an opening here.  I think we can trust the floor enough to both come against the wall and then we can move with it through the opening." 
 
    In answer Javin could feel Sauros letting go of the rung and moving next to Javin and touching the wall.  "I have it," Sauros said.   
 
    Still holding on to Sauros, Javin moved along the side of the cavern wall and came to the part where it turned a corner.  Javin, carefully probing with his feet each step of the way, felt around the corner followed by Sauros.  "I think we're getting somewhere," Javin said.   
 
    "Do you think it will always be this dark?" Sauros asked. 
 
    "I hope not,” Javin said as he continued to move, now more quickly.  He still didn't want to find a sudden drop off, but felt secure holding on to Sauros who could pull him back easily enough with his great strength. 
 
    "I think we're in a tunnel," Javin said.  "And now you mention it, I think I can start to see a change in the darkness."   
 
    They continued to move along the wall by touch, and had moved a considerable distance before Javin spoke again. 
 
    "We're at another turning.  I can see it's getting lighter ahead."  Javin followed his hand around another turning and he, indeed, could tell the cavern was getting lighter.  Where the light came from he couldn't tell.  Also the wall was getting smoother.  He continued to follow the corner, and then another.  The light grew brighter and Javin could make out features of their surroundings.   
 
    They discovered they were in a tunnel and the floor was solid.  The slight glomming light seemed to be coming from the cave wall itself.  Javin looked closely.  Sporadically along the wall was a lichen-like growth that seemed to be emitting a radiance that was barely illuminating the cave. 
 
    Moving faster now, they followed the cave, which was about 8 paces wide and a span above their heads with a dirt floor.  Further down the cave the lichen growths became more numerous and the light slowly increased. 
 
    Then they came to a dead end.  The cave just stopped. 
 
    "What's this?" Javin asked.  "Why did it just end?" 
 
    "It has to lead somewhere," Sauros said, moving to the apparently solid wall of the cave ending, feeling it with his great hands.  He extracted one claw and scraped down the wall.  The grating sound indicated the solidness of the wall.  The light was still quite dim and it was hard to see. 
 
    "I think you've got the right idea," Javin said and started feeling all along the front wall, and then to the side.  "Look!" 
 
    Javin pulled Sauros closer to him and indicated a shadowed thin passage at the side of the wall.  It was so dark they hadn't seen it at first and only found it as Javin felt his way over the surface.  "I think we can fit through." 
 
    Javin looked at Sauros' bulk and then back at the small passage.  "At least I think we can."  And Javin suited words to action.  He stepped into the passage which turned a sharp corner and then went straight ahead. It was wide enough for Javin to walk through straight, though his shoulders and arms brushed each side.  The light was still quite dim but ahead he could see a brighter light of an opening. 
 
    "I see an opening," Javin said, turning back to see Sauros had followed him but was squeezing through sideways, and obviously nervous he would get stuck at any moment.  There wasn't any room to spare with his big frame.   
 
    The roof of the passage was still only a span above their heads.  Javin turned back and continued to the light.  It was about 50 paces ahead and didn't take him long to reach.  At the entrance he peered around another sharp turn.  The opening appeared to be narrower, and Javin had to turn sideways to get through.  This might be a problem for Sauros, he thought. 
 
    Javin moved through and turned to wait for Sauros, who reached a hand out the opening and said, "Pull." Javin did. 
 
    It took effort, but Sauros squeezed through, with a bit of scraping on his back and chest, into a brighter light.   
 
    "The curve of the passage hides this entrance from the outside," Javin said noticing the edges of the passage seemed to blend together and since there was no shadow because of the light from the lichen covered sides, it was virtually invisible.  "It must be some sort of secret way in and out." 
 
    The opening had come out from the base of a sheer rock wall that went up until it was lost from site in a thick cloud.  The cliff face was covered in the strange, glowing lichen in thick mass.  That is what was providing the light.  The lichen provided the radiance that suffused the air with light and didn't allow for any shadow.   
 
    Javin turned back to the scene ahead.  They were standing at the top of what appeared to be a slope of loose dirt that was part of a rock fall from the cliff behind them.  Below spread a tremendous cavern, the size of which defied belief.  They could tell the far side of the cavern continued until the shape of the planet made it slowly drop out of site due to curvature.  Occasionally, an immense pillared rock formation went from floor to what must be the ceiling of the cavern since they couldn't see it through the cloudy mist, as if providing support for the vast open area.  It was all dimly lit, but enough so they could make out vivid details.  It was the lichen.  It appeared to cover all the rocks and must cover the roof too.   
 
    Then Javin realized their eyes must have adjusted to be able to see so well in this dim of light.  He turned to look at Sauros.  His ordinarily golden brown eyes were different.  He looked closer. 
 
    "Your eyes," Javin said to Sauros.  "The pupils are three times their normal size." 
 
    Sauros tilted his head, staring down at Javin. 
 
    "Your eyes are different too.  The black portions are much larger than I remember." 
 
    "I think we have been 'adjusted' for our new environment," Javin said, turning back and looking more closely at what was spread in front of them.  "Whoever or whatever sent us here has made us able to adapt to our surroundings, it seems.  The mysteries just keep getting deeper." 
 
     The cavern continued to run to either side of them beyond their sight also.  The floor of the cavern was covered in a lush growth of foliage, but directly below them about 100 paces, he could make out a path running alongside the cliff face tangentially in each direction, as if following the length of the cavern.  Directly in front of them and way below, far off in the distant valley below, they could make out a familiar shape looming up from the jungle foliaged cavern floor.   
 
    It was a pyramid just like the one wherein they'd stepped through a portal to get to this world. 
 
    "I think we ended up where we were supposed to be," Javin said, smiling at Sauros.   
 
    "You are correct, as usual," Sauros agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    They stepped carefully down the packed dirt and rocky slope.  About half way Javin turned to look from where they'd come.  He could see no sign of the passageway back into the cave system.  He'd thought as much.  With the eerie glow from the lichens, there was no shadow, no contrast to make the passage stand out from the cliff face.   
 
    "We may have to remember where this is," Javin said.  "I hope we don't have to come back this way in a hurry, but if we do . . ." 
 
    Sauros nodded and then turned back to their climb.   
 
    It didn't take long for them to wend their way through the larger boulders at the bottom to reach the path.  It was hard-pan, tan in color and not a wisp of dust or loose dirt.  The path was about five paces wide.  It wasn't concrete, but it may as well have been.  It was also smooth, no ruts whatsoever.  Javin leaned down and touched it, brushing his hand across.  "I've never seen dirt get packed and worn this smooth." 
 
    "Javin . . ." Sauros said. 
 
    Javin looked up and saw they'd been surrounded.  Six . . . men . . . with lances pointed in their direction.   
 
    "No matter where I end up, the new people I meet point sharp sticks in my direction!"  He was remembering the first group he'd met on Sauros' world and how he'd woken up in the middle of the jungle being prodded awake by a guard with the sharp end of a lance. 
 
    Then Javin looked again.  These . . . men were very different.  They stood just shorter than he, brown skinned, with overlapping plates covering their backs.  Kind of like an armadillo Javin thought then grit his teeth at the image it evoked.  Still there was only the image and reference with the name.  No associated memories. 
 
    "This is getting old," Javin said aloud. 
 
    "We have only just arrived," Sauros said.  He'd drawn his belt knife and Javin realized they both had instinctively surrounded themselves with the protective barrier, that thin impenetrable shield they could form with the crystals embedded in their breasts.  Javin hadn't even realized he'd formed his.  Trying to concentrate on what he'd done, he was at a loss.  He knew they needed to learn how to control their new powers, but now was not the time. 
 
    He continued to study their opponents.  Their faces were a mix of humanoid and mole, with a slightly extended snout and a wisp of hair, what could have been whiskers atop each lip.  Otherwise they were completely hairless and smooth skinned on arms and legs.  They appeared to be male, but he had no frame of reference to be sure.  They wore no clothing but the overlapping plates and shell covered them much like an armadillo's, and again Javin had the reference but not the actual memory.  The plates and shell appeared to be flexible, like thick leather, and their hands were three thick fingers and one thick thumb-like appendage.  It didn't appear they would be able to do detail work with their hands, but there was no lack of dexterity in the way they held their lances.  Their feet mirrored the same number of digits, but were elongated like normal feet.   No boots.  
 
    "Look," Javin said, holding his empty hands out waist high, trying to show he meant them no ill will.  "We've just arrived here and we want to make friends.  Understand?" 
 
    Javin cursed himself.  He should have 'felt' these men were this close.  But the feeling of many such beings surrounding them had cluttered it all.  The fact they hadn't seen them until it was too late was testament to their stealth. 
 
    The men just stared and then one gestured with his lance, pointing up the path.  Javin knew they were supposed to move in that direction. 
 
    "Can you understand me?  Do you speak?" and Javin touched his lips and gestured for the apparent leader, the one who'd made the gesturing, to respond.  He was met with a blank stare by large oval eyes and large black pupils.  No expression, and then again the gesture. 
 
    "Should we resist?" Sauros asked, still holding his knife.  "They cannot harm us with the lances and we should be able to overpower them eventually.  Then we can make our way to . . ." and Sauros looked pointedly down into the far off valley where the pyramid sat. 
 
    "I don't know.  We're their guests on this world.  Maybe we should go along and see if we can make friends.  Maybe this time they'll be friends and not enemies." 
 
    "Maybe . . ." Sauros said.  He still hadn't belted his knife.  Javin knew it was hard for Sauros to surrender in any way.  He was a warrior, a fighter, a leader.  Being taken captive without a fight went strongly against his nature.  
 
    Finally, he put away his knife and raised his empty hands out as Javin had done.  "You are right I suppose." 
 
    Surprisingly, the leader simply gestured again with his lance.  Javin and Sauros started walking down the path in the direction indicated.  They continued to be surrounded by the guard, the lances still pointing toward them, as they were being moved.   
 
    There was no move to take their weapons or packs.  That surprised Javin, and he looked more closely at the guards.  They all seemed forced, peremptory, like they were only going through trained motions and had very little individuality.  Automatons, was the word that surfaced in Javin's mind. 
 
    Javin 'felt' out and could feel Sauros joining him.  There is was!  He could still feel the 'dampening' feeling he'd felt on the surface.  Only now it was stronger.  Was it having an effect on these Mole People?  Javin smiled at the label he'd given them.  It fit, though.   
 
    "You still feel it?" Sauros asked. 
 
    "Yes, only stronger." 
 
    "I also."Sauros said.  "These do not seem interested in communicating.  Do you think they can?" 
 
    "I can't imagine that they don't communicate.  Still, as I tried to 'sense' them, they seemed sort of . . . blank to me." 
 
    "I felt the same," Sauros agreed.  "That is hard to fathom.  They appear to have some sort of civilization, but how can that be without communication?" 
 
    "Maybe they've decided not to talk to us," Javin said.  It seemed the simplest solution. 
 
    "You are probably correct."  Sauros lapsed into silence then as they marched under guard.   
 
    Maybe this was the way it always was for them, Javin thought, and could tell Sauros was following as his mind worked.  Again Javin started mulling over electromagnetic affects, and didn't know where the knowledge came from.  Still, it was worth considering.  There was nothing else to do while they marched. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    They continued to follow the hardened path.  It was easy walking with little variation in the slope and contour.  The path followed along the cliff face, and then the cavern opened up again to a broad expanse broken only by the massive rocky pillars interspersed at great distances.  The cliff they'd emerged from was but another of the rocky pillars holding the ceiling of this massive underground world up.  The silo they’d come down must have been carved out of the rock pillar.  That would have been an amazing engineering feat which this species didn’t appear capable of, especially seeing that they were holding spears. 
 
    The path continued to be raised and led straight, more or less to wherever their destination lay.  Javin and Sauros (Javin could 'feel' his observations) continued to take in their surroundings.  The plant life below them along the floor of the cavern was fern-like and lush.  The colors were a dull green and grayish, though apparently very healthy.  From lack of sunlight, Javin thought.  He could 'feel' Sauros following him with their mind-touch. 
 
    Plenty of moisture, though. And Javin peered up at the mist covering overhead.  It was very high allowing for a very large ecosystem having its own weather patterns and all.   
 
    "Does it ever rain here?" Javin asked aloud.  He glanced around at his guard.  None seemed to take notice he's spoken.   
 
    "What is 'rain,'" Sauros asked.  On his world, the mist descended at night and then when the sun rose in the morning, water was strained out of the lowered mist as extremely heavy dew and left puddles of water lying about.  It never rained on his world. 
 
    "Little droplets of water that fall from the sky," Javin had an image of it in his mind, wondering if Sauros could see the picture as well as 'feel' the explanation. 
 
    "That is odd," Sauros said, tilting his head to one side as they walked. 
 
    "Did you see the image?" Javin said, excitement touching his voice. 
 
    "I saw, though not clearly, but with the 'feeling' I think I understand.  I've never seen such a thing on my world." 
 
    "Happened all the time where I'm from," and then Javin caught himself.  That image!  It had been a real image from his blocked memories!  Was that block starting to erode? 
 
    Suddenly their escort stopped.  The leader moved to one side of the path and gestured with his lance to follow and then he and two other guards stepped down off the path into a seemingly unmarked trail.  The remaining guards behind them gestured and Javin and Sauros stepped down and followed, still surrounded by the guard front and back.  This time to the side, they weren't guarded.  Javin supposed they could each make a break to either side, but the thickness of the jungle would bar much progress at any speed.  They would be taken from behind easily.  In unspoken agreement they decided to continue until they reached their destination and saw what they were in for. 
 
    The trail they were on was barely discernible and they could only see it by following the guards immediately ahead.  They ducked and sometimes even crawled under the lush foliage.  They traveled that way for what seemed a long time.  Javin was starting to tire from having to walk all that day on the surface, make the long climb down the silo and then being marched under guard for a long distance.   
 
    He was about to stop and demand a rest when they came out into a large clearing.  It was set against one of the massive rock pillars.  Javin was surprised.  He hadn't noticed they were moving towards one of the great columns.  The overhead foliage masked their approach as they had to concentrate on their footing.  Sauros looked and 'felt' equally surprised and looked at Javin, who only shrugged. 
 
    The broad clearing was the same smoothed hard-pan of the elevated path they'd traveled, though a bit darker brown in hue matching the loam of the earth in this area, Javin guessed.  Once they'd left the path, the foliage had been so thick they hadn't seen the ground. 
 
    The sward was bare of vegetation for about 200 paces out from the pillar and seemed to continue around its circumference until it was hidden behind the pillar.  The odd thing, though, is that this pillar had apparent caves carved into the face.  They were hard to pick out because the lichen's glow that illuminated everything around them made it hard to see any contrast and depth.  The caves must have quite large openings.  There were many caves, many levels high, though there was no visible means of entrance to the upper levels.  He caught glimpses of inhabitants, all similar beings to their captors, standing, staring at them from inside their window openings.  It reminded Javin of an ancient civilization on his home world.  Cliff dwellers built adobe blocks inside crevasses in rock faces for security and community.  Javin could picture and actually remember visiting those ruins in an earlier part of his life.  The image was so vivid, he remembered the wonder he felt gazing at those old ruins of earlier mankind. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to probe deeper into his memories seeking the key that would unlock them all . . . Nothing came. 
 
    "Are you all right?" Sauros asked.  Concern tinged his rumbling voice. 
 
    "I'm fine," Just wrestling with my memories, trying to get them to surface so I can get my 'whole' life back. 
 
    They had been stopped by their guard while the leader, who'd gone on ahead made preparations for their arrival.  Toward the largest of the openings, they saw the same man gesturing them to come forward.  Still no word was spoken and they moved stolidly forward into the large opening. 
 
    As they walked through, they finally could get a sense of its size.  It was about 20 paces wide and high.  It was as light inside as out, and Javin realized the lichens covered all the rock walls of the cavern inside the massive pillar.  Branching corridors led off the main path they followed, which gradually narrowed the further back in they moved.   
 
    After several minutes, they came to what appeared to be the end of the main tunnel and branched left at a 'T' intersection and continued on until they came to an enlarged room.  Surrounding that room were about 10 cells, one of which they were placed in, the bars, swung shut, and their escort departed, leaving them alone.  Not a word had been spoken. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    "Seems a bit familiar," Javin said.  
 
    Sauros stared at him.   
 
    "The first time we met we were behind bars then, too." Javin answered the unspoken question. 
 
    Sauros nodded.  "It's a cycle we need to break," he said.  Sauros then took his water bladder out and took a drink.  "At least they have not taken our packs and weapons.  That is odd, don't you think?" 
 
    "Very odd," Javin agreed.  "I can't figure this out."  He stood and circled around the cell.  The side and front were bars; the back of their cell was the rock face – covered with glowing lichen, as was the ceiling.  It cast an eerie light, but enough, with their enhanced vision, to be very comfortable and revealing.  Even in this place, there were no shadows because the light emanated from so many different places.   
 
    He looked closely at the bars.  They were not metal, but a burnish hardwood.  Javin tapped on a bar with his knuckle.  It sounded and felt solid.  He grasped it and tugged.  There was no give, as if it were as strong as metal.  Idly he wondered how they'd fashioned it and shaped it if it were so solid. 
 
    "I propose a test," Sauros said from where he'd seated himself against the back wall of their cell.  "We should use our 'sense' to see if we can discover something about this place, and also see if the person we are seeking is here." 
 
    Javin was stunned a moment at the thought.  It was obvious they should do that.  Why hadn't he thought of it? 
 
    "That's a good idea," Javin moved over to sit beside Sauros.  "It's a good thing one of us is keeping track of why we're here."  
 
    They both settled back and closed their eyes, reaching out with their crystal enhanced senses . . . 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nemesis paced the empty room deep within the cavernous pyramid the 'Providers' had brought him to just after he’d been forced away from the previous world.   
 
    Nemesis was garbed in a dark sleeveless tunic that left his breast partially bared with tan leather pants and soft leather boots laced up his calves.  A dark shadow swirled over his breast indicating his agitation. This was from the Crystal the Providers had given him and had embedded in his breast above his heart when he was no more than 3 years old.  It had been a powerful gift.  Nemesis knew the Enemy had given gestalt crystals out to their champions as well.  He would have to deal with them in time. 
 
     The room he'd been brought to on this world was small; only 20 paces to a side.  It was illuminated in the way some of these rooms in the pyramids of the Builders were . . . by the energy of the air itself vibrating and glowing.  In other rooms they'd built for a different purpose, the lighting came out of small pinprick points in the walls or ceiling.  Nemesis barely understood the principles, and certainly didn't have time to ponder over the science of it all.  He was here to do the bidding of his Masters.  If he failed he would be punished -- as he'd already been punished for his failure on the last world.   
 
    In the center of the room sat a stone pedestal.  On the pedestal’s flat surface rested the Two Articles of Power Nemesis had 'retrieved' from the last world.   
 
    His Masters had told him what they were.  It was intriguing they knew what they were and had been very surprised he’d been able to find them.  He’d confessed he hadn’t found them and shared how he’d stolen them from the Chahkzaa, the prophet of the Pontu’ Gi he’d tried to take over on the last world.  His Masters had barely listened to him, instead telling him he needed to be very careful with them.  It was clear to Nemesis they knew what they were, what they did, and seemed, they even feared them.   
 
    Still, they’d wanted him to learn to use them and had even given him some careful instruction on how to tune his mind by focusing on the articles and ‘feeling’ his way to their operations.  It was all very curious and made him wonder.  There was much they weren’t telling him. 
 
    He’d been experimenting with the heart shaped article, realizing it dealt with emotions and created a field he was learning to control.  With it, he had a sense he could ‘influence’ those around him to a certain degree.  And he sensed the more control he had over the article as it built up power in the field he could literally control the ‘hearts’ -- emotions -- of those under its sway.  He had slowly been reaching out to this subterranean world’s inhabitants and carefully seeing how he could ‘influence’ them.  He was having some success when he sensed those seeking him! 
 
    “They are here!" Nemesis shouted to the empty room.  "How can they have found me?"  Then he knew.  Just as he knew the touches of their reaching senses, no matter how crude they were it had the feeling, the flavor of the Guardians.  It seemed with his experience on the last world, they had started to abandon their precious principles of non-interference.  Since they were losing, they needed to change the game.  Well this was a game Nemesis could play, and play well!  Now was a good time to test the power of the article he’d been using. 
 
    He shut his eyes and stood stock still, concentrating.  The swirling of dark light hovering over his breast grew as he focused the energy, the articles’ power, building it up to send a psionic burst that should fry the minds of those feeble fools who were trying to find him.   
 
    It would serve them right for thinking they could match wits and power with him.  He was the Chosen One, after all.  The champion of all the races in the corporeal realm, destined to be the one to save them, even if he had to save them all from themselves first. 
 
    His focusing energy continued to build, and build, and build as he grasped the mental energy from the Article, still careful to draw only a small portion of its energy -- he’d realized earlier its power was immense.  If he tried to draw on the full power of that Article before he understood it more, it could destroy him as well as his enemies.  He couldn't risk that. 
 
    The surge continued to build as did the dark swirling mass at his breast, showing the strength of what he'd gathered.  Then, when he could hold no more, he cast it!  Sent it surging through the tremulous bond those fools seeking him had forged in trying to reach him.  It would surely kill them this time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "There," Javin said aloud from his seated position in the cell.  His senses had found that familiar malevolent 'touch.' 
 
    "Yes," I 'feel' him," Sauros said in a low rumble.  " . . . And he 'feels' us too." There was a note of suspicion and worry. 
 
    Javin felt the worry too.  Then a thought flashed in his mind, a memory from the previous world, Sauros' world, where the Protector's leader, the Chahkzaa had sent a mind pulse through his people to knock them out in order to keep them from killing the very people they'd been raised to protect. 
 
    Javin felt a surge building through the 'touch.' 
 
    "Quick! Break away.  Let go!" and Javin tried to severe the link. 
 
    He was too late, and it hit him like he'd been hit by a semi truck.  Before he blacked out, he flash-cursed inwardly that he had the picture in his head without the faintest memory of what a semi-truck was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Javin felt a slight tapping on his face.  He came back from the darkness and fought to regain his senses.  The tapping continued until he mumbled.  "I'm awake." 
 
    Javin shook his head to clear his senses bringing a surge of pain that lanced through his skull.  He slowly opened bleary eyes.  Staring back at him was a snouted face, a bristly shock of whiskers and a pair of eyes that held reason, compassion and wisdom.  Javin stared directly back and could faintly 'feel' concern, curiosity, and wonder.   
 
    Javin took stock of his surroundings.  He was lying against the back wall of the cell.  The newcomer was kneeling in front of him and was of the same species of those who'd taken him and Sauros prisoner.  This . . . being in front of him (there was something inherently female Javin 'felt' through that gaze), didn't seem like a jailor. 
 
    "Are you well?" the newcomer asked.  The voice was low and modulated, almost melodic. 
 
    Javin was somewhat astonished he could understand the language.  He'd half expected it because he'd been able to understand the language on Sauros' world though he knew it wasn't his native tongue, whatever that was.  The portal had again given him the ability to understand the local language, along with adjusting him and Sauros' eyes.  What other abilities had been given them in passing through?   
 
    "I think I'm fine," Javin answered in the language he'd heard and understood.  How do I do that? Javin wondered.  Then he remembered Sauros as his mind continued to clear.  His head ached horribly.  He knew he was lucky to have survived that mental assault.  Obviously he'd withdrawn from contact just in time.  Hopefully Sauros had too. 
 
    "My friend?" Javin asked looking to his side where Sauros had been sitting on the floor.  He tried to move over to reach him.  To see if he still lived. 
 
    The being in front of him held him up.  "You are still weak and should not move for a time.  Food is coming.  I hope you can eat our food.  You are a peculiar creature, as is your friend.  Stay calm.  He is breathing and looks to have no physical harm. 
 
    "It's not physical harm I'm worried about," Javin said and again tried to move to his friend's side but found he was too weak to overcome the gentle restraint of his captor's hand on his shoulder. 
 
    "Let me," the woman suggested, and she moved to Sauros.  She eased the large bulk of Sauros sideways onto his back and moved up to where she could look directly down into his face and started gently tapping Sauros on the face, trying to rouse him as she'd roused Javin. 
 
    There was a muffled growl and their captor sat back, alarmed and cautious as Sauros' eyes blinked open.  Sauros tried to sit up and fell back with a groan / growl combination that made Javin smile.  He could relate. 
 
    "Easy, fella," Javin said.  "Your head feel like it's splitting?"  Javin had wanted to say, you're among friends but held that back.  Were they among friends?  He certainly didn't feel any threat from the newcomer.  It was only then Javin noticed two other beings standing just inside the open cell doorway.  One was ornamented with a tiny headdress of sorts with a small shock of brightly colored feathers.  Javin guessed it symbolized leadership.   
 
    Again there was a mumbled growl from Sauros, and then, "My head aches," in reply. 
 
    Javin again looked at the ministering stranger.  She was like the guards they'd already met, though her skin had a lighter pallor and her shell plates seemed a bit thinner and lighter too.  It gave the appearance, combined with what Javin had 'felt' through their eye contact, of greater compassion, wisdom, a definite feminine feel.  Then Javin noted the single black arm band around the left arm of the woman now helping Sauros to sit back up against the wall.   
 
    "What happened to you?" the woman asked.  "We did you no harm as we brought you here?" The woman turned back to look at the person with the headdress.  He had a definite male quality, as had all the guards who'd brought them here. 
 
    "There were no reports of struggle," the man answered in respectful tones, though a bit clipped at being questioned thus.  The man with the headdress appeared to be a leader, it was clear to Javin he was addressing a subordinate, though one who deserved respect. 
 
    Javin shook his head.  "No, your people did us no harm."  Javin thought of what he should say, what he could say, that wouldn't make Sauros and he seem insane.  He had no way of knowing what these people's reaction would be.  "It's a rather long and complicated story," Javin finally said.   
 
    The being in front of him again looked directly into Javin's eyes.  Javin returned the gaze and 'felt' the contact.  There was peacefulness in the woman, warmth and an invitation to trust.  Javin slowly allowed more 'feeling' though cautiously.   
 
    What passed between them could not be put into words.  It was more of a syncing, a reaching of harmony, understanding, detection of who each was, to the core. 
 
    The woman nodded and sat back.  Javin felt strangely refreshed at the contact, and he too, had no doubt as to the intentions of the woman in front of him. 
 
    "You have the 'Gift'?" 
 
    "Gift?" Javin asked confused after the communing which had taken place. 
 
    "Here," the woman said, pointing to her plated breast.  "The 'Gift'?  I sense you have it or we could not have 'touched' as we did. 
 
    "You mean the crystal," Javin said.  "Yes, I have one.  He does too," Javin pointed to Sauros who had been watching closely. 
 
    "Relax, big guy," Javin said.  "I think we've reached a 'simpatico.'"  Javin flinched at the reference that had just blurted out.   
 
    Sauros looked at the woman who'd turned to look at him in question of what Javin meant.  Sauros shrugged.  "He sometimes talks that way.  I've learned to live with it.  I think he means we're friends." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Javin and Sauros had been helped to their feet and removed from the cell.  They were assisted by other guards who'd been summoned to help them move further up in the 'building' carved out of the immense stone pillar of this underground world.  Two other guards had been detailed to bring their packs.  They still were allowed to wear their long knives, which really confused Javin.   
 
    They'd been assisted higher up in the structure and taken to an ornately appointed room.  Along the way, they'd regained a measure of strength and by the time they reached their destinations, Javin was feeling more himself, though a bit dizzy and his head still ached. 
 
    The furnishings of the room were about what Javin expected of a royal audience chamber.  There were wall hangings of brilliant colors sparsely hung so as not to hinder the glow from the light-providing lichen growth on the walls, which otherwise were left bare.  There were windows opening out onto the subterranean world, with other brightly hued hangings drawn back from the windows with chords, which if released would cover the windows.  The windows were left open to the air.  Then Javin realized that in this subterranean world, there would be no wind, no storms, no need to enclose the windows or even shelter a habitation.   
 
    Occasionally along each wall there were pedestals with a vase or carving of a particular creature Javin had never seen before.  He assumed they were of this world. 
 
     The biggest difference was there were no chairs.  Instead, spread on the floor in a circular pattern, were voluminous oval cushions of a dark burnished green. 
 
     The man with the headdress semi-reclined on his stomach facing the center on one of the several cushioned pads.  The two guards carrying their packs set them next to the leader and left, as did the other guards.  It was apparent with the shells on their backs though flexible they wouldn't have been comfortable on any chair.  The way he reclined again reminded Javin of the flexible nature of an armadillo, complete with the flash image of one of the creatures in his mind sitting alongside a road, curled up almost in a ball for protection.  Javin 'saw' the remote road and the sky overhead clear and sunny and a name for the place – "Texas!" he said aloud as if he'd captured something important. 
 
    "What?" the head dressed figure asked as he gestured for Javin and Sauros to take one of the pads in front of him.  Sauros had turned to Javin. 
 
    "Sorry," Javin said.  "You remind me of something from where I come from.  I think that place is called Texas." 
 
    Sauros shook his head and settled himself awkwardly on the pad as Javin did the same.   
 
    "Where is Texas?" the leader asked as he gestured to the other, the one who'd revived Javin and Sauros to take a pad beside him. 
 
    "That's also a long story, and I'm not sure I'm able to explain it adequately," Javin said apologetically. 
 
    "First, we should let them eat and restore their strength, Highness." 
 
    "You are right.  Ah, here it comes now." 
 
    Others came in bearing trays of assorted foods and drink.  The bearers were slighter and lighter in color.  Their shells and plating also seemed thinner, like the woman who'd revived them, but otherwise looked identical to the larger masculine beings they'd met.  Javin sensed femininity in them and assumed they were female.  He didn't want to assume too much and only waited silently as they sat the trays down in a servile manner.  They took smaller platters and filled them with what looked like an assortment of tubers and vegetables, and then a cup filled with a darker liquid and sat them before each.  The remaining food was left on the trays and the servers bowed to the leader and left.     
 
    "Please, eat." The leader said and suited actions to words.   
 
    "We hope you like our food.  We do not know what sort of beings you are, but assume you can eat the same as we."  He held up a tuber and took a bite and then swallowed a sip from his cup, showing them it was safe.  "If we intended you harm we wouldn't have brought you out of the cell." 
 
    Javin held up what looked like a sprout of some sort with a tufted head, green in color, and sniffed it.  It was served raw and it had a fresh smell.  Cautiously he took a bite and found it a bit bitter and starchy but the taste wasn't unpleasant.  He took a larger bite and chewed.  He turned to see Sauros doing much the same with a longer strand of a whitish tuber.   
 
    The drink was pleasantly sweet with just a hint of grit.   
 
    "It is a drink from a tasty fruit we grow.  It is renowned for its restorative properties," the arm-banded woman said with what Javin took to be a smile.  Her teeth had been bared and her lips covering her snout had wrinkled a bit with the whiskers twitching slightly.  It was a strange sight.  Javin smiled back and the woman stared at him in much the way Javin guessed he'd been staring at her.  Then Javin laughed at the humor of it all. 
 
    "You're as strange to us as we must appear to you," he said.  "I assure you, though, we mean you, or your world no harm. 
 
    "I think it's time for introductions," Javin continued.  "My name is Javin Cox.  I come from a world that is different and far removed from yours.  I think I come from a country called 'Texas.'"  He turned to Sauros. 
 
    "I am Sauros' Bho.  I am a prince of my city and world, which is different from Javin's.  We came to your world through an archway-portal which brought us here from my world.  My city is called Sunzah’ nu Geeza.  My world is called Faultro' Cho.”  
 
    At that, the ‘man’ in the headdress responded.  "I am called Bunta, king of Naarla." He gestured around him, indicating the city?  Javin wanted to ask more but instead thought he should listen to the full introductions before jumping in.  He knew it wasn't polite to interrupt a king. 
 
    "I am called Kokos, Keeper of the Chronicles," the arm-banded woman said.  "Naarla is our city.  Our world is called Nahishma." 
 
    Javin looked at Sauros and smiled.  'Keeper of the Chronicals' was the same title they'd had on Sauros' world.  That was a good sign.  Hopefully it meant they'd have an ally. 
 
    "We have Keepers on our world also," Sauros said.  Clearly a Prince could interrupt a king, or at least a Keeper.  "Perhaps there is a connection between us.  On our world each city keeps a certain book where the history of their royal families is kept.  It also talks of the future and of prophecy to which we must look.  Do you also?" 
 
    "What is this talk of other worlds?  And what is the word, 'Planet?'" the king asked, getting back to his questions.  "Do you mean you are from one of the farthest cities?  Or do you come from the deep jungle?  Perhaps from an undiscovered country?  Surely I would have heard of creatures like you." Bunta clearly did not comprehend the terminology.  
 
    Sauros turned and looked at Javin.  It was a concept Sauros had only recently been able to grasp.  After all, his world was covered in mist and he'd never seen stars or open sky. 
 
    Javin took a deep breath.  He pointed to the ceiling of the room.  "Above your world, on the surface of this planet, there is a gateway; a doorway, through which we came from very far away." 
 
     "What is this surface you talk of?  You point to the top of the world.  Are you telling me you live on the top of the world hidden in the mist?  Perhaps that is why you are unknown to us." He looked at his Keeper. 
 
    "I think I understand a bit, highness." She rose and went over to the far wall to a table that held a large book.  She brought it back over and opened it on the floor in front of the king.  Javin and Sauros watched closely and their eyes grew wide. 
 
    The Keeper had turned to a picture they had studied hundreds of times on Sauros' world, trying to understand how it had gotten there.  No one on Sauros' world knew. 
 
    It was the picture of the Mulda' fi; the Promised Ones talked about on Sauros' world.  It had the painted pictures of seven different species.  And then it dawned on Javin, the Armadillo men were one of those species!  How had he not recognized that right off? 
 
    The king looked at Javin and Sauros while placing one of his thick fingers on the page; first on one being and then another.  "This is you?"  He glanced down at the book, studying it closely then looked back at them.  "It is!"  He gaped at the Keeper.  "These are two of the Bousluu? Have the End-Times come, then?"  
 
    "Bousluu?" Sauros asked, looking at Javin.  "On my world they are called 'Mulda' fi.  They are Promised Ones, sent during a Time of Trouble to save my world."   
 
    The king and the Keeper sat and stared.  "You know of the Guardians then?" Javin could see that the leader with the headdress was clearly astonished.  "How is this possible if you come from so far a place?" 
 
    Sauros shook his head with irony.  "We don't know much I'm afraid, other than that they exist and that they are said to Guard us against Darkness.  What do you know of them?  We must be connected through them somehow.  We both have the same picture in our chronicles." 
 
    Kokos was silent, staring at Javin, and then to Sauros.  "I know you both also have the 'Gift'.  You must tell me of this.  I see we have need to learn from each other."  She turned to the king.  "Highness, I must have your leave to speak with these men completely openly, and tell them of all our history.  In return –"she cast a meaningful look at Javin and Sauros, "I must insist you tell me all you know.  I think both our 'worlds' are at stake." 
 
    Javin and Sauros looked at each other and then nodded agreement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Kokos told the history, greatly abbreviated, of her world.  It spanned 1,000 years.  It told of how the Guardians had placed them on their world to preserve and protect them and then had set their world in motion.  The image in the book had been handed down from the first recorded history and kept in the history of each city so they would recognize the Bousluu when they came and know they were near the End Times.   
 
    The history began with the establishment of the Seven Cities, far flung from each other, but all of the same people.  And how they had discovered the sites of the Ancients.  At this, Javin's attention was peaked.  The ruins, the pyramids!  They must be the same.  The records said they were ancient cities left by those who'd been here before.  They were never inhabited, instead held sacred, thinking maybe they had been inhabited by the Guardians before. 
 
    What Kokos referred to as 'the Gift' she pointed to the images on the page and indicated the radiance flowing from the chest of each of the Bousluu – or Mulda' fi.  Then she touched her own breast.   
 
    "The 'Gift' was given to me just prior to the death of my father.  It is the heritage my family has been honored to preserve and protect since our history began.  It is normally passed from father to son, though I was the only one of my family left to received the 'Gift' when my brother . . . left and could not be found."  Kokos closed her eyes as if in concentration and a warm burnished red-gold light began to grow from within her breast, emanating out in waves of warm radiance.  "Through it I have the memories of all my fathers from the first time we set foot on the mother embrace of Nahishma." 
 
    Javin was stunned.  Here was a golden opportunity.  How much detail did she have in those 'memories?'  He just might start getting answers.  Although the Keepers on Sauros' world had the records – which was quite a bit different with a 7000 year history, but it had the same amount of cities, and the same set-up in other ways, with the ‘Keepers’ and the Guardians.  On Sauros’ world they didn’t have the actual 'memories.'  It was because of the crystal in Koko's breast.  That was the difference. 
 
    On Sauros' world, none of the people had received a crystal until Javin had arrived.  Then Sauros had found one.  He knew Chahzuu, the spiritual leader -- the prophet of the Pontu' gi had a crystal too, and if he concentrated, he could see in his mind when he'd received it, along with the terrifying feeling of Chahzuu having his mind and soul stripped from his body by Nemesis.  Chahzuu had ended up giving his life to save his people on Sauros’ world.  But before that, he’d transferred all his memories to Javin and Sauros through the crystals now embedded in their breasts. 
 
    Javin tamped down on that memory.  He had to focus on the here and now.  Four of the seven races in the chronicle were now identified.  There were three more races to go.  Things must be coming to a head.  Javin and Sauros were smack in the middle.  He just wished he had a clue as to what was going on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nemesis stood staring down at the article of power sitting on the altar.  He focused his mind and gently 'pushed.'  A red-gold burnished glow swirled around his chest.  The article emanated a certain feeling -- this was the one associated with the power of creation.  
 
    He was always amazed at the surge.  The energy seemed endless -- and he could draw upon it.  Nemesis continued to delve; probing, touching, and feeling in and around the energy matrices, trying to grasp the purpose of its creation.  He'd been carefully doing this for some time now.  Carefully feeling his way through, based on the rudimentary instructions given him by his Masters.  Clearly they knew about the Articles but it seemed they were nervous about telling him too much.  Why was that?  It wasn't that they were afraid of him.  He sensed they were more afraid of the power of the Article itself.  Because of that, he was being very careful and deliberate in his exploration. 
 
    “There!” he said to himself.  A strange pattern began to emerge in the energy flows.  Though he couldn’t see it physically, he could discern with an ‘inner’ eye.  Like seeing the image in his mind superimposed on his vision overlaying the Article so he could ‘see’ the emanations and what he was doing with his mental energy, rather than his physical form.  It was as if there was a switch he could nudge with his mind’s eye, or a power control he could set at different variants.   
 
    Nemesis eased it forward ever so slightly with his mental touch and felt waves of energy surging outward from the article, spreading through the thick stone walls.  The waves pulsed outward as Nemesis ‘observed’ the effect they had on everything they touched.  It was as if he could see the inner workings of every plant, every tree, every animal and rock and even down to the soil and its composite nutrients, minerals, and water. 
 
    The waves revitalized, strengthened, surged . . . those words of description were inadequate.  Everything living the waves touched seemed to be energized, enriched and nourished.  And as he observed closely, though he couldn’t understand how he could do this -- it must be the gestalt crystal in his breast -- everything the waves touched seemed to resonate with health and vitality. 
 
    The power creation! Nemesis thought.  Plants, animals even the very soil had its growth accelerated. 
 
    Nemesis again ‘looked’ into himself.  He seemed unaffected.  Could he observe others?  Was the phenomenon passing over only him because he’d set it off or because he was close in proximity?  Closing his eyes, he cast his awareness out, feeling in a way he’d never been able to do before.  But now he’d done it once, he knew he could stretch that awareness out again. 
 
    He sensed living beings in an enclave fairly close by.  Then reached further, testing his limits.  How far could he ‘discern.’  Nemesis reached further through the chasm of the subterranean world, stretching himself.  It was easy!  There was another enclave, reaching again, and then another.  He continued to push his awareness, transversing along with the waves of creative energy still pulsing outward, energizing all organic material it touched . . . except the sentient flesh and blood creatures Nemesis could sense.  They remained unaffected. 
 
    Why? 
 
    “There,” Nemesis spoke aloud again.  It was something different.  He paused, and moved in carefully with his senses, not wanting to disturb or give warning lest they could sense his touch. 
 
    There were three beings . . . two he recognized!  And he grit his teeth, eyes flashing in anger. The dark swirling of burnished energy at his breast turned a deeper crimson in anger. 
 
    “They are still alive,” Nemesis mumbled.  “And there is another.” 
 
    Nemesis eased back on his sensory touch, using only the smallest of tendrils to observe but not contact.  Each of the three had a gestalt crystal embedded.  That was the difference and it blurred his observation of them.  He knew if he reached out to make full contact, like they tried to do with him, the pathways would clear and become stronger than any other. 
 
    Carefully, he probed around, observing and realized the power of the gestalt crystal could be enhanced to block contact, to make him invisible.  He realized this through the blurring effect of two of these three.  Those two, those sent to seek him, had somehow inadvertently discovered this, though they probably didn’t even realize themselves what they'd done.  It must be a small, instinctive defense against what he’d sent against them earlier.  Their ‘essences’ were dampened, shielded as evidenced by the blurring.  How they’d figured it out he didn’t know.  The other was a blazing essence, undiluted and pure through the effect of that gestalt crystal.   
 
    From that difference in the 'feeling' Nemesis could tell what he needed to do to strengthen the blurring and cause just the right resonance to sync it and create a barrier which would obscure and hide him from their searches.  They wouldn’t be able to find him any longer as he’d found them, and as they’d found him earlier.   
 
    He pulled out and away.  Still, as he returned his awareness he watched the plants, the animal life, even the nutrients in the soil continued the accelerated growth.  Nemesis was amazed.   
 
    “The power of creation!” he said aloud as his awareness returned to his stone room.  It seemed small, cramped, and bleak. 
 
    Nemesis glanced down, delving into the article.  He moved the power back, turning it off.  It calmed and the pulsing waves ceased, though he could still feel that the residual effects of the pulses continued all around, wherever they had initially touched.  How long did this effect last? 
 
    Then Nemesis wondered something else.  What did his Masters want with this power?  Such incredible power!  He had many questions for his Masters, most of which he knew they wouldn’t answer.  They had their own agenda for him which they hadn’t yet revealed.   
 
    Still, they had proven to him all he could do was obey or be punished.  He blanched at the remembrance of the punishment he’d suffered for not succeeding on the previous world.  He clenched his eyes closed and a tear ran unnoticed down his cheek.  His Masters had been somewhat mollified by his presenting them with the two Articles of Power.  And now, if his Masters could perceive his current thoughts, he’d be punished again . . . which he could not bear. 
 
    Then it occurred to him, had he shut himself off from his Masters when he 'hid' himself from his enemies?  Could he 'create' a barrier from his Masters?   
 
    Nemesis gazed on the Article of Power sitting on the pedestal.  He slowly began drawing its power without turning it on, and thought . . . about shielding, about blocking himself.  If his Masters said anything he would say he’d done it to protect himself from detection.  That he needed to be invisible so he could finish his work without interference. 
 
    “There.”  It was done.  He could feel how he’d created a small, thin barrier, blocking any personal emanations.  Would it block his Masters?  He could only hope, because he had questions.  Questions his Masters wouldn’t provide, but which he needed to know for himself about why he was being used. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Javin, Sauros and Kokos had continued their discussion until the King had told them he would leave Kokos to continue working with them.  Clearly, he didn’t understand the half of what they were discussing and didn’t much care, though he was mildly curious about them.  It was work for the Keeper, not him.   
 
    He did, however, extend every courtesy and called in servants to assign them a room and to see to their food and other needs.  “You are now guests of our enclave.  What is ours is yours,” he had said. 
 
    Sauros had bowed formally, with Javin quickly following suit.  “Our gracious thanks, your majesty,” Sauros had said.  “Our services, such as they are, are yours to command.” 
 
    With that, the king had left.   
 
    Then Kokos, abashedly apologized for monopolizing them.  “You must be very tired.” 
 
    At that point, Javin realized he was.  They had been traveling non-stop since arriving on this world and then hit with the psionic pulse from Nemesis.  Javin looked at Sauros, who also looked a bit bedraggled. 
 
    “You will go to your rooms and rest,” Kokos had continued.  “After, we shall meet and continue.” 
 
    They were escorted down one level and shown to accommodations.  Their room was a smaller version of the audience room.  It was about one quarter the size with two windows open to the outside with colorful tapestries tied back.  Lichen covered the walls, providing light and at that point Javin wondered whether he would be able to sleep without any darkness.  Apparently it never got dark in this subterranean world.  Maybe I’ve been adapted to sleep in the light, Javin thought to himself.   
 
    He continued to survey their surroundings.  Their packs had been brought in and placed near the entrance.  There were pedestals for decorative items and a washbasin filled with water and towels for cleaning.  Also pitchers of water and the same punch they’d had in the audience room above sat on a tray near one of the windows.  There was another tray set out with more of the same food.   
 
    In the center of the room, a sunken area contained several oval pads of a deep, plush green.  Javin assumed that was the sleeping area.  He looked at Sauros. 
 
    Sauros only nodded, and stepped down in the area, removing his belt knife and placing it on the small ledge, and arranged a couple of the pads.  Javin moved to glance outside their room.  There were no guards posted, and a courtesan, a female, hovered down the hall a bit.  She looked at Javin, questioning.  Javin shook his head and stepped back into the room. 
 
    “I guess we really aren’t prisoners,” Javin said.  “Kokos must be the trusting sort, and the king must really trust Kokos.” 
 
    “Or Kokos must really know how to use her crystal, and has confidence in it,” Sauros said as he settled down.  As soon as he shut his eyes, Javin heard his breathing deepen.  Javin moved down to the center, removing his knife also, and arranged a pad for himself.  As soon as his eyes were closed, he was out, light or no. 
 
      
 
    They both awoke at roughly the same time.  They couldn’t tell how long they’d been asleep, but they could feel from each other they were both well rested.  Javin was a bit stiff, but that was from the hiking and climbing he’d done the previous day.  Or had more than a day passed?  And by the way, how did they measure time here, since there was no real night and day? 
 
    Sauros stretched, stood and glanced at Javin who was still reclining.  “Though I cannot read the specifics of what you are wondering, I have a basic idea.  Perhaps with time we will be able to read each other’s thoughts?” 
 
    “That could be scary,” Javin said.  “My thoughts seem to be all over the place as of late.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Sauros agreed as he moved to the wash basin and began to clean himself.  “However, we can keep focused on the primary reason we are here.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Javin said, remembering anew the reason why they’d come and the price they’d paid along the way.  “We have to figure out how to find Nemesis and get those Articles back.” 
 
    “Perhaps our new friends can help.” 
 
    “I believe they think we’re here to help them,” Javin said.   
 
    “Perhaps it is one in the same . . . or at least it should be,” Sauros said. 
 
    At that moment there was a slight tapping on the side of the doorframe and Kokos came into the room.   
 
    “Happy rising,” she said cheerily.  “I trust you rested well?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Javin said, bowing a bit awkwardly.  Sauros moved over to the food and drink tray and Javin took his place at the wash table. “How long did we sleep?” Javin asked. 
 
    “You rested for two periods.” Kokos answered.  "Now is the period of rising and work."   
 
    “How do you measure time here?” Javin asked.  “Where we come from we have days and nights, a period of light and a period of darkness.” 
 
    “Darkness?  What is darkness?” Kokos asked. 
 
    Javin wasn’t sure how to answer.  How do you explain darkness to someone who has never experienced it?   
 
    “When you close your eyes,” Sauros interjected, “you cannot see.  That is darkness.  Even when your eyes are open, and you cannot see clearly.  That is darkness too.  The absence of light is darkness.” 
 
    Javin thought that was a good description.   
 
    “Where we come from, we do not have lichen on the walls to give light.  Instead, our light comes from a sun, or fire or lamps.  We have periods of light during what we call, day, which is when the sun is below the horizon.  What we call night is during this time when our sun is not in the sky.  It is used to measure time and tells us when it is time to rest and time to work. 
 
    Kokos was clearly confused.   
 
    “Our periods are set for working, resting and for sleeping.”  She tilted her head, still trying to discern what they had meant by their terms.  “A total cycle is all three periods.  So you slept through the resting and sleeping periods.  You were very tired." 
 
    "That we were," Javin said.  "How do you tell between the periods?  How do you know what time it is?" 
 
    Again Kokos tilted her head.  "You just know.  All nature knows what time it is.  When it is the rest period, all things slow, preparing for the sleeping or dormant period.  When it is time to sleep, you feel it, even the plants, animals.  Even the lowliest of insects know when it is the sleep period.  And when it's time for rising, you rise and work."   
 
    Kokos looked between Javin and Sauros.  "It must be very different where you come from if you don't even know what time it is without some 'light' or 'darkness' to tell you." 
 
    "It is much different from here," Sauros agreed.  "But your people and ours are similar.  We may look different on the outside, but here . . ." Sauros pointed to his breast, "we are much alike." 
 
    "This is so," Kokos agreed.  "I have sensed it." 
 
    "Through the crystal?" Javin asked, picking up on this.   
 
    "Through the 'Gift,' yes," Kokos agreed.  "Come, we have much to discuss yet and I would like to take you to a private place where we will not be disturbed by curious eyes." She turned back to the doorway and raised her eyebrows at the small grouping of courtiers who had gathered, staring with curiosity and listening intently.  "Bring some packs so we may take our breakfast with us," Kokos ordered.  Two of the courtiers sped away.  "The rest of you have other duties, I'm sure."  They slowly moved away.  Javin smiled and turned to Sauros.   
 
    "Sauros always did attract a crowd." 
 
    "Speak for yourself hairless one," Sauros answered, showing his canines in a wicked smile.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Kokos gathered food and drink into the packs once they had been delivered.  Javin and Sauros strapped on their knives, and each took up a pack and followed Kokos from the room. 
 
    She took them down through the enclave to the main entrance they'd come in.  "I want to show you to a quiet place where I can have the full story of why you are here.  My king has commanded it.  I must know too, as Keeper.  If the End Times are upon us we need to know." 
 
    At the entrance, Kokos was stopped by a man of her people.  It was different, though.  He seemed stiff, overly formal, yet seemed as if he knew Kokos intimately and was holding back from showing anything.   
 
    Javin watched carefully and realized it wasn't as much the way they were acting as what Javin could 'sense' between them.  It must be the crystal.  He looked at Sauros, who raised his eyes and nodded back to the pair.  He could feel it too. 
 
    "Keeper," the man was saying after a formal greeting.  "You must come and see what is happening in the fields.  The King has been notified and there waiting.  It is something you must be consulted on.  Perhaps the histories have a record of something similar.  If there is, though, I know it not." 
 
    "We will come, Kaffen," Kokos said, with equally formality.  Javin sensed again an underlying intimacy which had made them both uncomfortable.  "You should come, too," Kokos turned back to Javin and Sauros. 
 
    They were led from the entrance, back around the cliff face to their right.  It took them a while, but then they moved out of the cleared area against the massive stone pillar and moved off into the dense foliage.  This time they followed a well marked and cleared path.  Evidently, since they were within their enclave and away from the main road, they didn't have to camouflage their trails.  This indicated there may not be complete peace between all the enclaves.  The subtle defenses making it hard for large groups to travel directly into this enclave indicated they didn't entirely trust an open door policy. 
 
    They walked for a bit in silence then came to an area where the foliage changed.  It opened out into a broad expanse that had orderly rows of different types of plants.  They were being cultivated and tended.  These were their crops.   
 
    Kaffen lead them around the outside of the cultivated area to a gathering of seven or eight people, men and women Javin thought by the looks of them.  The king was with them. 
 
    "Ah, Keeper, " the king said by way of greeting.  "I see you have brought our visitors along.  That is good.  Perhaps they have knowledge of this?" 
 
    "Knowledge of what?" Javin asked.   
 
    "Kaffen," the king gestured to the man who had led them here.  "You are the Master Cultivator.  Please explain." 
 
    Their guide inclined his head to the king, then turned to all those gathered.   
 
    "It was noticed a period ago.  And you can see in the fields, here," he indicated the expanse of crops in front of them all.  "Those which should be in fallow period have now bloomed and are returning to bearing strength – no – actually, they have exceeded anything we have seen before.  They have started flourishing at an almost alarming rate.  The other crops as well.  Everything is accelerated; growing out of its designed pattern and stronger than anything we could have imagined.  It is as if something has triggered a spurt of growth in them beyond what we've ever experienced." 
 
    "And that is a problem?" one of the men standing with them asked.   
 
    "We don't know," Kaffen said.  "My tenders and I have seen nothing like it before, and we don't remember this being reported in any of the records.  I don't believe it is natural, though I can't explain the cause.  We were hoping the Keeper may recall something in the records?" he turned and bowed to Kokos. 
 
    For a moment, she held still.  Javin could tell she was a bit nervous at the attention, and she was also deep in thought.  Or was she was searching for something within?  Then Javin felt it.  She was searching within.  She was using the crystal in some fashion.  Javin was impressed and he turned to Sauros.  He nodded his head slightly indicating he felt it too. 
 
    "There is nothing such as this," Kokos answered after a further moment.  She spoke with authority.  Those around her seemed to take it for granted she was right.  Javin was impressed.  Then something occurred to him. 
 
    "Sauros," he turned to face him.  "Remember that feeling we had while we were coming down into this world?"  Those who were surrounding them tilted their heads in confusion.  Javin ignored them. 
 
    "Yes . . ." Sauros answered. 
 
    "I don't feel it any more.  Do you?"  With all that had happened with them since arriving, Javin hadn't noticed the absence of the strange dampening feeling they had felt.  
 
    "I do not," Sauros answered.  "Do you think it has something to do with Nemesis?" Sauros asked, picking up on Javin's thoughts. 
 
    "I do," Javin answered.  "And probably this issue, too.  Think of the two Articles of Power he has.  He's been messing with them, experimenting and seeing what he can do with them." 
 
    "It would fit," Sauros conceded.  Javin could feel his guarded agreement.  And then he could also feel the slight touch of another.  It was Kokos, gently trying to join their inner circle.  At first he bristled, almost lashing out in quick defense then held himself back.  It was instinctive to fight, to defend especially with what had happened the last time they'd tried to touch another.  Nemesis had almost killed them through that touch.   
 
    Javin knew he had to trust Kokos so she would also trust them.  She could teach them about the crystals, and they would certainly need the help of these people against Nemesis.   
 
    Javin turned to Kokos and bowed to her.  Then spoke aloud for the benefit of all the others, especially the king. 
 
    "We think this might be the doing of a man we have come to your world to capture.  He has stolen two Articles of Power and did great harm upon the world from which we came." 
 
    The others looked at each other, clearly confused.  The king turned to Kokos. 
 
    "Do you understand what they are saying?  Is there an enemy among us?  What are these Articles of Power they speak of?" 
 
    "I don't understand fully, majesty." Kokos said, her brow furrowed in thought as she tried to comprehend not only what she had heard Javin say, but what she felt along with it.  "I do think that soon, and with close conversation, I will understand and be able to explain it to you.  They are from a completely different place, and they have different experience than we.  However, I know they are trustworthy.  They have not tried to hide anything from me." 
 
    Javin was relieved he'd made the quick decision to trust Kokos.  Sauros put on hand on Javin's shoulder.   
 
    "We will share all with the Keeper," Sauros said, bowing to the king.  Javin bowed also, quickly following his example.  "We are here to serve your people and make sure they suffer no harm from this man we are seeking.  He is evil and has stolen items from us which bring him great power.  We think he is the one who has made your crops grow so swiftly.  He is using an Article of Power to do this.  He is called Nemesis." 
 
    "Will this harm our crops?" Kaffen moved forward.  "They seem healthy, but with such rapid growth I worry their accelerated growth with burn the plants out.  We cannot afford to lose all our crops to this.  And there's another thing.  I have noticed that all plants have started this rapid growth.  You can see the encroachment coming.”  He gestured to the surrounding jungle.  Javin hadn’t noticed any difference though he didn’t have anything to measure it against.  Others in the group looked around and some nodded.  “We'll have to expend extra effort to keep our areas clear and our trails properly marked." 
 
    The king turned to Sauros and Javin. 
 
    "Do you know?  Will this damage our crops?" 
 
    "We do not know," Sauros said.  "We do know we must find and stop Nemesis quickly, or there will be damage to your world.  He caused great harm on my world before we could drive him out." 
 
    "This is much to take in," the king said.  "You two appear here and give confusing explanation of where you come from.  Our Keeper tells us you can be trusted, yet you bring tidings of the End Times, and tell of a man who is a threat to our world.  Then this happens with our crops, indeed, with all our growing things.  I must know everything before I judge." 
 
    "We will tell everything," Javin assured.  "We will share all we know in whatever way you desire," Javin turned to Kokos and nodded.  She felt what he meant.  They would continue to be completely open, even through the crystals. 
 
    "Majesty," Kokos stepped forward to stand beside Kaffen, slightly brushing his arm with hers.  Javin and Sauros both noticed and felt something between the two. 
 
    "You know the'Gift'I have," Kokos continued.  Javin noted a slight shudder from Kaffen at the mention of the word 'Gift.'   
 
    "It gives one a certain ability to discern meaning and truth.  I will use it with these two and will learn everything.  Then I will report all faithfully to you.  After, you may judge wisely upon this matter."  Kokos then bowed, as did all those around them.  Sauros and Javin quickly followed suit.  They were waiting on the king's pleasure. 
 
    "Learn all," he said, "and report faithfully to me."  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The meeting quickly broke up until all who were left were Kokos, Javin, Sauros and Kaffen.  The king and two guards left to go back to the enclave.  The others moved out into the crops to attend their work. 
 
    "If this has something to do with the crops, I want to be involved.  I want to hear what these visitors know." Kaffen said to Kokos with a hint of urgency in his voice.  Javin knew Kaffen had other concerns for Kokos than just the crops. 
 
    "I will report all to you also, Kaffen," Kokos said, placing a hand on his arm, "But for what we must do, I need privacy and complete quiet." 
 
    "You will need a guard," Kaffen protested.   
 
    "I will not," Kokos said soothingly.  "They are trustworthy.  I have felt it."  
 
    Kaffen looked about to protest further, but Kokos' subtle squeeze to his arm kept him silent.  Javin could feel through the crystal, which Kokos had evidently decided should go both ways, something deep between her and Kaffen. 
 
    “Come,” she said to Javin and Sauros.  “We will go to where you can share ‘all.’” 
 
      
 
    Javin and Sauros followed Kokos back through the path to the enclave.  Instead of going back the way they’d come to the main entrance, she turned the opposite way and continued on around the stone pillar.  After some distance she turned back toward the jungle.  She stepped into the foliage onto a trail which was barely visible, and only when they stepped onto it.  They had to keep close in order to follow without getting tangled into the dense vegetation. 
 
    “Is the jungle really growing rapidly?” Javin asked. 
 
    “It is,” Kokos answered.  “The trail we follow is usually much more visible.  Now it is nearly overgrown and I was here not more than 4 cycles ago.  It shouldn’t be this thick, yet it is.” 
 
    Javin remained silent the rest of their walk, having to concentrate to make it through several overgrown patches.  Sauros struggled with his bulk and a few times had to break branches and fronds to continue on.   
 
    At last they arrived.  The trail opened out onto a clearing that was about 50 spans across and deep.  At the far end was a small pool of about eight spans across with a trickle of water running in to keep it refreshed.  There didn’t seem to be any outlet.  The ground was covered in a velvety sward of lush green grass.  It was quite thick and hard to walk through. 
 
    “Even the grass is too thick,” Kokos said.  “Underneath we have laid stone so it will not grow too thick and we can maintain the water.”  Kokos gestured to the pond. 
 
    “It is our water source.  It runs underground to where the enclave draws it up with pumps into our various rooms.”  
 
    Near the center of the clearing was a series of rounded rocks.  They had been placed there as a meeting area.  Kokos went and sat on one, gesturing for Javin and Sauros to take a seat with her. 
 
    They shrugged out of their packs and set them on the ground, watching Kokos.  She had folded her hands across her knees.  “We will not be disturbed here.  We can do what is necessary for me to learn all.  I have to admit I’m not sure how to go about this as I’ve never done it before.  I have memories of it, though, so it should work.” 
 
    With his careful listening as well as trying to ‘feel’ her meaning, Javin was starting to get an inkling of what she was contemplating.  He wasn’t too sure, especially when he had the memory surging in him of how Chahzuu had been stripped and left for dead.  He glanced at Sauros who only stared back solemnly.  Still, it made sense.  They would be able to share ‘everything’.  It was dangerous. 
 
    “I sense you both understand.”   
 
    Javin nodded.  Sauros said nothing, still no expression.  Javin could sense a slight reluctance, though not out of fear.  Then, out of the blue, he said.  “I will go first.  Javin must stand watch in case Nemesis is waiting for an opening.” 
 
    Javin then understood the reluctance.  Sauros was remembering the mental pulse that had nearly killed them both when they had tried searching for Nemesis.  It was clear Nemesis had enough power to reach through a bond such as what they were contemplating.   
 
    “I will stand guard, though I’m not sure how.”  He thought a moment and then said, “Perhaps if I just keep my senses open and then try to block out anything that isn’t moving between you two?” 
 
    Sauros looked at Kokos.  “You have more experience with the . . . ‘Gift'.”  Do you know how to block others from interfering?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Kokos said.  She thought a moment like Javin had.  “What he said seems right though.  If you and I ‘touch’ then he will have to be outside of that, watching for us and trying to sense if anyone is trying to intrude.  As to how to block such a thing . . .” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Javin said.  Sauros nodded, evidently satisfied.  It seemed he was a bit more relieved than he should have been, though.  Javin put it out of his mind.  He had more important things to focus on. 
 
    “I believe it would be best of we touched.  I remember this having been done once in our history.  It was between all of the various Keepers of each enclave.  Our king required it as part of establishing that first peace between all the enclaves.  Our Keeper was the only one with the ‘Gift’.  No others knew of it.  To this day, our Enclave is the only one with a ‘Gift’ that I know of.  The other Keepers thought it just a ritual of sharing, to prove good intentions.  But our Keeper, with the ‘Gift’ had been able to delve a little further without the others knowing.  The ‘sharing’ insured there were no ulterior motives on the part of any enclave against another.  This peace has rarely been broken except by renegades who have been cast out. 
 
    Javin now understood the defenses.  It wasn’t necessarily to protect from other enclaves, but from this world’s version of highwaymen.  Javin cringed at the reference.  He knew the name and what it meant, but not where it came from.  Focus! He told himself.  I have to stand guard here. 
 
    "I can recall – through the ‘Gift’ – how this was done, but only vaguely.  If it worked for my ancient ancestor, it should work for us.  It is much deeper than the initial 'delving' I did when we first met.  Then I could only sense intent and primary motivations which are always on the surface.  With each of you having a ‘Gift’ for yourselves, you will need to be completely open to me.  You must hold nothing back.  You understand?” 
 
    Sauros nodded and moved over to kneel before Kokos.  She put her hands gently to his temples and closed her eyes.  Javin ‘sensed’ out, not interfering; standing guard, as it were.  Even at that, he could feel their touching, and Sauros opening.  He could discern how it was being done. 
 
    Javin kept his senses alert.  So far nothing was interfering.  He watched Kokos intently.  Her brow furrowed in concentration, and then pain.  Javin hesitated then realized what she must be sensing.  If nothing were to be held back, then of course she would sense what Sauros carried within.  He wondered if when she ‘searched’ his memories if she would be able to unlock what was hidden.  He continued to watch and stand guard. 
 
    After a time, not long, not short, Sauros sat back and Kokos breathed out a sigh.  Tears were in her eyes and the expression on her face one of great compassion.  Then she looked at Javin in a curious way, like she knew something about him but didn’t want to say.  Sauros stumbled a bit then stood, turning to Javin.   
 
    “That was a bit unique,” he said, his teething bared in his form of grin.  “Still, I seem to have all my faculties, such as they are.” 
 
    Javin smiled back.  “No one tried to intrude that I could sense.  Did you sense anything during?” 
 
    “I was too focused on opening,” Sauros said.  “It is more difficult than I supposed. I wanted to fight, to not render control to another, but you have to,” he looked at Javin. 
 
    Javin nodded and ‘felt’ what Sauros was meaning. 
 
    “I will stand guard now so Kokos can glean from you.  She must know from us both to be sure.” 
 
    Javin looked at Kokos.  “You up for another now, or do you need to rest?” 
 
    “Give me a little time to rest.  There is much to assimilate.  I’m struggling to let it settle in.  It’s much like when I first got my ‘Gift'.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us about that while you let things settle?  Can you do that?” Javin asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Kokos said, rubbing her own temples.  “It actually may help, thinking back over what I went through last time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Kokos took a deep breath, closed her eyes, leaned her head back, and rubbed her temples.  “My brother was supposed to get the ‘Gift’ from my father.  He had been trained by my father for it.  Often I would sit at their feet and listen, drinking in the history of my people and the purpose of the 'Gift'—which is actually to keep a record of our history and to provide the key necessary for when the ‘End Times’ come.  It’s funny, my father never mentioned what that key was.  As I’ve delved through the history I can ‘see’ through the ‘Gift’, none of my forefathers knew it either.  It was something which was originally spoken to them and so they remembered and passed it on. 
 
    Kokos opened her eyes and looked at Javin.  “I sense that you and he,” she gestured to Sauros, “have seen and used that key.”  Her brows furrowed a bit in thought, assimilating the memories she’d just received from Sauros. 
 
    She shook her head.  “Through the years I can’t say I wasn’t envious of my brother.  I was fascinated by the ‘Gift’ and what it meant for my people.”  She held her hands wide indicating the whole inner world she was a part of.  “My father by now was old and very sick.  He was near death and my brother was preparing for the ceremony in which the ‘Gift’ would be passed.   
 
    “This was not very long ago . . . no more than 30 cycles and on the day my brother was appointed to receive the ‘Gift’ he turned up missing.  My father seemed oddly serene.  I was anxious, frantic.  My brother wouldn’t have left voluntarily.  I knew he was excited to receive the ‘Gift’ and fulfill his calling to his people. 
 
    “The king wondered also.  He sent out search parties and found nothing.  We waited for over 10 cycles and during that time Father was growing ever closer to death.  Finally, one day Father summoned me along with the king.  On my Father’s dying bed he said the ‘Gift’ needed to be passed now before he died.  There were things in his conscious memory that would be locked into the ‘Gift’ only if it was passed before his dying.  Otherwise it would be lost. 
 
    “Now I have the ‘Gift’ I know to which he was referring.”  Kokos took a deep breath and continued.  “The king was frantic.  He was expecting that a male heir was the one who should receive the ‘Gift’.  My father responded, ‘It cannot be.  Kokos has learned.  She is worthy and she can, and will, carry the ‘Gift’.  I don’t know what has happened to my son, but the ‘Gift’ needs to be passed now.  My life is fleeing and it cannot wait.’   
 
    “Then without asking any further permission, my father struggled to sit upright, cupped his hands near his breast, closed his eyes and ‘willed’ the ‘Gift’ to come forth.  And it did.” 
 
    Javin could imagine the sight.  He’d experienced receiving the crystal himself.  He thought he could imagine what it would be like to have the ‘Gift’ or the crystal embedded in his own breast, coming back out.  He pictured the old man holding his hands to his breast, then seeing the pulsing, scintillating light of the crystal as it moved from the depth of his chest and depositing itself into waiting, cupped hands. 
 
    “Once he had the ‘Gift’ in his hands,” Kokos continued, “he reverently handed it to me.  There was no need of explanation.  I had learned what I must do.”  Kokos pantomimed as she spoke.  “I held the ‘Gift’ to my breast.  Again, it began to glow, the light growing brighter from within until it nearly blinded us all.  When it ‘touched’ I could feel its warmth, its burning, as it accepted me, became one with me, and I knew this was meant to be.  I don’t know how, but I knew the ‘Gift’ was mine, and was always meant to be. 
 
    “I still don’t know what happened to my brother.  I’m still worried for him.  But I ‘know’ I was the one who was to receive the ‘Gift’.  She paused a moment, gathering her thoughts. 
 
    “My father laid back down on his pad and life gently slipped away from him.”  Tears formed in Kokos’ eyes and ran in light rivulets down her cheeks. 
 
    “The king had to accept that I was now the Keeper, though begrudgingly.  When he announced my new standing, no one knew why.  The king knew, though.  Because the ‘Gift’ needed to reside with the Keeper.  He knew and respected the reasoning.  After all, his instruction had been passed from monarch to monarch as well. His duty was to protect the ‘Gift’ and see it was available for use at the ‘End Times’.   
 
    “That is why he is so nervous now . . . as am I.”  Kokos looked at Javin, then to Sauros. 
 
    “This all happened less than 10 cycles ago so this is all still new to me as well.  I wish I would have had more time to assimilate all the memories before you two showed up.” She smiled.  “Time is a fickle friend.  You have abundance when you don’t want it and a dreaded shortage when it is most needed.” 
 
    “How did the people respond?” Javin asked. 
 
    “For the most part, they accepted.  It was odd for them to have a woman as Keeper, true, but the King’s support and encouragement stilled all dissent . . . except for one who has not fully embraced what I’ve become.”  A winsomeness crossed Koko’s features. Her voice had grown softer. 
 
    “Kaffen,” Sauros said.  “You and he were betrothed.” 
 
    Javin looked at Sauros then back at Kokos.  Kokos seemed just as startled as Javin.   
 
    "Her memories and knowledge came to me as well as mine to her.  I think it was because I was completely open to her delving.  When you open up, the transfer goes both ways."  Javin 'felt' Sauros was remembering the experience Chahzuu had in resisting while he was being stripped by Nemesis.  Chahzuu had fought whereas Sauros was completely open, welcoming of the transfer. 
 
    Javin knew Sauros must be assimilating the memories he’d just received as well, and that particular set of memories would be fresh. 
 
    “I think I’m rested enough,” Kokos said, seeming to change the subject of her personal life.  “Come.  Kneel.” 
 
    Javin moved to kneel in front of Kokos.  Sauros moved to stand behind Kokos, resting his hands on her shoulders as if to protect her – which he was.  He would be both their protector and watchman. 
 
    “Remember to see if you can get past my memory block,” Javin said.  “As much as anything else, I want to know who I am and where I’m from.” 
 
    Kokos tilted her head a bit, thought about it, then nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Javin closed his eyes and felt Koko’s soft hands touch his temples. He took a deep breath and willed himself to open, to consciously let go and allow the intrusion.  And then he felt them; soft tendrils reaching in, caressing his mind, coaxing his memories forth. 
 
    He saw each memory as they opened and filtered down through those tendrils, being seeped away and copied. It was as if he was experiencing everything all over again, waking up on the planet, the Birta' Fah trying to eat him, the first chameleon man he met -- Chahzuu, and the pyramid gateway. All of it flowed through his mind and he let them go. 
 
    It seemed a relief to let them go, and he hoped Kokos could find more, more than he could access himself. His past rolled out in ever-increasing flashing images. Still, there was nothing he hadn't recently experienced, that he hadn't already remembered. 
 
    Then the memories ceased with the very moment he was in. Javin could feel Kokos hesitating. Her touch though, still gentle, seemed a little harder, then harder still. Javin forced himself to open even more, to lay everything bare. Kokos continued to press. 
 
    There was a barrier there, almost physical. Her tendrils gathered and crawled along the face of the barrier seeking an opening. Javin's head was beginning to throb.  Then he sensed the presence of Sauros too, seeking to strengthen, seeking to protect while also enabling. 
 
    Javin wanted them to succeed. He wanted to know. In his mind he tried to open up even more.  
 
    Through grit teeth he said, "Force it open. Bust it down! I need to know!" Javin kept his eyes clenched shut. He kept his mind focused, trying to relax, to open and create a small fissure in the barrier that could be forced open further. 
 
    He could feel Sauros and Kokos seeming to merge and strain together. Javin didn't know how they were doing it, but they were. It was an interesting observation while in the midst of a now burgeoning pain, increasing with the pressure they exerted against the barrier. Still the barrier held like a solid surface, no movement, no cracks or edges apparent. 
 
    "There are no edges,” Javin said. “It's a smooth surface. My memories must be encircled! There are no seams to pry loose. You must force it open.  Break through!" 
 
    Kokos and Sauros understood and gradually increased their pressure, focusing on one point of the barrier. The pressure grew and the force multiplied.  Finally Javin, in desperation, added his own strength to theirs. 
 
    "Aaahhh!!!"  Javin's mind reeled with pain. He didn't realize he was screaming aloud. There was a blinding mental flash as the force rebounded from the barrier, and all went dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nemesis was standing in front of the pedestal on which rested the two Articles of Power.  He was about to try working again with the second, the Power of Emotion, as his Masters had told him.  They'd also told him accessing this one was slightly different, and they had explained it as accessing it through his 'feelings' rather than his 'thoughts'.  It had taken him a bit, but slowly he'd made some progress.  It was hard for him, as he'd pushed hard to suppress his emotions while working with his Masters.  They were not forgiving of any sort of weakness, and when he was younger he'd quickly learned that expressing emotion of any sort was dangerous - considered a weakness.   
 
    Nemesis was about to reach out to it again when he 'felt' a rupture, a pulse riding toward him as if carried on a wave that wasn’t physical. He hesitated a moment, tensing himself, preparing . . . 
 
    It hit him like a jolt of psionic energy.  It was painful and spiked through his skull and embedded within his breast right where the gestalt stone resided, numbing it, then tingling within as it passed over, leaving a dull ache in his skull. It had been powerful, like an explosion, though psionic in nature. A surge of panic started too well up. Had they found him? He quickly checked his barriers and protections. They were all in place. 
 
    What had happened? He glanced at the two articles of power sitting on the pedestal. They were inert. No energy radiated from them. Where did the pulse come from?  His wondering was interrupted as he felt something else encroaching upon his space. 
 
    Nemesis glanced to the corner of the room where the disturbance emanated. He knew what was coming and blanched. 
 
    A shadow started to coalesce in the corner of his sparse room. Light was being forced away from that area, physically barred and severed. The darkness grew, gathered around and formed into the image of a man. 
 
    Nemesis fell to his knees and touched a fist to the floor with his other hand outstretched, palm up.  He bowed his head and spoke softly. "Master, I live to serve." 
 
    He carefully raised his head slightly to see the darkly shimmering feet and legs of the Provider. 
 
    “I can’t 'feel' you Nemesis.  Why is that?” 
 
    Nemesis’ mind was racing.  The Provider hadn't said anything about what had just occurred, the psionic wave.  Why?  Did he not 'feel' it from where he came?  And with his first question upon fully 'arriving.' It confirmed his protections were in place.  Yet now he needed to delve into the Providers’ limitations.  He was beginning the chafe at their bondage.  True, they had promised him much – to rule over the corporeal worlds – but only under their thumbs.  And those thumbs were growing heavy indeed since they had last ‘punished him’.  For now, he needed to answer to this Master. 
 
    “Master, if you please.  I have learned how to create barriers where our enemies cannot find me and thwart our plans.  I did not realize I had hidden myself from you.  I will release them if you desire, of course.” 
 
    “Curious,” the Provider said. “You may rise.  Are our enemies so powerful then?” 
 
    Nemesis came to his feet slowly, arms spread at his sides, palms out in deference and keeping his head slightly bowed so his eyes did not meet the Provider’s. He did not want to be punished ever again.   
 
    “I thought it only prudent, Master.  The longer I remain hidden from them, the easier for me to discover the secrets of the Articles of Power undisturbed.” 
 
    “Yes, that is prudent,” the Provider said.  Was there a hint of sarcasm in his voice? It was barely evident. 
 
    Nemesis remained silent.  He had learned not to speak unless requested. 
 
    “Report on your discoveries.”  Again there was that hint of sarcasm. Nemesis knew he must tread carefully. 
 
    “I have learned to activate the Articles.  Also, I have gained some small measure of control – as you have felt.   
 
    “So that is the source of your shielding?” the Provider asked. 
 
    “Yes Master.” The Provider was confirming that Nemesis was, indeed, shielded from them.  It was then he decided he must chance touching . . . feeling out while he was shielded.  Perhaps the Provider would not realize what he was doing and he could get some answers he needed. 
 
    The Provider was silent, apparently mulling over whether he thought the shielding was a good idea or not. 
 
    Nemesis reached out with a slender tendril of awareness, not contacting the Provider, more like sampling the emanations which surrounded the Provider.  Any type of contact would surely be detected.  He felt the familiar darkness each Provider carried, emanations of anger and malevolence.  And then he felt . . . revulsion! 
 
    “And these Articles?” the Provider continued.  “They will do your bidding? Their power is yours to command?” 
 
    Nemesis continued to sense a surge in the abhorrence when mentioning the Articles and their power.  He had been right.  The Providers feared them.  It wasn’t just a fear of the unknown.  He sensed this Provider knew all too well the power the Articles contained. 
 
    “You have not tried to join them!” The feeling of revulsion spiked along with a strong mix of pure terror! 
 
    “No Master!” Nemesis went to his knees again gathering in the tendrils of awareness he’d sent out.  Had he been discovered?  If so, he’d be experiencing punishment.  Nemesis cringed at the memory of his most recent punishment. 
 
    There was silence in the chamber. 
 
    “That is good,” the Provider finally said.  “Remember that we expressly forbid your joining them in any way.” 
 
    There was something in the Provider’s voice . . .  Nemesis chanced moving a tendril closer again.  This was something he had to discern.  Why were they fearful?  Why must they not be joined?  Yes. He could sense there was something deeply hidden.  This Provider knew all too well what would happen if the Articles were joined.  It terrified the Provider, but Nemesis couldn’t plumb why. 
 
    “There is a third Article.”  The Provider hadn’t bidden Nemesis to rise so he stayed on his knees, eyes downcast. 
 
    “Yes, Master.  I know.” 
 
    “Any progress on finding it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master.  No.  I have focused myself on harnessing the first two, hoping my knowledge of them would more easily lead to the third. 
 
    Again there was silence.  Through the tendril of awareness, Nemesis could feel the Provider thinking.  He couldn’t read his thoughts, only the jumble of emotion, the feeling of urgency bordering on panic barely controlled. 
 
    Nemesis realized he must be very careful not to trigger any type of suspicion or anger since he would immediately become the brunt of it. 
 
    “I will hasten my efforts, Master.  I live only to serve the Providers and their cause.”  A quick idea occurred to Nemesis and he blurted it out before he thought. 
 
    “Master, perhaps if I knew more of the overall plan it may assist my efforts.”  Nemesis felt the swirling maelstrom of emotions in the Provider ratchet up yet another notch. 
 
    “You will know only what you need to know, when you need to know it!” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Nemesis agreed.  That didn’t work. 
 
    “Then of our enemies.  Once I have gained sufficient control, I can destroy them once and for all.  When they first came here, they sought me out; tried to touch me.  I turned it back on them.  I thought they had been destroyed.  I have since learned of their survival.  They are still seeking me, desiring the Articles for themselves and their cause.  Later, through observing them, I discovered how to shield myself through harnessing just a bit of the Article’s power.” 
 
    The Provider hesitated a moment.  Through the tendril Nemesis could feel another rush of apprehension, although the Provider’s features didn’t betray anything. 
 
    “You must not destroy the one called Javin.  He is part of the tapestry.  We must win him to our side.” 
 
    Now it was Nemesis’ turn to be astonished. 
 
    “Why? Clearly he is opposed to us. He has sided with our enemies.” 
 
    “Do not question us! We know the fullness.” 
 
    Nemesis quickly bowed his head as he felt the Provider's Anger surge. 
 
    “Yes, Master.  Will you please enlighten me so I may understand? Then I might be better able to serve.” 
 
    “Do not press!  You will know when it is time.  I will not tell you again.  For now, continue.  I shall return and you will have something of significance to report.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    He kept his eyes averted, but he could, through the extended tendrils, feel the Provider fading from the room, allowing the light to gather in again, and returning to wherever it was the Providers existed.  Nemesis knew from close observation it was in a different realm completely than the physical.   
 
    He was alone again.  With a sigh of relief, Nemesis got back to his feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The light had returned to normal.  The feeling in the room lightened from its oppressive atmosphere at which Nemesis marveled.  Even though the Providers were not physical beings, they left a ‘feeling’ that was physically ‘heavy’ whenever they appeared.  Nemesis felt drained though relieved.  The danger had passed and he had learned some significant things.  First and foremost was that the Provider had not been able to ‘sense’ him in any way.  He had also been able to ‘sense’ the Provider without his knowing.  It had been a close thing.  Still the risk had proven worthwhile. 
 
    What he’d learned was crucial.  He could ‘hide’ things. 
 
    Nemesis knew he had to be extremely cautious.  He couldn’t ever give the Providers reason to question and require him to lower his shielding.  For then they would certainly sense his doubts.  As it was now, the sense he had from the Provider is they were preoccupied with other parts of their plan, and were a bit distracted for now.  That was good and bad for him.  Good because he would have time to himself to prepare, plan and practice with the Articles he had.  Bad for him because he was in the dark as to what they were planning for him . . . and for Javin, his apparent twin. 
 
    That was something he needed to discover, and quickly.  How and why was Javin even alive?  And what was his part in all this?  Was Nemesis now to be cast aside?  What of his Master's promises to him? 
 
    Thinking of Javin, he remembered that he’d promised the Provider he would capture and contain him.  How could he do that?  He had to do it, though, to buy time for him to more fully study and learn to control the Articles of Power.  They were the key. 
 
    Nemesis was silent, thinking.  Then something occurred to him.  It was all centered on the Articles.  He could use them to capture and contain Javin and his friends.  He would also learn more about their control and use at the same time. 
 
    He moved over to the pedestal and focused on the Article dealing with the power of emotion, the power of ‘feeling.’  May as well use this as an experiment.  It won’t hurt me if it fails.  If it succeeds, I’ll gain my goal as well as learn from it. 
 
    The plan he had was just forming as he activated the Article.  He slowly increased its power and then drew it into himself, molding a suggestion, a compulsion he could send out into this subterranean world.   
 
    If he was right, he could turn this world’s inhabitants against Javin and his allies.  It was something he’d been able to do with a group of people on the previous world.  He’d done that with the aid and power of the Gestalt Crystal.  With the power of the Article, perhaps he could make it so widespread there would be nowhere Javin and his friends could escape and find refuge. 
 
    The power continued to surge and Nemesis continued to mold it, form it into the emotional imperative that would cause every sentient being on this planet to capture and hold anyone not of this world – and anyone with them.  He didn’t know how he could make it more specific.   
 
    At the same time a smile crossed his face.  It would be ironic if Javin and his friends fell under the same suggestion.  Would they capture and hold themselves, waiting for him to come and take them captive?  It was an interesting thought.  Again, it would be part of his experiment. 
 
    The burning in his breast was growing, roiling and spinning, waiting for the moment it built to climax.  Nemesis continued to let it grow until it was nigh to consuming him as he infused the psionic energy with his commands.  Then at the final moment he thrust it outward in an ever widening wave of compulsion.  It was almost a reverse of the wave he'd felt surge through earlier, but his was smoother, more controlled and much more powerful.  It wouldn't jolt the recipient.  It would slide in and around the emotional centers and take control.   
 
    Like a boulder dropped in the middle of a pond from a great height, the wave sped outward, flowing over, around, engulfing and suffusing everything it touched.  Out in the subterranean world, the inhabitants dropped tools, fell to their knees and grasped their heads.  Others teetered, disoriented.  Everyone was affected. 
 
    Nemesis watched from inside his mind with that special ability the Article seemed to endow.  He watched as the wave had its desired effect of instilling the imperative into the minds of all it contacted.  Will this be permanent or temporary? Nemesis wondered somewhat clinically.  Some part of him was curious to see the total effect over time.  He made a mental note to also check the accelerated growth on this planet through the Article of Power which governed creation.  If the accelerated growth was remaining constant or diminishing over time it would give him a clue as to what affect this wave might have. 
 
    He continued to observe, and then he came to a certain spot.  It was the general area where he had last had contact with Javin and his friends.  Would he be able to determine something from the passage of the wave?   
 
    While engulfed in the power of the Article, he tentatively allowed his senses to become more pronounced, seeking specifically for Javin and his cohort.  The power of the wave would probably mask his probing.  Still he was cautious; using the minimal amount of probing he felt would work. 
 
    Nothing . . .  He could ‘feel’ the people being affected by the wave.  He dipped into the consciousness of several and saw memory-images there of Javin, the Lion-man and the Keeper.  Still, there was no indication of where they were and what they were doing.  Had they moved on?  If so, where had they gone? 
 
    Then a thought occurred to him.  They were seeking him!  Quickly he drew back into himself, and realized if they weren’t affected by the wave, and if they were sensitive enough to feel it pass by, they might be able to deduce the center of it.  They would be able to use the wave to find him. 
 
    The question was whether they were sensitive enough to ‘see’ the wave in the way they’d need to in order to triangulate on his position. 
 
    Perhaps he should move.  He didn’t know what their capabilities were.  On the last planet, they’d surely had some surprises for him.  They’d done things he was sure they wouldn’t be capable of.  Underestimating them on this world would not be something he did.  If he moved, he’d have to let the Providers know.  But that was a small matter for a later time. 
 
    Nemesis powered down the Article of Feeling and put them both into the pouch he’d fashioned to carry them in.  He knew there were other places on this world he could go.  Pyramids like the one he was currently occupying were evenly spaced throughout this small world.  He’d go to the one furthest away from the last place Javin had been.  Then he would take other precautions while he worked with the Articles. 
 
    He moved to the gate room as he called it; the three tiered chamber and the slabs all around in random order.  The archway stood on the lowest level, waiting.  Nemesis didn’t need the archway like Javin did.  From watching on the last planet, he knew Javin used the archways.  He’d watched he and the Lion-man step through one in the throne room, thinking it would send them to oblivion only to learn it had sent them somewhere else.  They’d been able to return and ruin all his planning which led to his . . . punishment.  Nemesis cringed again at the memory.  He wouldn’t survive another punishment like that.  He’d felt his soul being stripped from his body and drug across hot shards before being allowed to slip back into his physical frame. 
 
    He shook his head to rid himself of the memory so he could focus on what he needed to do.  His mode of ‘traveling’ was different.  It didn’t require an archway, just a gestalt crystal and knowledge of how to use it. 
 
    Nemesis closed his eyes and concentrated, focusing his attention on where he needed to go.  He saw it in his mind’s eye, and willed his body to harmonize with the physical surroundings he ‘saw’ there.  It had helped that he’d used both Articles to sweep the entire world and had ‘seen’ where he needed to go. 
 
    A dark crimson glow started from his breast, swirling with increasing speed and intensity, the glow growing in brightness as the power built.  He could feel his body changing, accepting the new location and ‘being’ there rather than here.   
 
    The transition, as usual, was gradual.  His body faded from one location to ‘be’ in the new.  Javin had done this once that he’d observed.  But it was far from gradual.  It was during their confrontation on the last planet.  Javin and his friend had just appeared in the room!  There had been no warning.  He had sensed nothing before and there was nothing gradual about it.   
 
    Nemesis didn’t know how he could have done it.  No, he could never underestimate Javin.  Somehow he had to find out what Javin knew and how he knew it.  Hopefully his plan, his compulsion of the beings on this planet, would work. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he saw exactly what he expected.  He was in the gateway room of the pyramid he’d wanted to arrive at.  Like all the others, he knew the layout and where he could place his things, where he would sleep and where he’d get water and sustenance.  The pyramids were self-sufficient for humanoid beings like him if you knew where to look.  The sustenance wasn’t much on taste, but it was nutritious and easy to absorb. 
 
    He caressed the pouch and moved into the next chamber through the passage he knew to open.  To any others it appeared as a solid wall. To those who knew the pyramid's secrets, the concealed doorway easily swung open and he moved into the hidden living and work areas and took occupancy of his new base of operations.  Just as he knew there would be, a pedestal awaited in a side room off the main corridor where he could place the Articles and continue his learning and experimenting.  He also needed to remember to alert the Providers to his new location.  Or should he stay hidden even from them?  It was tempting, but he wasn’t quite ready to burst from his chains.  This would be an all or nothing break.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Javin slowly came awake from the depths of darkness.  There was a buzzing he couldn’t place.  As he regained his senses the buzzing grew more focused.  It was something he ‘felt’ rather than heard.  His head throbbed with pain.  His body was stiff and his eyes flickered open. 
 
    He was lying on his back.  He raised his head and glanced around and saw Kokos lying, sprawled where she’d fallen from the boulder she’d been sitting on.  Next to her, Sauros was also supine on the ground. 
 
    Javin tried to move.  His whole body ached yet he forced himself to move.  First to Kokos.  She was breathing.  Javin gently took her hand, rubbing her forearm.  A low groan escaped her lips.  She turned her head, wincing and raised her other hand to her temple.  Her eyes fluttered open looking around in bleary recognition then they fixed on Javin. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Good question,” Javin answered.  “Lay still.  Let me check on Sauros.” 
 
    Javin crawled over to Sauros who was now showing signs of beginning to stir.  His head was moving, his arm reaching up to grasp the side of his face. No sound escaped save for a deep inhalation of breath indicating pain. 
 
    “I know the feeling, big guy,” Javin said drawing to his side. 
 
    Sauros’ eyes flickered open, slow to focus on Javin.  “Kokos?” he asked. 
 
    “Awake and feeling pretty much the same.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Trying to force our way through my barrier must have rebounded somehow.  We were so close,” Javin said. 
 
    “Yes, I remember now,” Sauros said, struggling to a sitting position while continuing to rub the side of his face as if trying to scrub away the deep pain in his skull.   
 
    Then Javin remembered the buzzing he felt upon waking.  It was still resonating though not as strong as when he first awoke.  In fact, it was the buzzing which must have awakened him. 
 
    “You all feel that?” Javin touched his breast where the buzzing seemed to center.  He realized it must be the crystal reacting to something. 
 
    Kokos and Sauros looked at Javin, tilted their heads as if searching for something then nodded.  They felt it too. 
 
    “I wonder what it is.  What it does?  Also, I wonder if we caused it somehow.” 
 
    They were silent for a moment, trying to figure it out. 
 
    “It feels just a bit similar to that ‘dampening’ feeling we had when we first arrived on this world,” Sauros began, his eyes narrowing slightly, indicating his deep thinking.  “It isn’t the same, but it has a similar feel to it. Like . . .” 
 
    “You’re right,” Javin said, picking up on the similar feeling.  “It’s like it’s coming from a slightly different source, but the same type of emanation.” 
 
    “Such as a different Article of Power?” Sauros completed Javin’s thought. 
 
    “Yes!” Javin said.  “Nemesis is continuing to test them, to make them work.” 
 
    “To what end?” Sauros asked.  
 
    “We’re probably going to find out.”  Javin was silent a moment while he tried to search the memories and impressions he had from Chahzuu, the former leader of the Protectors on Sauros’ world.  Instead newer images imposed on his thoughts.  “What?” Flashes of pictures of Kokos’ people, different places . . . and different times. 
 
    “I see you are seeing what was given to you.” Sauros said, resting a hand on Javin’s shoulder.   
 
    “I didn’t know you were transferring those memories,” Javin said, looking at Kokos. 
 
    “Remember, the transfer went both ways,” She said.  “Once I opened up the conduit, the memories flowed freely.  Weren't we just discussing this before . . .?"  
 
    “But I only saw what I gave up,” Javin said.   
 
    “It was the same with me," Sauros said.  "Yet I have her memories – actually ‘all’ the memories.  I think we need some time to let it all settle and sort through them all.  It is quite disorienting.” 
 
    “There’s too much going on in my mind to find what I wanted about the Articles of Power,” Javin finally admitted. 
 
    “The same with me,” Sauros said, his eyes now squinting with his mental efforts.  It was interesting to Javin to picture a majestic male lion grimacing in deep thought.  He almost smiled but caught himself. 
 
    “It will take some time and rest,” Kokos interrupted.  “I remember it took some time with me the first time.”   
 
    “It was the same with us after getting the impressions from Chahzuu.  That time it caught us by surprise, and it was broadcast to all of his people besides us.  It knocked all of them unconscious.  I still can’t understand how it didn’t affect us the same way,” Javin continued, mulling that over again as his mind refused to stay still. 
 
    “We should get back to the Enclave,” Kokos finally said.  “I don’t think I’m ready to try breaking through your barrier again just now anyway.  I’m not sure your memory barrier can be broken, especially if it’s going to kill us for trying.” 
 
    Javin got to his feet and helped Kokos to stand as Sauros also stood. 
 
    “At least you have everything you could get . . .” And Javin stood for a moment, as the unfamiliar images accelerated their darting through his mind with the movement of his body.   
 
    Javin shook his head, trying to suppress the images flowing in an around his consciousness.   
 
    “You got that right,” Javin said.  “I think I need that rest if for nothing other than letting all these pictures in my mind stop flying around.  And then I think we need to figure out what’s going on with this ‘buzzing’ in our chests.  Something’s not right with that.  I just ‘feel’ it.” 
 
    “As do I,” Sauros agreed.  Kokos nodded her head. 
 
    “This way,” Kokos said and started to lead them out of the clearing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Is it me or are the plants still growing faster?”  Javin struggled to push through what before was a somewhat overgrown path.  Now it was almost completely hidden and they had to fight to make their way through.  “I don’t know how long we were out, but it couldn’t have been that long.”  Then Javin realized it really could have been a long time.  With the internal lights of this world, there was really no way to mark time as he was used to. 
 
    “I sense that we were out a full cycle,” Kokos said as she too, pushed hard to get through.  She stayed in the lead because she was most familiar with the trail. “Though with the change in the growth pattern, there is no way I can be completely sure.” 
 
    With a grunt of effort she pushed through and found herself back at the place where the crops were being tended.  Instead of seeing those who were supposed to be watching and minding the crops the fields were empty.  They had noticeably grown, all swelling with various fruits, overburdened with them in fact, limbs heavy with drooping, threatening to snap under the weight of the hyper-sized harvest. 
 
    “This should not be happening,” Kokos said wide eyed.  “The time for harvest is completely off cycle.  And where are those who should be tending to this?”  She was speaking mainly to herself as Javin and Sauros came to stand beside her. 
 
    Then off in the distance they heard a crashing sound.  It was the now familiar sound of thrashing through the foliage, many people trying to make their way through an overgrown trail.  It came from the direction of the trail Javin realized they would have to follow to get back to the enclave. 
 
    “At least someone is coming through where we need to go,” Sauros said, having reached the same conclusion as Javin.  “Apparently those who tend your crops sent for help,” he finished. 
 
    Just then, across the way, a full complement of warriors stepped out of the overgrown trail and saw them on the other side of the crops.  A quick order was barked and the detachment of 10 warriors hefted their lances and ran toward them. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Javin asked, turning to Kokos.   
 
    “I don’t know,” she said.   
 
    A slow, rumbling growl escaped Sauros’ lips.  “This is becoming tiresome.” 
 
    “Wait!” Kokos said, touching Sauros on the arm.  “We can’t hurt them.”  She was sensing Sauros gathering himself to fight.  Javin realized Kokos was now ‘feeling’ them and their intentions much stronger, like they’d been able to do with each other.  A connection, a bond had been created in the ‘sharing.’  Javin wasn’t sure how he felt about that, and wondered if it would help or hurt.  Was there a way to shut it off?  There wasn’t time to consider as other images continued to disrupt his chain of thought.   
 
    “I think we can wait a bit to see what they are doing, but I’m not going to wait until I have a spear through my gut,” Javin said, raising the skin-tight protective barrier around himself.  This was something he'd learned by accident on Sauros' world.  In that instance he was about to have a spear thrust through his body and had reacted instinctively.  He had no doubt the crystal in his breast had responded to his instinctive need for protection and had erected a sheaf of incredibly dense and malleable material of some sort that completed encapsulated his body.  It was invisible and completely supple, without any weight.  It was almost as if it was a shield of air.   
 
    Javin still hadn't figured out how he'd done it, and he and Sauros had used it several times now.   He ‘felt’ Sauros raising his shield and Javin took Koko’s hand.  “You too,” he said, and gestured to her body. 
 
    She could ‘sense’ what Javin meant, and could actually ‘feel’ what he had done – as was his intention that she do so.  Kokos nodded, closed her eyes and a shaky, then stabilizing protective barrier appeared close fitting against her body as well.   
 
    There was nothing visible that could be seen, but Javin ‘sensed’ they were now all protected against being impaled.  Whatever else they would try, he didn’t know.  He agreed with Kokos, though.  They didn’t want to harm anyone.  And now he could see that leading the warriors was Kaffen, the man Kokos had been betrothed to.  They especially didn’t want to harm him, for her sake. 
 
    Still, the look on his face as they approached didn’t provide any comfort.  There was no look of compassion, caring or even much recognition.  Instead it was a look of . . . fear and determination to take them.  The look coincided with what he was able to ‘sense’ from them as they drew much closer. 
 
    Then they stopped up short as if confused.  They were 30 paces away staring right at them, but looking as if they didn't recognize them.  Finally Kaffen stepped forward, closing the distance.   
 
    "Kokos?" 
 
    "Kaffen, what is the meaning of this?  Why the warriors?  We have done nothing wrong." 
 
    "The King sent us . . .  He sent us to . . . bring you back so you could be held . . ." 
 
    He was staring right at Kokos, but his eyes were wide and staring like he couldn't see her.  "There is something different about you.  I . . .  It's almost as if you aren't here, yet I see you. 
 
    "Why are you supposed to take us?" Javin asked, stepping forward, not dropping his shielding.  None of them had dropped their shields.  The guards behind were now starting to mill around as if lost, still searching though what they were searching for was standing right in front of them. 
 
    "I . . .  I don't know," Kaffen said, now staring at Javin as if he were looking right through him.  "We are supposed to capture and hold you.  It's something I must . . . we all must do . . ."  He touched his breast and took a deep breath as if trying to gain control of some hidden anxiety he was fighting to control.   
 
    Javin was feeling something strange about the man.  Clearly he wasn't himself.  It was as if there were a compulsion he was laboring under – and it dealt with them. 
 
    "You feel that?" Sauros said stepping forward now.   
 
    Kokos turned to him then looked at Javin who nodded back to Sauros.  "Yes," he said.  The strange almost 'buzzing' feeling they had felt from time to time on this world was back, only stronger.  And it seemed to be emanating from Kaffen.  Javin looked back at the guards.  He could feel it coming from them also.  Occasionally they would turn in their direction and shake their heads as if fighting to make sense of something. 
 
    "What is it?  It is affecting these men," Sauros said. 
 
    "I know how to find out," Kokos said, stepping toward Kaffen.  He blanched back as if being approached by a ghost. 
 
    "It's okay, Kaffen.  No harm will come to you.   
 
    "I don't fear you.  It is just so strange.  Are you real?" 
 
    "Let me show you," she said, gently taking his hand. 
 
    Kaffen gasped, then calmed immediately, staring into Koko's eyes.  "Yes!  It is you."  Then he took hold of her and his eyes changed from the tender look he'd given her upon her gentle touch, back to the rictus between the fear and determination they'd first seen as they emerged from the overgrown trail. 
 
    "Here!" he called to the guards.  "I have one of them.  The others must be close!" 
 
    The guards moved forward quickly, lances bared. 
 
    Sauros moved to stand between them and the guards.  "Free her quickly." 
 
    "Javin immediately understood and moved forward, wrenching Kokos free from Kaffen’s grip and threw him back. 
 
    "Come," Javin said.  And started to move back into the jungle the way they'd come, Kokos in tow and Sauros glancing over his shoulder at the warriors who were looking this way and that as if they couldn't see what was right in front of them. 
 
    "She escaped!" Kaffen shouted, staring right at them, but not pointing, not giving any directions to the warriors, and none of them were following.  It was as if they had disappeared the moment the physical contact between Kokos and Kaffen had been broken. 
 
    The strange 'buzzing' feeling was still there, and now Javin was starting to get a sense of what it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Nemesis was seated in his small living quarters in the pyramid.  The furnishings were functional, Spartan and bare.  He only had what he needed to sustain life, and nothing for comfort.  He got water and a sort of paste he’d been told by his Masters was nutritious and complete for his health and well-being.  It came out of a small panel that swung open to his touch in one of the smaller rooms of his pyramid abode.  He wasn’t planning to be here long.  Just long enough for his ‘followers’ to find, capture and detain Javin and his friends so he could come out of hiding and conduct his own interrogation before turning Javin over to his Masters.  
 
    And his plan was going well.  He had sent out the pulse across this interior world and all its inhabitants.  He could 'look' out far and wide across this subterranean world with his mind's eye and see it taking stronger hold.  The ignorant inhabitants were now actively on the watch for Javin and his friends.  And in remembering the wave he'd felt before being visited by his Masters, he reasoned that he could find them the same way he had feared they might could find him -- by tracing the origin of the wave.   
 
    And that's what Nemesis had done in his new lair.  He'd centered his recollection on the possible origin area of the jolting wave and had located it.  There was blackness there.  Nothing he could detect, but that didn't mean . . . then faint stirrings and then more full consciousness.  What was happening?  Why did they just start to appear?  And to be hazy at first?  It was as if they were just returning to consciousness.  Had the jolt he'd felt earlier affected them enough to render them unconscious?  It must have because it had originated with them.  And it appeared they were just now waking up.  This was a mystery he wasn't sure he was ready to tackle without knowing more.  What if they had some power to send out more waves he wasn't aware of? 
 
    Nemesis hastily withdrew his mental touch.  It must be them.  He reached for the nearest enclave and sent an 'emotional imperative to their king.  A group of warriors would be sent out to capture and hold them until he could arrive and question them.   
 
    Nemesis was amazed at the power he was gaining through the small odd shaped Articles which sat on the pedestal in front of him.  The particular one he was using now gave him thorough emotional, and through the emotions, a virtual mind-control of these people.  He was sure if he could get in front of Javin with the Articles of Power in his possession, he would be able to break through any barrier Javin could raise via his pitiful ‘gestalt stone’ embedded in his breast.   
 
    This was also different than what now seemed pitiful control he'd been able to exercise over the Pontu' gi on the previous world.  There, he'd only been using his gestalt stone and the willingness of the warriors to be led.  That had opened them up to his control.  Now, using the Article of Power, his control was magnified an hundred-fold. 
 
    Nemesis thought of his own stone embedded just above his heart.  He was using it he was sure, to control the energy in this 2nd Article of Power, but the power of the Article was something immense.  The Providers were right to fear it.  And they had warned him not to join the articles together.  What power would be wielded through doing so? 
 
    Through his now strengthening emotional control, even from a distance, he could ‘watch’ through the mind’s eye the one who’d been chosen by the king to lead the guards to apprehend Javin. 
 
    Nemesis was standing with his head erect; eyes clenched shut, focused on what he could see through the one who called himself Kaffen.  It was interesting learning of his love for this enclaves ‘Keeper.’  And how he had been put off with her new position, he no longer would be able to see her as often.  He was also secretly proud of her, though resenting how it had changed how she must now feel about him.  He was only the ‘Grower.’  What would the ‘Keeper’ want with the likes of him now? 
 
    But all of that was deep down, beneath the emotional imperative planted by Nemesis.  It was interesting to observe, and instructional too.  He could ‘read’ the emotional centers in the mind of those he chose, and provide a ‘nudge’ or imperative which would take over actions as long as they could be spurred through an emotional response.  All the while, the subject was still conscious deeper down and was like an ‘observer’ in their own minds.  The rational side of the brain was continuing to function and observe, though could not consciously register until the emotional side had been released. 
 
    If it came to it, could a person totally blank their emotions enough to resist?   
 
    This little show was progressing well.  Kaffen had just caught sight of Javin and his friends emerging from the brush.  Nemesis ‘pushed’ just ever more slightly to make their capture even more urgent.  Yes, this is going well, Nemesis thought.  And then . . . 
 
    There was confusion in the mind of Kaffen.  It was almost like Javin and his friends had disappeared.  Nemesis tried to focus more through the mind-lens, but there was no sign of Javin or his friends.  They had been standing right in front of Kaffen.  They hadn’t raised any defensive weapons that he had sensed.  And Kaffen was still conscious.  His confusion was deep and unsettled.  Nemesis couldn’t make out what it was.  It was clear he was staring at something he couldn’t comprehend.  And it was right where Javin and his friends had been, but nothing was registering. 
 
    Had Javin found a way to make himself and his friends invisible?  Was that something they’d learned to do through the ‘Gestalt stones?’   
 
    Nemesis tried to link closer, and the confusion from Kaffen only grew to the point it was too disturbing.  He moved on to another of the Guards.  He experienced the same thing, only not as intense.  The difference in intensity was because of the emotional attachment Kaffen had with the Keeper.  He tried another of the Guards.  Still the same thing. 
 
    What had happened?  Nemesis pounded his fist on the table and the Article sitting there toppled with the jarring.  Nemesis grabbed for it and broke his concentration.  With it the link was severed and the energy snapped back like an arc of electricity, shocking Nemesis so strongly it crackled through his mind and body like a physical shock.  He fell to the ground, body and mind tingling; dazed and confused. 
 
    It took him a moment to recover.  But with his recovery he began thinking about what he could do.  He'd moved to avoid possible detection by Javin and his friends.  But it had also put him at risk with his Masters for moving without their permission.  He had to do something to produce results and, more importantly, get some answers for himself.  Then there was the aspect of possible punishment if he didn't do as he'd promised.  He shuddered. 
 
    A desperate idea sprang to mind.  Javin and his friends were on this world trying to find him.  Why not let them?  They were trying to get to him, so when he was ready, he'd drop his shielding just enough to let them detect him.  They'd surely come to him then, and when they arrived, he'd have a trap waiting.  They would be captured, he'd be able to interrogate them using the Articles and his gestalt stone, strip them of all their memories, and then turn Javin over to his Masters and kill his pet sidekick. 
 
    Nemesis smiled as he closed his eyes and mentally reached for the 2nd Article of Power, reactivating it, and using it's building energy to reach out to the nearest enclave.  He would gather some warriors and set them around the pyramid and some inside the portal room to capture Javin and his friends as they came through. The only problem was figuring out how overcome their apparent invisibility.  Well, he'd work through that too as he set his guards. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Javin led them back through the overgrowth to the little clearing they’d just left.  They stopped briefly to catch their breath.  He listened carefully but didn’t hear sounds of pursuit.  It was all so confusing.  What was going on? 
 
    “They should be coming.” Kokos said.  “Kaffen knows of this place.  I’m surprised that he isn’t following.” 
 
    “What is happening?” Sauros asked.  “Why are they seeking to capture us?  And why did they act so strangely when we were right with them?  It was as if they couldn’t see us, yet we were right in front of them.  And Kaffen spoke directly to you.  He asked if you were real?” 
 
    “He did,” Kokos agreed.  “But I don’t know why.  It’s very strange.” 
 
    “They are being influenced by Nemesis,” Javin said, still listening for any signs of pursuit.  “Remember the hold he had on the Pontu’ gi?” 
 
    Sauros thought a moment and then nodded.  “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    Javin was referring to the time on Sauros' world where a race of people had come under the influence of Nemesis to do his bidding in taking over that planet.   
 
    “Those people,” Javin explained for the benefit of Kokos, “were under the control of Nemesis.  We don’t know how he did it, but he did.  This time, though, I could feel it.” 
 
    Sauros again nodded.  “Yes, that strange tingling?” 
 
    “This time,” Javin continued, “it was stronger, or maybe I could sense it better.” 
 
    “It must be the power of an Article,” Sauros said.  “He is learning to use them.  The power of Creation and we see the hastening of the growth of the foliage.  The power of Emotion and we see that he is now controlling people, though more directly this time.  With the Pontu’ gi, it was as if they were in a trance.  With these, they were awake, able to speak, though confused.  However, once he touched Kokos, he seemed to come to himself.” 
 
    “No, it was still different,” Kokos said.  “I could see it in his eyes.  He wasn’t completely himself.  Kaffen never would have taken hold of me that way, and never would have accepted an order to apprehend and hold the ‘Keeper’.” 
 
    “Again, they were under Nemesis’ control.  And then they got confused.  You notice when?” Javin asked them both. 
 
    “It was when we shielded,” Sauros said, nodding his head.  He could see where Javin was going.  “The shielding somehow interrupted their perception of us.  Almost like we had become clouded in some way.  Like they could see us but not 'comprehend' who we were.” 
 
    “The shielding is more than just physical then.  It must also block us from Nemesis and what he is trying to do.  Kaffen could still see us and speak to us, but it confused him.  I wouldn’t want to bank on him always being that way.  Nemesis will figure it out as easily as we did and figure a way around it.” 
 
    “Bank?” Kokos asked. 
 
    Javin stared at her and realized what had happened.  “Another weird word?” He turned to Sauros who nodded again. 
 
    “Sorry,” Javin said.  “A figure of speech from wherever it is I come from.” 
 
    “You become more confusing by the day,” Kokos said.   
 
    “You get used to it,” Sauros said.  “Now what?” 
 
    “We can’t go back, can we?  Will the influence wear off?  How did you defeat Nemesis control over these . . . Pontu’ gi?” 
 
    “I’m afraid our friend, the leader of the Pontu’ gi jolted them all asleep.  He paid for it, though, with his life.  Still it bought the necessary time to drive Nemesis off that world.” 
 
    “Can we do that here?”   
 
    “I’m not sure how he did it,” Javin said.  “And it wouldn’t last forever.  We need to do something like that when we’re ready to confront Nemesis and capture--” 
 
    “Or ‘kill’ him,” Sauros interrupted. 
 
    Javin stared at Sauros, ‘felt’ his anger at Nemesis for being the one who killed his betrothed, and realized it was one of the strongest reasons Sauros wanted to stay close to Javin. 
 
    “Yes, or kill him.  He certainly deserves it,” Javin agreed.  “But first, if we can capture him, maybe we can find out what is really going on.” 
 
    He looked at Sauros, who nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Kokos said.  “They know of this place.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Javin said.  “There might be a place where they won’t look immediately at least.  And before we head in that direction, we can raid the garden and stock up on water so we have supplies.” 
 
    “They pyramid?” Sauros asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Javin nodded. 
 
    “The what?” Kokos asked. 
 
    “What is the large stone structure down in the valley along the road before arriving at your enclave?  It is tall and narrows at the top with a square building.  It looks like it's not being used.” 
 
    “That is the temple.  We have always been taught it is forbidden and dangerous to go there until we are summoned.” 
 
    “How are you summoned?” Javin asked. 
 
    Kokos thought a moment.  “We would just ‘know’ are all the records said.” 
 
    “Have your people obeyed that command?  They’ve just stayed away?”  
 
    “Of course not!” Kokos said.  “There have been those who have quietly said their curiosity took them to the site.  But they have also said that those whose comrades went inside didn’t come out.  And they were afraid to enter themselves.  That cured the curiosity of anyone for the recollection of my lifetime.” 
 
    “Then that’s the perfect place,” Javin said. 
 
    “What about the part where those who went inside never come out?” Kokos asked. 
 
    “We have that covered,” Javin said. 
 
    “Covered?” Kokos asked. 
 
    Javin shook his head and Sauros chuckled. 
 
    “It means it’s okay,” Sauros interjected.  “Just listen to the meaning, not the word, and just go with it.  It’s easier that way.”  He touched Javin’s shoulder.  “Let’s start.  Kokos can gather the water.  You and I will circle through off the trail and gather some food from the garden.  It doesn’t seem to need any preparation to eat it – at least of the food we’ve eaten since being here.”  He looked at Kokos. 
 
    “All the fruit is edible raw.  That’s the way we mostly eat it.  The juices we consume are pressed from certain of the fruits.  So if you gather an assortment, it should suite us well.” 
 
    “Then we can make our way to the Pyramid.  Once inside, we can further discuss our next actions.  And I suggest we all remain shielded . . .” 
 
    Javin nodded.   
 
    Kokos looked at them both in turn then shrugged. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    They finally arrived at the base of the pyramid.  It was much larger and farther away than Javin and Sauros had originally thought.  Kokos continued to assure them they were traveling in the right direction since she was most familiar with her world.  They had a much harder time making it through the thickening growth of the jungle. 
 
    Kokos finally revealed her secret navigational abilities.  During one rest stop when they had questioned her about how she knew what direction to travel, she pointed up.  I am following the roof of our world.  It has certain features I can track and keep my general direction.  Also, as we near the temple, there is a smoothing of the ceiling almost as if it had been polished just above the pyramid. 
 
    Javin and Sauros had looked up at that point and it dawned on them she was right.  The ceiling of the cavernous world had distinct features that could be made out and they could see how they could track their direction. 
 
    “Thank you for your insight, and please forgive us our lack of faith in your abilities,” Javin had said.  He had been a bit embarrassed he hadn’t thought of that.    
 
    “It is nothing to worry over,” Kokos had answered.  “As children we are taught to do this so we never get lost.” 
 
    As they had moved slowly through the jungle terrain, they had also talked with Kokos more about her world, its culture and people.  Also its history.  They learned there were 7 different enclaves, all loosely in contact with each other.  There was limited trade and intermarrying and gatherings between the enclaves.   
 
    Occasionally, there had been fighting until Koko’s great grandfather had brokered a peace agreement between all the enclaves.  A court had been established for representatives of each enclave to appear to hear grievances between the enclaves.  If one or two enclaves ever became a threat to the peace, the other enclaves would unite and sanction them, or as in one case Kokos knew of, the other enclaves banded together, took warriors and unseated the king and let the people of that enclave choose a new king who would abide by the peace.  Since that day, the enclaves had known relative peace, though not always a strong bond of trust. 
 
    Another thing they discussed is the length of history.  On Kokos’ world the history went back only 1,000 years.  Javin remarked the difference to Sauros’ world, as well as the similarities. 
 
    On Sauros’ world, there had been 7 cities organized independently with separate kings and ‘Keepers’ but they also had a 7,000 year history instead of only 1,000. 
 
    “Is that significant, you think?” Sauros had asked. 
 
    “It must be,” Javin had said.  There is no coincidence that both worlds are so similar in every other way. 
 
    “The organization of each world is the same, all with the same governing structure.  Each world has had the ‘record’ book which tells of the history of the people, but it also has the brief mention of the ‘Promised Ones’ and that picture we all have seen.  So far, we’ve seen four of the seven races shown.   
 
    Kokos looked at Javin.  “I have seen only three,” she said.  Is there another you have seen? – wait.”  She was silent a moment going into her newly acquired memories obtained through the ‘sharing.’ 
 
    “I see him now.  This is Chahzuu whom you said was able to break the spell Nemesis had over his people?” 
 
    “The very same,” Javin had answered. 
 
    “There are three more we haven’t encountered,” Sauros said.  “And I have a feeling that whatever we are involved in must take us in contact with each of these races for some reason.  After all, we three are now part of that prophecy.” 
 
    Koko’s gasped as the realization hit her.  “You mean . . .  But I’m not . . . I wasn’t supposed to be the Keeper.  It was supposed to be my brother.  I’m not sure it’s right.  I could make a mistake.  I could ruin things for everyone because I’m not really one of the ‘Promised Ones.’” 
 
    “Relax,” Javin had comforted her.  “I think the crystals – what you call the ‘Gift’ -- would only merge with someone who was the ‘right’ one.  Don’t you think?” Javin had turned to Sauros. 
 
    He nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I don’t know about Javin, but when I saw my crystal for the first time I ‘knew’ it was to be mine.  There was no question about it.” 
 
    “I felt that too,” Javin had said.  “The crystal actually ‘found’ me.  And I suspect the same thing happened for you.  Your crystal found its rightful home?” 
 
    Kokos was silent a moment remembering the secret longing she’d held to be the Keeper, and when she’d seen the ‘Gift’ emerge from her father’s breast and held out to her, she had felt as if it had always belonged to her as well.  Then she felt guilty because her brother had disappeared and she received the ‘Gift’ by default.  This brought her to wonder if her brother had left willingly or by force, so that she could inherit the 'Gift'. 
 
    “I can see you are ‘feeling’ we are right,” Javin said.  “It’s good we will be at a place we can take some time to sort all this out.” 
 
      
 
    Now at the base of the pyramid they were taking a final rest before ascending the stone steps.  The jungle had come right to the foot of the great edifice and they had almost stumbled over the first step as they came through the final jungle screen to realize they had arrived. 
 
    Javin marveled again at the structure.  It was almost identical to those on Sauros’ world.  It was also be identical to certain pyramids he held in the back of his mind as a vague memory.  It wasn’t a memory really.  Just that the images were ‘familiar.’  Like he’d seen them before . . . in another jungle someplace far away. 
 
    The frustration of his blocked memories threatened to seep through his tight control until Sauros put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “We are ready.” 
 
      
 
    Climbing the steps of the pyramid wasn't that hard and didn't take that long.  They took two rest stops during the climb, but compared to forcing their way through the ever thickening growth of the jungle it was easy. 
 
    The top of the pyramid was a flattened plateau where was situated the squared building with darkened entrances on opposite sides into one of which they must go.  Javin and Sauros knew what to expect.  Kokos didn't, but she didn't need an explanation since the 'sharing.'  During the climb, she had occupied herself by pulling up various memories of Javin or Sauros, trying to assimilate and understand.  Memories of the pyramids on Sauros' world sprang easily to mind as the familiarity of the images pulled them forward. 
 
    "It is amazing we have these on both our worlds," Kokos said.  "It’s clear we are all part of some grand plan we can't conceive of." 
 
    "Yet," Sauros had corrected.  "We are here to gain more answers to those question, as well as protecting your world from Nemesis." 
 
    "Finding answers to one will help with the other," Javin agreed. 
 
    "Which entry shall we use?" Kokos asked as she moved closer to the building.  Javin was looking at this subterranean world's ceiling, marveling at the oddly smooth surface high above.  Everywhere else the ceiling was craggy like the craggy top of a cave, except just above the pyramid.  He wondered why. 
 
    "I don't think it matters," Sauros answered Kokos, staring at where Javin was looking, then over to Kokos. 
 
    "It matters to me," a voice came from the darkened opening of the building they were facing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Javin snapped his attention to where the voice had come.  Sauros had done the same.  Kokos however had gasped in astonishment and ran forward. 
 
    "Wait!" Javin called, raising his hand. 
 
    Kokos ignored his warning and before she could reach the darkened entrance, another man of Kokos' race stepped out into the light.  Scarcely had he done so, than Kokos collided with and wrapped him in an exuberant embrace. 
 
    It was at that point the integrated memories of Kokos in Javin's mind slipped into place, combined with the transferred-memory's familiarity of the voice. 
 
    It was Kokos' missing brother!  Javin looked at Sauros, who was providing one of his rare smiles for the occasion.  His fanged teeth made for a gruesome appearance.  Javin couldn't help it.  He smiled too and they both moved forward. 
 
    "I take it this is your missing brother?" Javin said, for lack of anything better to say to start the official introductions. 
 
    "It is!" Kokos answered, still clinging to him.  "He is alive!  And he's here!" 
 
    "That would be hard to miss," Sauros said, chuckling. 
 
    "You know me by my sister?" Kokos' brother said, finally disengaging her arms from about his neck and turning to Javin and Sauros.  He seemed a bit defensive . . . or was it 'protective,' Javin thought. 
 
    "Who are you?  What are you?"  His eyes narrowed and then he gasped.  "You are the 'Promised Ones!'  You have the 'Gift'?"  It almost wasn't a question. 
 
    For a second, Javin was stunned, then he remembered this man was trained as a Keeper.  He would have had access to the 'Book' where he and Sauros were more or less pictured.   
 
    “We have the 'Gift'. Javin admitted.  “If you want to call it that.  Seems more like a burden if you want to know the truth.” 
 
    “Of course I want to know the truth,” the man said.  “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “It’s just the way he speaks,” Koko’s said, smiling and looping her arm through her brother’s, holding him close.  “He is from far away and talks strangely at times.”  She continued to smile, and nodded at Javin to take the sting out of her words. 
 
    Kokos' brother turned to Sauros.  “And you?  You are also from far away as is obvious.”  He turned to look at Kokos as if in reassurance.  “You vouch for them?  You have the ‘Gift’ I assume or you wouldn’t be here with them.” 
 
    “I have the 'Gift',” she said.  “Because of you.”  She hesitated a moment.  “I have ‘felt’ them and they are good and honorable.  They are who they say, and they are here to help.  You must trust them.” 
 
    Kokos took a deep breath.  “What happened to you?  Why did you leave?” 
 
    “I will answer you later.  For now, we must go inside and do what you have obviously come here to do.” 
 
    “How could you know that?” Kokos asked before Javin could ask the same thing.  Sauros started looking around as if expecting a trap, an ambush of some sort. 
 
    “You knew we would come here?”  Sauros asked his tone was not pleasant as before.  It was low and controlled.  “We only just decided to come here without telling anyone.  How could you know?” 
 
    “That is a long answer which will answer many of your other questions.  And I will answer them all – the best I can.  First, I think it prudent we move inside and get to where we will not be seen.   
 
    "By the way, I am Manos." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Kokos said.  "This is Javin and Sauros," indicating each in turn.  Manos nodded to each. 
 
    Javin looked at Kokos.  And then searched the memories Javin had of Manos from childhood on.  It was strange.  He'd already known his name and who he was without any introduction.  It was also confusing and disorienting as if living in another’s mind for a brief time while searching through the relevant memories.  He didn’t see anything of malice or dissembling.  Nor did he sense anything ill-favored now.  Yet he had been gone for a time and could be under the influence of Nemesis, especially turning up here now and knowing what he did.  Javin hadn’t a clue as to what powers Nemesis had based on their last encounter with those he’d influenced.  Had he already learned and refined it to the point where he’d pierced their shielding?  And had he been able to control it to the point where Javin could not detect any problems?  Nemesis had access to the Articles of Power.  There was no telling what he might be able to do, and how quickly he could do it. 
 
    “You will trust me, especially once you hear all.  But now is not the time.  You know the way through the maze inside?  I don’t.  I was told by Father that I shouldn’t go too far inside without Kokos.  She would have the ‘Gift’ that would allow us to pass into the center chamber where we must go.  He didn’t say that she would have anyone with her, so I have to trust her vouching of you.  You are not the only ones having to trust.”  He turned to Kokos.   
 
    “My sister is our bridge.  If she vouches for you, I trust her.” 
 
    Kokos turned and looked into his eyes, after having seen Javin’s hesitation and understanding it now especially in light of their recent experience -- with Kaffen being affected.  That memory rose up and pained her, and Javin put a hand on her arm.  Then Kokos turned, pursed her lips and reached up to touch Manos on the face, still staring into his eyes.   
 
    For a moment Javin watched and was silent as was Sauros, who’d taken the position of guard to watch all around, seeking for signs of any pursuit, though how he could ever see anything through the jungle foliage Javin didn’t know.  But as he felt the faint surge of Koko’s ‘delving’ her brother, Javin also, then, caught the faint trace of Sauros’ senses reaching out cautiously, just enough to touch any close by, but faint enough not to let anyone of great power (Nemesis) feel the surge . . . he hoped.   
 
    Javin smiled at his friends, acting so valiantly and dedicated to this work, whatever it was.  None of them understood what they were doing and why.  They all, though, were pressed into doing this, along with him, to a result none knew other than it probably didn’t bode well based on the prophecies of dark times ahead. 
 
    Snapped out of these thoughts, Sauros touched his arm.  “We are clear as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “I can’t discern any interference in him,” Kokos said, smiling at her brother in apology for even having to test him.  He smiled back with good grace. 
 
    “We all trust, now?” he looked at Javin.  “May we proceed?  I really want to get you to where I was instructed to take you.  Then we will have all the time we need.” 
 
    Javin was a bit confused as why Kokos’ brother was now deferring to him.  He shrugged and looking to Kokos, then gestured for Sauros to lead the way. 
 
    “Every branch to the right,” Sauros said aloud as if reminding himself as to the way.  “If this structure is related to all the others that will be the way to the central chamber.” And he led the way into the darkened maze. 
 
    They walked in a small way and then got used to the gloomy light that, like all the other pyramid structures Javin and Sauros had been in, was lit not by the glowing lichen of this world, but by a strange glowing of the very air.  There was no discernible source of light, yet it was there, as if the very air they were breathing had a faint luminescence.   
 
    Javin and Sauros were used to it.  Kokos and Manos remarked on it.  Manos truly hadn’t come into the maze very far or he would have already experienced it.  And he’d been instructed not to enter without Kokos, who would have the ‘Gift'. Javin thought he knew why. 
 
    It didn't take them long to transverse the maze and reach the doorway to the central chamber.  Sauros walked through.  Manos stopped just at the threshold.  He turned to look at Kokos.   
 
    "I must go through with you," he said.  "Father said there was a barrier that kept all without a 'Gift' out of the doorway. 
 
    Javin stopped and watched.  He'd suspected as much but he also remembered the first time he'd ended up in a central chamber he'd gotten there without a 'Gift', or a crystal in his breast.  It had only been after he'd been in the pyramid's central room that he'd gotten the crystal.  Why had it let him pass? Another mystery for another time. 
 
    Kokos stepped up and arm in arm passed through the doorway into the central chamber with Manos.   
 
    Javin stepped forward and as he broke the plane of the doorway felt the slight energy barrier.  He paused and looked closely and could see the tiny blue seam that ran around the interior of the doorway.  Then he stepped onto the first tier of the central chamber.   
 
    It was like the other chamber on Sauros' world.  Three tiers led down to a central landing which had an archway standing in the center.  On each equally divided tier sat seemingly random slabs of rectangular stones sitting every which way. Javin looked at the floor this time.  There were no marks indicating the slabs ever moved.  Javin knew they did.   
 
    The slabs were part of the circuit used by the archway.  They were arranged in certain ways that set the destination of the archway.  Or at least that's what he supposed.   
 
    He followed them all down to the central platform standing in front of the Archway.  Here they paused and turned to Manos. 
 
    "Father instructed me to come here and teach you how to get through to the Archive.  Father knew you were the true one who was destined for the 'Gift' but knew the king would never support it without some drastic measures to force it.  That's why he insisted you always sit in on the lessons.  He told me early on I had another work to perform.  But that 'you' were the one who was supposed to get the 'Gift'.   
 
    "Now, I'm to tell you to remember back with the 'Gift'.  There is a certain memory that is passed on but it is so old, cannot be found without direction.  Picture in your mind a bright being, a Guardian, standing in front of an ancient ancestor.  Open your mind to this." 
 
    Javin looked at Kokos.  She was trembling.  These revelations were all new to her.  Javin put an arm around her, holding her.  He couldn't imagine what she must be feeling.  She'd just learned that she was to be the recipient of the 'Gift' all along.  That they had duped the king, that her father had set this all up just so she could be here, now. 
 
    "I'm sorry this is so abrupt for you," Manos said, reaching out a hand to touch her face.  "When we get to the Archive, we will be safe and have time to talk more.  For now, please concentrate." 
 
    Kokos nodded and closed her eyes.  Javin found himself delving into the shared memories.  He too sought out the memory of a Guardian standing before a member of Kokos' race.  Images swirled and swam into his consciousness.  He dove deeper, further back seeking, trying to find that particular memory.  There was just so much, and it was all so new. 
 
    Kokos reached down and grasped his free hand, holding it tightly.  She reached out to Sauros then too, seeking for comfort, for strength, and instinctively, they both gave it through the bond they had formed with the sharing.  It was amazing! 
 
    "There!" Kokos breathed.   
 
    An image just as Manos described swam into Javin's consciousness.  Kokos finding the memory had in turn fixed it for him, and he assumed also for Sauros, because he sensed Sauros saw it too. 
 
    The memory flowed: 
 
    A majestic human-looking figure bathed in a brilliant white light seemed to stand hovering in the air about a span above a kneeling member of Kokos' race.  The man, what must be a Guardian, wore loose white robes draped over his frame and platinum hair that was just off his ears and the nape of his neck.  Javin was astonished.  He was 'human.'  Or at least he couldn’t tell any difference between what he looked like and any other human.   
 
    Sauros stared at Javin as did Kokos.  They had realized it too!   
 
    "Pay heed," the Guardian was saying to the ancient ancestor of Kokos and Manos.  "You have the 'Gift' and now I will show you a room to which your descendent must flee when the times begin.  Here your descendent will be taught what must be done or everything will be destroyed as it was in the past." 
 
    This was pretty heady stuff.  Javin could tell from the ‘feeling’ of the words the ‘Guardian’ wasn’t kidding.  And he didn’t mean just the destruction of the world.  He meant the destruction of everything!  Then he remembered the vision gained from Chahzuu through the ‘Gift', or the stone embedded in his breast.  It was all fitting into a piece.  Hopefully he was getting closer to getting the full picture.  At least this ‘Archive’ Manos had been talking about proved to be a solid lead as to getting more information.  Maybe the whole picture. 
 
    “You have it in your mind?” Manos asked Kokos.  They all nodded and Manos looked between them all. 
 
    “You must have a desire to go to the Archive.  You must think this desire very strongly in this room and the Door will open and take us there.  You understand?” Manos recited the words he’d been taught.  It was clear he didn’t completely understand, and hoped his sister did. 
 
    “I think so,” Kokos answered.   
 
    “We do,” Javin added.  We’ve used these ‘doorways’ before.  And with that, Javin focused his thoughts, and felt Sauros and Kokos doing the same.  They desired to get to the Archive and focused that desire on what Manos had called a ‘doorway.’   
 
    Well it was of sorts, Javin knew.  And he also knew that just thinking about where he wanted to go wasn’t all there was to it.  Still, it was where they needed to start.   
 
    Javin continued to think, to ‘desire’ to get to the place called ‘Archive.’  He dropped Kokos’ hand and moved closer to the free standing archway.  All of them were standing in a slight circle in front of it.  Gently Javin reached forth his hand to the plane of the center of the empty arch.   
 
    “Pop!” there was a slight arc of energy and Javin snatched his hand back.  It was activated now just like it had activated in the first pyramid he’d entered on Sauros’ world.  He reached his hand back to the now gray shimmering that filled the archway.  He rubbed his hand back and forth along the imperceptible barrier and could faintly see the rippling as his hand moved along it.  They all moved closer, continuing to ‘desire’ to get through to the Archive. 
 
    Javin wasn’t surprised when the slabs in the room started to slowly move, to re arrange themselves into a new pattern.  They were forming the proper circuit.  Soon they would be able to step through to their destination.  It was amazing what the Guardians had accomplished.  Too bad it was all leading to the possible destruction of everything.  Javin shook his head and waited for the stone slabs to come to a rest, then looked back at the archway.  It had turned black, no light escaping or reflecting.  It was ready. 
 
    Manos looked at Javin.  They all looked at Javin.  He didn’t know why, except that maybe it had something to do with the memory of the Guardian they’d seen.  He was so human-like as to not really be any different than even Javin could see – except for the glowing bit.  He didn’t know any humans who ‘glowed.’ 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go first,” Javin said, not wanting to think any more about the possible meanings of it all.  It was time to get some concrete information if possible, and not more questions.  He had plenty of those already. 
 
    He took a step forward and felt himself drawn into the archway.  His movement carried him forward and he felt the incredible movement take him as it had before. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Javin felt himself moving at incredible speed.  This time it remained totally dark.  There usually were the small pinpoints of light Javin normally thought of as stars that sped by.  Then he saw the small dot of light starting to grow as he moved forward.  Faintly he could ‘feel’ the others right behind him as the circle of light grew swiftly until it engulfed him and he felt himself thrust outward. 
 
      
 
    This time Javin kept his feet.  He was starting to get used to this mode of travel, especially as he began to understand the experience.  He turned and held out his hands.   
 
    Sauros came through next.  He too kept his feet, and turned as well to welcome and steady Kokos and Manos as they came through.  They were both breathing deeply, shocked at the experience. 
 
    “Quite a rush, isn’t it?” Javin said. 
 
    Kokos tilted her head staring at Javin, trying to understand his meaning.  “Yes, I guess we’re in a hurry, but we’ve arrived now, yes?” 
 
    Javin chuckled and looked at Sauros. Manos was gaining control of his breathing and then staring around into the room they’d arrived in.   
 
    “This time through was swift,” Sauros said glancing around the room they’d arrived in. 
 
    “Yes,” Javin agreed.  “Just like the time we escaped the throne room on your world.” 
 
    Sauros nodded.   
 
    “It must mean we didn’t travel far.  Probably that we’re still on the same planet,” Javin concluded. 
 
    “What’s this word, ‘planet?’?” Manos asked.   
 
    “It means, we probably haven’t left your world,” Javin answered. 
 
    “How could we have left our world?” Manos asked. 
 
    “That’s a long story,” Javin said.  “Let’s first take a look at where we are and then I’ll fill you in.” 
 
    “Fill me in?  Am I empty after going through the doorway?” Manos tilted his head, confused. 
 
    Sauros emitted a low chuckle that sounded half growl.  “Give it time, Manos.  You will learn his strange sayings for what they are.” 
 
    Javin shook his head.  “Can I help it if you all don’t talk right?  Why don’t we explore?” 
 
    With that, they all started looking at their surroundings.  They had arrived into a sterile room with a polished concrete floor, smooth opaque gray walls made of a material Javin couldn’t determine.  The room was rectangular and well lit with what appeared to be glowing panels set flush with the ceiling. 
 
    The portal from which they had entered the room sat in the center of the back end from where they stood, leaving the bulk of the room where the four of them occupied about half the space. So this room wasn’t designed for large gatherings, Javin surmised. 
 
    Directly in front at the far end of the room from where they’d entered was a man-sized open doorway beyond which looked to be a corridor. 
 
    “I was told your memories would give you instructions on how to use this place.  I was told to take you to the main chamber where you can rest and ‘remember.’  It is this way,” Manos stepped forward and gestured for them to follow. 
 
    “You’ve been here before?”Sauros asked.   
 
    “No, but it was described to me by my father,” Manos said.  “Come.”  Javin noted his words were tight.  He hadn’t realized until just now that Kokos possessing the ‘Gift’ meant that his father had died, and Manos hadn’t been there when it had happened.  He had sacrificed to bring them here, to show them this place. 
 
    Javin paid attention as they wandered down the straight corridor.  There were several other doorways, though closed.  He guessed they’d have time for exploring later.  It didn’t take them long to reach the other end of the straight corridor and step into what Manos had called the ‘main chamber.’  
 
    Inside, the room broadened out to at least five times the size of the room they had come from.  This room had the same sterile look but interspersed throughout were different couches, cushions and chairs arranged in groupings.  Clearly this was a gathering room of sorts. 
 
    The room was all the same shade of opaque gray, the monochrome color tending to sooth and not distract.  There was no art, no color, nothing to indicate it had been constructed for anything aesthetic, just purely functional.  The lighting was also the same – glowing panels flush with the ceiling.  The furnishings were all the same color, and heavily padded.   
 
    Along the sides were interspersed view screens mounted on the wall with small tables in front and a chair.  Workstations, Javin thought.  At other intervals were what appeared to be storage cabinets and in one particular area was the setting of what appeared to be a kitchen, though it was strange looking one.  Javin shook his head at the unbidden image of a kitchen that had flowed into his mind. 
 
    Manos led them to a gathering of heavily padded chairs all facing each other in a grouping.  He gestured for them to sit. 
 
    “This room could use a decorator,” Javin said, taking his seat, sinking into the plush cushioning. 
 
    Manos didn’t answer.  He remained standing while the rest of them sat and were started as the chairs fold into them in an uncanny way. 
 
    “I was told to have you focus on those deepest memories,” Manos said as they turned their attention back to him.  “Those memories of our first ancestor who had the ‘Gift', who was brought to this place and shown its operation.  Those memories will teach you, but you must find those memories which are the deepest, for they were embedded in a way that will surface only when they are found and released.” 
 
    “I was told you must lay back and truly focus. Sink deeply into the memories and you’ll find them.  Then you will know how you can be here and make use of this place.  I will stand watch for as long as it takes.”  He looked at them all expectantly. 
 
    Kokos nodded, looked around then leaned back into her chair.  It went with the pressure she put to it, and she gasped as it reclined automatically.  Sauros did the same, following her example, and then Javin laid back. 
 
    The seat was warm and folded into him like it was custom made exactly to his measurements.  He closed his eyes and did as Manos instructed.  Javin let his mind go blank and willed himself to sink deep, deep into the memories given him through the crystal. 
 
    His anchor point was the brief glimpse he’d had in the transferred memory of the ‘Guardian’ standing in front of Kokos’ long removed predecessor.  There! He found it, locked onto that memory and watched . . . and listened through another's eyes and ears. 
 
    Javin watched and listened as Kokos’ ancestor was brought into the pyramid, or the ‘temple’ as it was referred to, observed as they ‘thought’ where they wanted to travel – the Archive Room --.  They stepped through the archway and arrived where Javin and his group had arrived, then moved from the ‘Gateway’ room, as it was referred to, into where they now lay reclined. 
 
    The ancestor was taken to one of the work stations and the ‘man,’ the ‘Guardian,’ if that’s who that was, gave instruction on accessing the data storage in the Archive room.  Kokos’ ancestor was told to sit at the chair and reach out to an opaque half crystal set into the workstation table.  It reminded Javin of the crystal embedded in his breast, what Kokos referred to as the ‘Gift’, even down to the scintillating nature of the grey threads running within.   
 
    There was no keyboard, no other means of access, but once Kokos’ ancestor rested his palm on the crystal inset into the table, it glowed warmly, and he closed his eyes.  Javin could tell a link was being formed.  Javin ‘felt’ through the shared memory, that the ‘Gift’ embedded in Kokos’ ancestor’s breast was also warming and resonating with the crystal on the table, connected through the touch of his palm. 
 
    The view screen above him activated and data began to flash across at rapid speed.  This was how information was searched.  Javin also had the impression the information could be downloaded in chunks.  But too massive amounts of information would be dangerous to the mortal mind.  He had the feeling, through that vicarious contact, that so much information was amassed; it couldn’t be contained within one person's mind without destroying it.  Instead, the device was designed for storage.  For access and retrieval in small bits, so one had to know what they were looking for in order to find it. 
 
    If it operated on the same principle as the Gateways, what Javin had come to know as Portals or Archways, one merely had to ‘think’ about the information desired.  In the case of the Archways, one only had to 'think' about the location desired, and if there was a 'receiving' Archway near, the Archways would configure the location coordinates and create a doorway to the desired destination. 
 
    Kokos’ ancestor got up from the table, nodding his head.  He understood the instructions.  The ‘being’ that still seemed to be glowing, though not literally so, he just ‘seemed’ to have a particularly dazzling ‘aura’ about him, led Kokos’ ancestor to the ‘kitchen’ area.  He showed him its functions, how to get water and procure food which was dispensed from several colored nozzles that came out of the wall near the ‘sink.’ Bowls were in the cupboard above.  The food could be dispensed from the nozzles, which was a paste that varied in flavor and texture.  It could be dispensed in any type of combination, thereby varying the taste and consistency and add variety to ones’ diet. 
 
    Okay, so there’s variety and the most basic of nutrition, probably, Javin thought.  At least they’d have what they needed to sustain life, probably indefinitely.  But they weren’t planning to be here long. 
 
    Next, the being took Kokos’ ancestor back through the main corridor they had come through.  They stopped in front of one of the closed doorways.  It slid open to reveal simple sleeping quarters and sanitary facilities so they could wash and clean, and that’s it.  The other doors opened to the same thing.  This facility was geared to a pretty small number of occupants.  Not many more than they had right now.  His assumption of this being a utilitarian base of some sort was correct.  The whole function appeared to support data storage and retrieval. 
 
    Kokos’ ancestor was then taken back to the Gateway room and they stepped back through to the ‘Temple.’  In the large inner chamber of the pyramid, beside the now dormant Archway, the glowing being instructed Kokos’ ancestor to mark his memory well, as at some future time one of his descendants would have need, and the information found there would either save the galaxy or condemn it. And that his descendant would know what to do at that time, as plans had been put in place to help them know – without knowing too much. 
 
    With that, the glowing being faded from sight, just vanishing, leaving Kokos’ ancestor to stare in wonder.  The marked memory ended . . . 
 
    Javin blinked his eyes, and started to feel his body again.  He'd been so deep into the memory he hadn't moved a bit.  Through tensing and stretching his limbs he sat up, seeing Sauros, and then Kokos doing the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    "You both get that?" Javin asked, turning on the seat and facing his compatriots.   
 
    Sauros nodded, rolling his shoulders and his head from side to side.  Kokos nodded also.  She was rubbing her eyes and then stretching out her arms.  They had all been so deep in the memory their bodies were reacting the same way.   
 
    "What now?  Shall we try to interact with the Archive?" Sauros nodded to the workstation they'd seen in the memory.  His tone of voice said he'd rather not, but knew it was what they needed to do next. 
 
    Javin looked at Kokos who was staring back at him.  Javin looked at Manos. 
 
    "How long were we out?" 
 
    Manos stared at him a moment, confused.  "Oh, you mean how long you were unconscious?" 
 
    "Yes, unconscious," Javin said.   
 
    "Several spans," Manos said. "No one moved the whole time.  I kept checking on you to make sure you were all breathing at least.  I didn't dare touch you for fear of interrupting whatever you were experiencing.  You three look exhausted.  What happened?   
 
    "We saw how to operate the Archive," Kokos said, trying to stand.  She fell back onto the couch that immediately conformed to her body.   
 
    "You should all rest before you do anything else," Manos said moving to stand by Kokos.  "I took some time and explored while you were . . . 'out.'  There are rooms for sleeping and refreshing yourselves.  Get some rest.  I'll stand watch.  When you are refreshed you can begin what you need to do.  It will be better." 
 
    "On that, I agree," Javin said, slowly pushing himself to his feet, swaying, but not falling back.  Sauros nodded and stood also, slowly.  He didn't stagger, but was being very deliberate in his movements.  He smiled at Javin, who returned his wry grin. 
 
    We'll each find a room then meet back here when we're rested enough.  I don't know how long that will be.  How about we all agree we won't do anything with the Archive until we're all together again?" 
 
    "Yes," Sauros said.   
 
    Kokos nodded as she was helped to her feet by Manos. 
 
    They all moved back down the corridor.  Javin moved a little ways down so Kokos and Sauros could have the nearer rooms.  From his 'memory', he knew to stand closely in front of the door.  It swished open and a light came on in the ceiling just like the lights throughout the facility.  Inside it was just as he remembered from the memory.  Another wave of exhaustion hit him and he staggered inside, found the bed and fell upon it.  The cushion was the same as what had been on the couch and it immediately conformed to his body, giving him comfort, and subtle warmth.  Javin wondered if it was the material or something in the bed itself that knew to heat it to just the right temperature. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at the ceiling.  How would he turn out the light?  There wasn't any mechanism he'd seen in the memory.  He was too tired to move anyway.  It was then the lights went out.  How?  He'd just thought about it.  That must be it.  The portal activated with the power of 'thought'. The Archive was the same way.  So he guessed it was a pretty simple thing to have the lights turn off when you thought about it. 
 
    Javin smiled to himself as he drifted off to sleep.  Something about a 'Clapper.' came into his mind as he drifted down into darkness.  The image of an old lady in pajamas clapping her hands and lights turning off.  "A commercial," came the thought into his mind.  It was another of those random images which came, and he understood what they were, but didn't have any memory context.  Javin would be angry if he wasn't so tired.  With that last thought he floated into the abyss of sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Javin woke to darkness.  He lay still, trying to remember where he was.  Then it came:  The Archive base.  His room.  He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling thinking it would be nice to have the lights come on but only dimly until his eyes could adjust. 
 
    The light above flickered at a dim setting and as his eyes adjusted they slowly grew in intensity.   
 
    "Brilliant!" he said to himself and moved to sit up and dangle his legs off the bed.  The stiffness and lack of energy were gone.  He was now ravenously hungry.  And he needed some facilities to refresh himself.   
 
    "No problem on both counts," Javin said, standing and moving to the further part of his room where the facilities were located.   
 
    It was only a few minutes before Javin joined the rest of his party in the main gathering room.  They were all there, sitting at one of the furniture arrangements; bowls in their hands filled with multiple colored pastes Javin knew had come from the kitchen dispensers. 
 
    "I see you all waited for me," Javin said with a smile.  Sauros only nodded.  Manos started to stammer an apology but Sauros touched his arm.   
 
    "It is his strange sense of humor.  He meant nothing by it." 
 
    "Let me show you how to operate the food," Manos strode to the kitchen area and pulled down a bowl, handing it to Javin.  It seemed Manos was still a bit anxious and certainly wanting to help.  Clearly he felt the lack of having the 'Gift'. At the same time, he accepted his role and wanted to do all he could to be part of whatever was happening.  Javin could appreciate that. 
 
    Javin filled his bowl at random, wondering how it would taste.  Manos had drawn him a glass of clear liquid.  Javin thanked him, tested it and found it was water, then moved over to join Sauros and Kokos and sat.  Manos took a seat also. 
 
    "How's everyone feeling?" Javin asked, taking a finger full of paste and putting it to his lips.  It tasted a bit minty and sharp, but good.  He put it all the way in his mouth and was surprised at the smooth texture and how good it tasted.  He dug in again, this time with two fingers.  "Don't suppose there's a spoon in the cupboard?" 
 
    "What's a spoon?" Kokos asked.   
 
    "It's a utensil used for eating food like this." Javin said.  The image of a spoon surfaced in his mind, but since he'd awakened on Sauros' world, and now Kokos' world, he'd not seen one.  Again, it was an esoteric image from his past that was blocked, except for these random images without any context.  But he always knew what the images where and how they fit in to life, just not any associated with memories. 
 
    Sauros turned to look at Javin.  "I think I could 'see' what you were meaning when you were thinking it." 
 
    Javin looked first at Sauros, then at Kokos.  "You too?"  
 
    "I wasn't trying.  Do you think I will be able to read your mind?  Would it be because of the 'Gift' and our sharing?" 
 
    "Could be," Javin said.  "Sauros and I could always 'feel' a bit of how the other was feeling once we both had the crystals.  It's stronger, now, after the sharing.  So probably.  It would be interesting to find out how detailed we can get and over how long a distance.  This ability will be valuable, I think." 
 
    "We should strengthen it," Sauros agreed, "but for now, perhaps we should focus on the Archive and see what we can learn." 
 
    Ever one for the direct line to a goal, Javin smiled at Sauros.   
 
    "You are correct my friend.  Is everyone rested enough?" 
 
    "I feel strong and relaxed," Kokos said.  Javin 'felt' Sauros was ready.   
 
    "Rather than just jump on the Archive, maybe we should agree on what, specifically, we're looking for.  My sense is that the Archive is broad and deep enough unless we narrow things down we won't be able to find much of use." 
 
    "Why would we jump on the Archive?" Kokos said.  She looked confused.  "Did you see something different than I in the memory?  I thought we'd access it by the crystal at the desk.  My ancestor put his hand over it and 'thought' what he wanted to find." 
 
    Javin laughed.  Sauros shook his head.   
 
    "Yes, I meant to access," Javin said.  "How about we decide which things we want to search, and then we'll be a bit more organized and productive.  Hopefully, the information we get will lead us to other things we need to know. 
 
    "Agreed," Sauros said.  "I think we need to know more about the Guardians.  We also need to know about the crystals and what they do and how they can help us." 
 
    "I would like to know how our world fits into the End Times and what we are supposed to be doing to prepare and prevent our world from being hurt."  This came from Kokos.  She had finished eating and set her bowl on the floor.  Her hands were in her lap.  
 
    "And I would like to know if there's a way to unlock my memories," Javin said.  "I know it may sound selfish, but I have a feeling if I had my memories back, there  may be something there which could help us know what's really going on . . .  like the big picture." 
 
    Manos looked at Kokos, who shrugged.  "Are we looking for a 'big picture?  Why would that help?" 
 
    "Ahhr!" Javin growled.  "Sorry.  I meant that if I could have my memories back, it may tell us more about what is happening and what is expected of us. 
 
    "I think we've got a good idea of the initial questions.  And we know how to . . . 'access' the Archive.  I'm ready to try it, unless either of you two wants to do the honors?" 
 
    "I am always up for 'honor,'" Sauros said.  "I will defer to you, however." 
 
    "I too will defer to you, Javin," Kokos said.  "I think we all have some good ideas of what we would like to search, and perhaps we can each take a turn to see if we can all add to our knowledge." 
 
    "I will stand guard," Manos said.  "You all will want to watch with each other, I'm sure." 
 
    "Yes, and thank you," Javin said standing and taking his now empty bowl and glass back to what passed for a sink.  He set the bowl inside and rinsed it, cleaning it as best he could and left it to dry.  He got more water in his glass and sipped it, swishing the liquid in his mouth, cleaning his teeth then swallowed.   
 
    He moved over to the work station of the Archive and had a seat.  He was joined by Sauros and Kokos standing behind on either side, anticipating his accessing the Archive and being able to watch on the screen as it found the information 'thought' about. 
 
    Javin sat straight, took a deep, relaxing breath, and placed his hand over the crystal embedded into the table.  He spoke aloud as he did so to aid Sauros and Kokos in knowing what to expect on the screen above. 
 
    "How do I unblock my memories?  Why are they blocked?" 
 
    Javin looked up at the screen.  So did Sauros and Kokos.  It remained blank.  Javin lifted his hand.  The crystal was still inert.   
 
    "Maybe the Archive has no information on that," Sauros said.  "Try again." 
 
    "Okay," Javin said, placing his hand back over the crystal.  This time he closed his eyes to better concentrate, but still spoke his query aloud. "Who are the Guardians?"  He thought he might be more successful if he stuck with one question at a time. 
 
    He looked up.  The screen was still blank.  The crystal was still inert when he again lifted his hand to look. 
 
    Javin put his hand back on the crystal.  "What is the 'Gift'? and how does it function?"  This time Javin was sure something would surface.  Surely the Archive would have something on the crystals.  Still nothing showed on the screen overhead.  Javin sat silently, trying to remember from the images he'd seen in the memory if he were doing something wrong. 
 
    Nope.  He was doing everything he knew to do. 
 
    "Could it be it's no longer functioning?" Javin asked. 
 
    "Why don't I try," Kokos volunteered.  "Maybe it is because you are not of our world?" 
 
    "It might also be that your 'block' is hindering the function as well," Sauros said.   
 
    Javin sat a moment, frustrated.  He had been hopeful he could finally figure a way past his block and get some answers.  He guessed that was not going to happen, at least right now.  Standing, he switched places with Kokos who sat and carefully put her hand over the crystal.  It seemed to glow with her touch as it had in the memory.  She bowed her head and spoke her query. 
 
    "Tell us how my world fits into the Time of Trouble."  It wasn't a question, but Javin supposed it was a command.  That should work also.  He quickly remembered his own request this morning in the room, bringing up the lights slowly.  How come the lights worked for his 'thought' command, but the Archive didn't? 
 
    The screen above flickered to life.  There was an image of a lone planet sitting in the darkness of space.  It zoomed rapidly out to a larger view until a whole galaxy sprang into view.  Javin glanced as Sauros.  His mouth was open, amazed at the visuals.  Cleary he'd never seen anything like it.  Javin had, though he couldn't associate a memory with it.   
 
    Javin knew he'd seen a planet, then a galaxy.  The image continued to expand until there were multiple galaxies being shown in a rapidly growing diorama.   
 
    Then the image growth slowed and seven points of light grew across the screen, then red lines connected them forming a complex pattern that seemed ordered in some way.  Then the thought occurred to Javin he was again looking at some sort of matrix.  A circuit of intertwined points that caused something to happen.   
 
    He continued to watch as the points all glowed, and the intersecting lines also glowed as if energy were flowing from the points, all interconnected and then a flash brightened the screen as the circuit activated.  The light diminished and Javin could see that the intersecting lines had formed some sort of giant portal, the center of which was completely black.  It reminded him of . . . 
 
    Javin felt a hand grasp his arm, bringing him out of his thoughts and his eyes away from the screen.  He was startled and didn't realize how rapt he'd become. 
 
    Manos was standing behind he and Sauros and had taken hold of both their arms.   
 
    "Come, you must see this."  Manos stepped back and gestured for both he and Sauros to follow him to another of the work stations in the room.   
 
    Javin almost protested, but the look in Manos' eyes stopped him.  He glanced at Sauros who shrugged, took one more look at the view screen above.  The image they'd seen was gone and now other images were flashing across the screen so rapidly they were an indecipherable blur. 
 
    They followed Manus to the other screen.  An image showed on the screen mounted on the wall above. This one wasn't so large, but it appeared to function much the same.  There was a smaller crystal embedded in the table top.  It was glowing. 
 
    Javin glanced at the image on the screen.  It was a jungle setting, but clearly showing a close up of some crops.  The image shifted and another image displayed, this time just jungle, but the plant variety and colors seemed familiar.  The image shifted again, this time a showcase of an enclave with people milling around, seemingly in a daze.  It was like they were all in a trance.  Javin recognized the enclave.  It was the one where they'd spent some time.  It was Kokos' and Manos' enclave.   
 
    Clearly the people were still under Nemesis' influence.  He'd done something with the Articles of Power which had brought them so deeply under his influence they didn't appear able to think or act much for themselves. 
 
    Again the image switched.  This showed another view of the crops. Javin noticed the difference.  The plants were all wilting, leaning and drooping though full of ripened fruit. 
 
    "Do you see it?" Manos asked. 
 
    "Yes," Javin said.  Sauros nodded. 
 
    "The plants are dying." Manos confirmed.  "No one is harvesting the fruit." 
 
    Javin was silent, thinking what this might mean. 
 
    "The plants never die," Manos said, seeing he needed to explain more.  "They go through a fallow period to regenerate after yielding fruit.  But they never die.  If the plants all die, my people will starve!  There won't be time to regrow from striplings in order to keep the food supply stable. 
 
    "We need to figure out why the plants are dying." Manos looked back at the view screen.  "We need to make sure the fruit is harvested and properly stored so it will last and provide food until we can learn what is happening! 
 
    "Why aren't the planters and stewards doing this?  Why are they ignoring what is happening?  Do you know why?" 
 
    Javin was afraid he did.  He just didn't know what he could do about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Javin turned back to look at Kokos still seated, rapt, at the Archive work station.  Her head was bowed and the screen overhead was flashing images even more rapidly than before. Her posture was tight, rigid, though she didn't seem in any distress. 
 
    He didn't want to stop her.  What she was doing was critical, though this was an emergency too. 
 
    "We only have days at most!" Manos was saying.  "Do you know what is causing this?  Do you know what we can do?" 
 
    Javin turned back to look at him then at Sauros.  "Any ideas?" 
 
    Sauros stood silent for a moment then, "We must do what we came here to do -- capture Nemesis and retrieve the Articles of Power." 
 
    "Who is this Nemesis?" Manos asked. 
 
    Sauros answered.  "He is not of your world, and he came here with two Articles of great power he is using to affect the vegetation and enthrall your people.  I believe you have been spared this control because you were sheltered in the temple, and now in the Archive." 
 
    "Then you're right.  We must capture this Nemesis and stop what he is doing and free my people.  It is clear something is wrong with them and keeping them from doing exactly what needs to be done.  
 
    "The stewards of the planting are wise.  They would be doing everything possible to protect my people's food supply." 
 
    Javin's mind was racing.  He agreed on 'what' they should do.  It was the 'how' that caused the problem.  How could they find Nemesis?  That was the whole problem from the moment they got here.  They weren't any closer to solving it even though they'd made progress in other areas, such as being in the 'Archive' and getting information. 
 
    Again he turned back and stared at Kokos. He saw how her face was focused in concentration . . . and an idea struck him. 
 
    "I know how we can find Nemesis!" Javin blurted out. 
 
    Sauros' eyes danced and his mouth split into a grin showing all his carnivorous fangs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Javin, Sauros and Manos stood in the portal room facing the inert gateway. 
 
    Manos looked anxious.  "Are you sure there is nothing I can do to assist?  If there are any of my people where you are going, I am well known because of my father.  I can be of help in smoothing any difficulties. I hate to just wait here.  I am also a trained warrior.  There will be fighting unless I miss my guess.  You could use me.  You are only two after all." 
 
    "We need you here," Javin reassured.  "It is critical someone stand guard over Kokos.  She is getting vital information and is helpless while gathering it."  He rested a hand on Manos' shoulder. 
 
    "Once she has completed retrieval of the knowledge we seek, you both should go back to your people and see if there's a way you can break the spell they're under.  There's no guarantee we'll succeeded in our mission." 
 
    Manos looked back and forth between Javin and Sauros then nodded, turned and went back into the main room where Kokos was still totally subsumed in her connection with the Archive work station.  She'd not given any evidence of noticing anything going on around her. 
 
    Javin knew from his 'memory' of how to access the Archive, Kokos was pulling down knowledge, downloading it, so to speak, into her mind.  He hoped she was being careful.  The information was so vast, if she pulled too much it might cause her harm. 
 
    Javin and Sauros stared at the gateway.  The tall arch sat totally inert. Javin looked at Sauros, who nodded.  Javin figured he 'sensed' what he intended.  It would have flowed through the connection they'd developed through the crystals and which had been heightened by the sharing, even though they had not shared directly.  That was the odd thing.  But Javin pushed that question aside.  It wasn't the time.  There was so much he was pushing away, waiting for a better time. 
 
    "Okay," Javin spoke aloud just to be sure.  "Remember how we 'think' of where we want to go in order to activate the gateway?" 
 
    Sauros nodded again.  Javin could tell he was getting more excited at taking some direct action. 
 
    "I'm hoping that if we just 'think' of having the gateway take us to Nemesis, or at least to the closest gateway to where he is, it will do the rest.  The only problem is we're assuming Nemesis is using the gateways, or that the gateways can at least 'sense' Nemesis when he is close enough. 
 
    "If it doesn't work . . . well, I hope we end up somewhere nice." 
 
    "It has always worked in the past," Sauros said, and then he put a hand on Javin's shoulder.  "You know we will more than likely walk into a trap Nemesis has set.  He is no fool and knows we seek him.  He probably knows more about what is happening in our worlds and these gateways than we." 
 
    "The thought crossed my mind," Javin said. "I figured we go through armed and ready -- and with a little 'protection' in place --" Javin brushed his own arm, indicating to Sauros the unseen masking and shielding they had maintained to keep them hidden from Nemesis' searching.  It was providing them with an effortless and, as near as they could tell, an impenetrable armor.   
 
    "Hopefully we'll be set against whatever comes."   
 
    Sauros tilted his head and stared at Javin, a dubious look crossing his features. 
 
    "One can always hope." Javin smiled. 
 
    "I'm ready." Sauros said moving to stand directly in front of the archway.  He pulled the meter-long knife he carried from its scabbard and held it loosely.  Clearly he was intending to go through first.  Javin wanted to argue, but he knew it was an argument he wouldn't win. 
 
    Javin drew his own, shorter knife, closed his eyes and focused on his great desire to be taken to wherever Nemesis was. 
 
    There was a 'pop!' and Javin opened his eyes to see that the archway had activated.  Inside the frame was a roiling opaqueness which swirled and darkened until it turned black.  It was ready to take them wherever they were going.  Javin hoped this worked. 
 
    Sauros looked at him, nodded and stepped through.  Javin stepped into the darkness right behind. 
 
    The trip was short.  Javin stepped through the receiving archway ready for anything.  He was a bit surprised to find himself standing in the main chamber of the temple.  Sauros was standing a bit ahead of him, gazing around the room.  Javin could 'feel' his senses spreading outward, detecting any sign of others.  There was none.  Then it hit Javin. 
 
    "We are back where we started," he said to Sauros.  "We're back from the temple where we left.  The portal from the Archive is only a one-way portal programmed to return us from where we came." 
 
    Sauros came to stand by Javin, though continuing to scan the room for any surprises. 
 
    "It does look like where we came from, however, all the main chambers look alike," Sauros said. 
 
    "Yes, but note the configuration of the slabs.  They are the same as how we left them." 
 
    "If you say," Sauros said.  "I'm afraid I did not pay attention to their positions." 
 
    "It's the slabs that form a circuit.  They somehow create coordinates for where the portal takes you.  I'm guessing that since there were no slabs in the Archive, the gateway there is only a simple receiver and sender, programmed to send you back from where you came." 
 
    Sauros nodded absently, still scanning.  Javin laughed.  "Still humoring me, acknowledging that I'm speaking, but you don't have a clue what I'm talking about?" 
 
    Again Sauros nodded, this time he looked at Javin with a smile. 
 
    "Well, this time, let's do the same thing.  There are slabs here that can form a circuit.  Let's think of getting to Nemesis and try it again." 
 
    Sauros took up position in front of the gateway, blocking Javin's access.  Javin didn't argue.  Instead he 'thought' about being taken to Nemesis.   
 
    The slabs started to move.  Javin nodded to himself.  The gateway activated and Sauros looked once at Javin then stepped through.  Javin followed closely behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Nemesis was standing over the pedestal ready to activate the 1st Article of Power.  He wanted to test it more and perhaps again explore its depth of power.  There wasn't much he could do but keep testing until he gained more experience and mastery.  He supposed he could go looking for the 3rd Article.  He thought he might reason out where it was.  Nemesis had been pouring over the memories from that pathetic Pontu' gi he'd drained on the last world, paying particular attention to why he'd decided to go into the 'Transit' realm where Nemesis had captured him.  There had to be a reason he was there.   
 
    Nemesis used that Transit realm to travel.  He didn't need to use the portal like Javin and his ilk.  Instead his Masters had taught him how to travel simply by using his innate abilities of transferring between places by adjusting to a place's harmonic resonance.  Having the Gestalt Crystal had made it easier as he'd grown accustomed to its use.   
 
    "No," Nemesis said aloud.  If he went in search of the 3rd Article, he'd be gone when his trap for Javin and his pet warrior was sprung.  He truly expected them any time.  Indeed, he was surprised it was taking them this long.  But he was grateful.  It had allowed him time to use the 2nd Article to gather warriors from the closest enclave and set them around the pyramid and in the portal room.   
 
    Because Javin and his friends had somehow learned to make themselves invisible to his followers, Nemesis had created a connection with his guards such that whenever they felt anything amiss, even the slightest bit of confusion, Nemesis would feel it, and he could then come immediately where they were and capture them.   
 
    With the powers of the Articles at his disposal, he would surely be able to overpower them.  He wasn't sure what powers Javin had, but Nemesis would be able to draw enough from the 1st Article of Power to bind them with a shielded web like he'd been able to bind Chahzuu, the leader of those Pontu' gi he'd been able to enslave for a time.  Then Javin and his friend would be at his mercy.  He'd drain him dry, get every stitch of knowledge he had before having to hand him over to his Masters.   
 
    He was angry he couldn't just kill Javin and be done with it.  Not that he was anxious to obey his Masters at this point, but because there was something important about Javin to his Masters, Nemesis needed to know what it was.  Then he could kill him if he wanted.  His control of, and use of the Articles of Power was giving Nemesis some ideas of his own as to what would be the grand plan.  First, he needed more information.  Then he needed the 3rd Article of Power.   
 
    With those things, Nemesis would then be ready to make his own demands of his Masters.  They would no longer be Masters, but servants. 
 
     Yes, things were set.   
 
    Nemesis reached out and began to activate the 1st Article of Power, could feel its energy building, then in the back of his mind, he 'felt' the guards in the gateway room starting to get confused. 
 
    "This is it!" Nemesis picked up the 1st Article of Power and put it in his pouch, sitting next to the 2nd Article of Power.  He quickly wondered whether having one of the articles activated, coming in contact with the other would do anything to making them join.  Too late to worry about that.  There wasn't an immediate reaction at least, and he maintained contact with the 1st Article, continuing to gather its power while he quickly left the pedestal room, walked down the hallway and swung the doorway into the portal room all the while building the amount of power he was channeling through the 1st Article of Power.  In the back of his mind, he felt a faint resonance from what he knew was the 2nd Article of Power resonating with the energy build up of the 1st. Nothing seemed dangerous.  It actually felt . . . harmonious . . . complementary.  It was a subtle rapturous feeling Nemesis had to force himself to ignore so he could take care of the matter at hand. 
 
    Immediately he saw Javin and his pet Sauros moving into the room from the portal, weapons in hand.  They were facing the guards who could see them, but because of however Javin and his friend were shielding themselves, they couldn't 'see' them.  Nemesis would wonder about that dichotomy later.  For now he needed to gain control, and fast. 
 
    "You're looking for me?" he said, strolling forward, and at the same time warping a web of constricting power tightly around Javin and his friend so they couldn't move.  Nemesis cinched it tight and thickened it, hoping it would be enough of a barrier to seal them off from using any powers of their own -- whatever powers they might be.  Now came the test. 
 
    Nemesis moved down into the center of the room, moving around to face Javin while at the same time maintaining a distance.  Nemesis continued to maintain his hold on the 1st Article of Power, channeling its energy into maintaining the shielding and the constricting web of power.   
 
    He watched as Javin and Sauros both were tensing their muscles, particularly the lion man.  Still they couldn't move.  It was holding them.  Nemesis continued to watch them closely as his guards turned towards him, questioning.   
 
    Nemesis ignored the guards and continued his focus on Javin and Sauros.  He had guessed what would come next, and sure enough, he could feel it through the web of power.  They were both drawing on their own powers, reaching for their gestalt crystals to try and force their way through the web holding them.  They pushed, they tried to tear and bore away, but as Nemesis maintained hold on the far greater power of the 1st Article, their efforts were puny in comparison.  Nemesis laughed, feeling relief.  Then something caught him off guard.   
 
    He 'sensed' Javin trying to teleport himself.  It was clear it was an instinctual move because he had none of the finesse of a more controlled action, but still, he was trying to escape by 'moving' in the way Nemesis moved – without a portal. 
 
    Nemesis tensed, wondering if Javin would succeed.  Then he 'felt' Sauros trying the same thing, an edge of desperation in both of them.  This was interesting.  Did they both know how to move?  Nemesis decided he would probe them a bit, and send out tendrils of awareness to brush against the shielding around them, seeing if he could 'feel' anything through it.  What he felt amazed him.  There was a definite connection between the two.  They could 'feel' what each other was thinking.  
 
    Nemesis tried to tie into that, but he met a barrier against it.  It wasn't necessarily his web of power holding them, but another barrier.  Something he couldn't identify.  He could sense their bond, but he couldn't pierce it.  Well he'd figure that out later.  His web was holding, and try as they might; Javin and Sauros were truly captured.  Nemesis realized he'd been holding his breath and let it out in a slight sigh of relief.  It had worked!  He had them now and would be able to drain them. 
 
    The temptation came to reach out to the 2nd Article of Power, while still holding the energy of the 1st Article of Power, to use them both, the 1st to hold them and the 2nd to pierce through their shielding and pull from them the knowledge he sought.  And still in the back of his mind was the subtle rapturous feeling, beckoning him to do so. 
 
    He caught himself, remembering of a sudden the feeling of horror, fear and utter revulsion he'd felt from one of his Masters at the thought of ever joining the Articles of Power.  That warning won over.  It would bear more study first.  More testing.  For now, Nemesis had what he wanted. 
 
    "You cannot move, and you cannot escape."  Nemesis moved closer and Javin met his eyes.  Javin tried to talk but the web was so tight, he couldn't move his jaw.  Nemesis enlarged the web enough that Javin and Sauros could now stand at ease within a small bubble.  Each reached out a hand and touched the barrier that was still there.  Nemesis was sure they could 'feel' it surrounding them completely. 
 
    "Just the man we were looking for," Javin said. 
 
    "Yes, I'm sure," Nemesis said.  "But probably not the meeting you were hoping for." 
 
    Javin looked around him, as if he could 'see' the barrier he was contained in.  He sheathed his knife.  "We want to talk.  We want to find out what is going on." 
 
    "I'm sure you do.  So do I.  However, you're not going to like the way I intend to 'communicate.' 
 
    "As you can see, you cannot escape.  You will follow me to where we can conduct our interviews."  Nemesis turned to the guards.  "You have done well."  He spoke out loud rather than using the 2nd Article of Power to reinforce his control.  He couldn't risk it while he still maintained contact with the 1st Article of Power.  Instead, he heightened his words using his own gestalt crystal.  "Remain at your posts and continue to watch for any intrusion."  The leader of the guard bowed, and then stared at Javin and Sauros and the confusion returned.  Nemesis senses his confusion and smiled. 
 
    "Come," he said to Javin and Sauros, and reaching out with his control, he made the bubbles of energy follow along with him.  Javin and Sauros were forced to follow as the energy barriers bumped them along.  A growl escaped from Sauros.  Nemesis' smile grew.  He was going to enjoy this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Nemesis lead them through the hidden doorway into the other chambers of the pyramid.  Javin appeared surprised.  Nemesis could tell he didn't recognize this area of any of the pyramids.  They moved into the room with the pedestal.  Sauros, at least, appeared familiar with this room.  Then Javin recognized it also.  So they'd been in at least the pedestal room before.  It was curious.  Well, Nemesis would soon learn all they knew.  He could be patient a while longer. 
 
    "You will remain here," Nemesis said, moving toward the doorway.  As he spoke, he manipulated the bubbles of power, expanding them out and joining them until a single web of power encompassed the whole room effectively sealing them into a prison of sorts.   
 
    Nemesis tied off the energy and sealed it together, much like he'd done with the compulsion he'd given to the people of this world.  It was self sustaining and self maintaining.  He didn't think it would be wise to try and maintain hold of the 1st Article of Power when he needed to use the 2nd Article of Power.   
 
    It worked.  Javin and Sauros were now locked into a bubble of power.  There was no energy leakage Nemesis could detect.  It was holding fast.  Good. 
 
    "Make yourselves comfortable.  I must go and prepare for our 'interviews.'  I'll be back after a time and we can begin.   
 
    Nemesis moved back to the living quarters.  He knew he'd need to rest up for what he was planning to do.  Using the 1st Article of Power in this way had been exhilarating but also tiring.  Then there was that low euphoric thrumming of the 2nd Article of Power that was growing in distraction.  He needed to separate the two now or he'd succumb.  He arrived at his bed chamber, took the two Articles of Power from his pouch and set them on the floor on separate sides of the room.  That done, Nemesis collapsed onto his bed, allowing himself to drift off, realizing he was much more drained that he thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "That went well," Javin said to Sauros as they watched Nemesis depart.  At the same time he sent his senses out to test the limits of their boundary.  It went along the insides of the walls, the floor and covered the doorway.  Javin could feel Sauros doing the same thing. 
 
    "Oh yes," Sauros said.  "Just as we'd hoped.  Is this what you mean when you say that we're 'playing things by ear?'?" 
 
    "Just so."  Javin smiled.  "You just made a joke!" 
 
    "It seemed the proper thing to do," Sauros said as he strode around the room, looking for any physical way out he could detect.   "You have a plan?" 
 
    "The beginnings of one, at least," Javin said, sitting on the floor, his back against the way facing the doorway.  "If Nemesis is getting some rest, then so should we.  I think I know what he means by having an 'interview' and I don't think it's going to be pleasant." 
 
    Sauros came to sit beside Javin.  "Yes.  You sensed the power he was using?" 
 
    Javin nodded. 
 
    "I doubt we will be able to resist when he starts to probe," Sauros said. 
 
    "That's part of the plan," Javin said.  "At least we'll resist at first, trying to make as good a show as we can, then we'll open up . . . completely."  He turned to look at Sauros. 
 
    Sauros immediately got it.  "Yes, I see.  Part of why we are here is to gather information, and you intend to 'get' information as well as give it?" 
 
    "Exactly.  The rest, we'll have to just 'play by ear.'" 
 
    "But when Nemesis knows all we know, won't he also know what we were planning?" 
 
    "He will," Javin agreed.  "Only after, and then only after he's had a chance to assimilate the memories.  By then, it will be too late for him to do anything about it.  Besides, he'll be confident enough he can hold us that it won't worry him much." 
 
    "He may be right," Sauros said.  "I detect no way out of captivity if he holds us in this energy web.  He's not even taking any effort to maintain it.  It's self sustaining.  We could be held here forever." 
 
    "That's a cheery thought," Javin said.  "One thing at a time.  I'm betting that once we have his memories, we'll have something that will give us the key to unlocking the web holding us.  I'm also betting there are other things we can use that I dare not think about right now." 
 
    "You don't want him to suspect?" 
 
    "You should stop thinking about it also," Javin said. 
 
    Sauros nodded.  There was silence for a time. 
 
    "He will also discover the Archive," Sauros said.  "Are you sure it's a good idea to allow the sharing?" 
 
    "Like you said, we probably won't be able to stop him.  If we can't, at least we can use what we gain in return to try and fight him, to prevent his access.  Besides, he would have to control access to the Archive in order to protect himself when he tries to access it.  You saw and felt how absorbing it is to be connected.  Nemesis wouldn't trust anyone else to access besides him.  And while he was doing so, he would be helpless.  In fact, I'm 'thinking' right now about how helpless Kokos is while she's accessing the Archive." 
 
    Sauros chuckled.  "You are being strategic.  I like that.  Using our own memories and thoughts to 'plant' what you want Nemesis to know.  I am now thinking the very same thing." 
 
    Again there was silence. 
 
    "Anything else we should 'think' about?" Sauros asked. 
 
    "Now that you mention it, I'm thinking about our 'secret weapon' we've got hidden in a very secure place that would easily destroy Nemesis if we could only get our hands on it." 
 
    "But we don't . . .  Ah yes, that secret weapon.  I will think about it too."  Again Sauros chuckled.  "Your mind is much more devious than I supposed.  That is good in this case. 
 
        "I will concentrate on other things which may deflect and distract and stay away from things of real import." 
 
    "Very good," Javin said, closing his eyes to do the same.  It was the best defense they had for now.  He only hoped they could gain something that would do any good.  He dared not think about what, for fear of tipping his hand. 
 
    The room fell into silence as Sauros and Javin each focused on thinking 'strategic' thoughts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Kokos slowly came back to herself.  When she 'felt' her body again, she was still sitting rigidly at the work station.  She looked up at the screen and it was blank.  Her mind was a swirl of information she'd just 'downloaded?'  Isn't that what Javin had called what she was doing?  It seemed appropriate.  There was so much there!  She felt dizzy and was about to fall sideways when she felt hands grasping her, helping her up and over to one of the couches.   
 
    She opened her eyes and focused on Manos.  "Oh, it's you," was all she could manage.  He supported most of her weight as they moved and finally, thankfully, she reclined on a couch as it enfolded around her, warm and inviting.   
 
    Fighting the urge to drift off the sleep, she clenched her eyes tight and willed her mind to calm itself, pushing all the swirling images back and down into the recesses of her mind.  She would need time to assimilate it all, and wasn't sure how she would ever do it. 
 
    A cold cloth brushed against her face and she opened her eyes to find Manos staring down at her, concern in his face as he wiped the cool cloth he'd wetted across her brow and along the side of her face.   
 
    "Are you alright?" he asked.   
 
    "I'll be fine."  She managed a reassuring smile and hoped her statement would be true in time. 
 
    "Where is Javin and Sauros?" She looked around noticing for the first time they weren't there. 
 
    "They have gone to do something." 
 
    Manos' tone of voice was bland, as if he was hiding something.  She had always been able to read him, especially when he'd been trying to hide something. 
 
    She wanted to ask more, but Manos put a hand to her lips.  "First, drink."  He held a cup to her lips and helped her sip.  It took her a moment, carefully remembering how to drink and swallow.  It was as if her body had been inert long enough it was learning how to do even the simplest of things over again.  She hoped all the information she'd 'downloaded' hadn't 'pushed out' all the other knowledge and memories she possessed.  She started to get apprehensive, then felt the cool cloth against her face again, bringing her back.  She looked up at Manos realizing she still remembered him, remembered Javin and Sauros.  A quick check with her memories confirmed they were still there . . . at least those she remembered.  How would she know if some of her memories were gone if she didn't remember them?  She smiled at Manos.  He looked back in confusion. 
 
    "How long?" She asked. 
 
    Manos knew exactly what she meant. 
 
    "You were with the machine for almost two days.  Javin and Sauros left shortly after you began." 
 
    Kokos was silent a moment, the time sinking in.  No wonder her body felt so stiff and weak.  She hadn't moved in that long and her body was now just coming back awake. 
 
    Manos interrupted her thoughts helping her to sit up and holding a bowl of paste for her.  "Here.  Eat.  You need to build your strength again." 
 
    It was then she realized how ravenously hungry and thirsty she was.  She carefully took the bowl, willing her hands to work, having to concentrate on not dropping the bowl and thinking carefully how to bring the paste to her lips.  The food was bland, and Manos continued to hold the cup of water for her, helping her drink when she indicated she was ready.  It was very short work of the first bowl, and Manos refilled it for her, along with the cup of water.  Her stomach was less demanding now and her mind was starting to feel less turbulent, like the knowledge and her own memories were settling and finding a peace between them. 
 
    After the third bowl and cup of water, she felt closer to normal and felt she could take a break from replenishing her bodily needs to ask again. 
 
    "Where are Javin and Sauros?" 
 
    It was then Kokos started getting her answers.  Manos told her about what he'd seen on the other view screen, and had helped Kokos over to see for herself.  Manos then explained how Javin and Sauros had left to see if they could stop it at its source.  They had told him he and Kokos should try and find a way to block, or disrupt whatever was causing the trance, in case Javin and Sauros failed. 
 
    From what Kokos could see on the view screen, her people were still under that influence.  She thought a moment, trying to focus her thoughts and filter through all that she had acquired to see if there was something . . . anything . . . she could find that would be of help. 
 
    Thoughts, impressions swirled in her mind.  She reached out for Manos' hand to help her maintain a grip on reality as she allowed the thoughts and impressions, the tiny nuggets of knowledge to try and coalesce into some semblance of an answer.  There was just too much there!  She'd never be able to assimilate it all.  But she had to!  There had to be a way!  Her people would starve! 
 
    "Help me to the couch," she said, standing, still holding onto Manos for stability.  They moved and she reclined, still holding Manos' hand.  Then closing her eyes, she let herself go, delving into all the swirling maelstrom of knowledge, trying to attract what she was seeking, realizing she first must focus on what it was she needed to know.  Her thoughts until now had been a jumble of searching and she realized she wouldn't find what she was looking for until she narrowed her search focus. 
 
    Kokos took some deep breaths, squeezing Manos' hand occasionally for reassurance.  She calmed her mind and focused in on one thought:  How do I break the spell Nemesis has put on my people? 
 
    Immediately flashes of thoughts, memories, and ideas came to mind.  She had a memory flash from one called 'Chahzuu' whom Sauros and Javin had mentioned.  His people had also been put under Nemesis' spell, and he had broken that spell.  Immediately she saw how he'd done that.  But this was a more powerful spell, backed up by the 2nd Article of Power to reinforce and tie it off, so it was maintained independently.   
 
    Thoughts of the Articles of Power brought more flashes of insight and ideas and knowledge, this time gleaned from the powerful Archive. 
 
    "I think I know what to do," Kokos said, again squeezing Manos' hand.  "It's best if I do it from here, the Archive room.  It's in the roof of our world, you know.  Its height will help me broaden the pulse I have to try and send." 
 
    "Oh," Manos said, still holding onto her hand.  Kokos chuckled.  She could tell Manos didn't really understand and was only half listening to her.  He was more concerned with how she was recovering than what she was saying.  It didn't matter.  She was talking to help her mind come back into her own focus anyway.   
 
    "It is.  It was put here by the ancients waiting for us . . . for the right time for us to find and use it.  Our minds have just the right formatting for us to be able to use it most effectively of all the beings in the universe."  Kokos settled herself more comfortably on the couch.    
 
    "You know, now that all this knowledge, combined with the memories I've received, I'm starting to see a pattern.  I'm starting to see what is happening.  I also realize that it isn't the Guardians who are driving things."  Again, Kokos was speaking aloud to help organize her thoughts.  She smiled at Manos in apology then continued. 
 
    "It's really the Ancients who set this all up.  They were before even the Guardians.  The Guardians are not who we think they are.  They are trying to sort this out as much as we are, and I think they're getting in the way more than they're helping. 
 
    "There's also the Articles of Power that Javin and Sauros are looking for.  They're the keys to all of this . . . along with this Archive . . .  and the temples; not only here, but on the other worlds as well." 
 
    Kokos looked up at Manos staring at her, confused.  Again she smiled.   
 
    "Bear with me.  It helps for me to talk this through, to speak it, to hear it, to think it through.  It all helps me organize this in my mind.  It's important I do that right now so I can prioritize what I have to do and why."  Kokos let go of Manos' hand and held her hands to her head, massaging her temples, relaxing her mind and trying to slow down and organize all the images, thoughts and impressions.  Her mind was moving so fast she couldn't formulate the words and so they darted around without being assimilated and she knew they were important; that she had to capture and order them. 
 
    "Okay, the Articles of Power.  There are three of them.  One is still missing.  Nemesis has two.  They are each powerful in their own right, but if they are joined . . . the power is so immense it could tear apart the fabric of our universe and destroy it!" 
 
    It was then that Kokos became torn.  From her memories of Chahzuu combined with her newfound knowledge from the Archive, she thought she knew where and how to find the 3rd Article of Power.  It couldn't fall into Nemesis' hands!  He wouldn't fully realize the draw each article would exert upon him to join all three once they were in the same room.  Without that understanding, he wouldn't be able to resist their powerful draw to join them together.  It's why they were created. 
 
    Should she abandon her people and retrieve the 3rd Article of Power now?  It would keep it from Nemesis!  But then her people risked starvation and death if she couldn't find it right away.  She didn't think it would take long, but each hour she spent not disrupting the bond Nemesis had tied on her people would make it that much harder from them to survive. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Manos asked, putting a gentle hand on her shoulder, startling her out of her thoughts.  Kokos realized she'd been swallowed up in her swirling thoughts, and had forgotten where she was again, and what she needed to do. 
 
    "I have to free my people first, and then I can get the 3rd Article.  Nemesis hasn't found it yet, and hopefully Javin and Sauros will keep him occupied just a bit longer until I can break the bond then retrieve the Article."  Again she reverted to speaking aloud to keep herself on task.  She knew Manos didn't really understand what she was saying, but he remained silent, knowing she needed to speak.  He may not understand what she was saying, but he understood why she was saying it.  Such a good brother!  Such a good man! 
 
    "Okay, now I need to get back to this.  Nemesis used the 2nd Article of Power to create a resonance where he could make a strong suggestion into each person's emotional center, giving them an imperative to do certain things.  Then he tied it off so he wouldn't have to consciously maintain it." 
 
    She closed her eyes to focus in on that resonance, to identify it as it swam through the very air around her.  It was subdued here, and she realized that it hadn't affected Manos because the temple had initially shielded him.  And when it was tied off, the initial resonance was held in place, but it wasn't projected any longer.  So Manos was safe.  Wait . . . Back to what I need to do!  I need to speak aloud. 
 
    "There!  I can feel it.  I sense it.  Now if I can just gather enough power from my 'Gift' since Nemesis used that on the previous world to do pretty much the same thing, though not as powerfully as here.  I hope I can disrupt it; to mar the resonance just enough to break it.  To make it dissipate.  It shouldn't take as much power to interrupt the resonance as it did to create it.  At least I'm hoping not.  Of course, all Nemesis would have to do is put it back in place again.  That's where I'm hoping Javin and Sauros can keep him from doing that." 
 
    Kokos felt a warm touch on her shoulder, felt a cool cloth wipe across her brow again.  She realized her eyes had been closed and she'd been focusing on what she needed to do. 
 
    "Whenever you're ready," Manos said.  "I'll be here standing guard over you." 
 
    Kokos felt a warmth of love and comfort settle over her.  It was enough to calm her just that bit more she needed to do what she had to do. 
 
    She nodded, closed her eyes, and focused on gather her strength.  Again she spoke aloud to keep her mind on task.  "I need to prepare a pulse at just the right frequency to disrupt the resonances Nemesis has set.  I not only need to disrupt the resonance from the 2nd Article of Power, shaking our people from their compulsion trance, but I also need to disrupt the energy waves from the 1st Article of Power, the energy that has accelerated all the growing.  The principle is the same for both, and sending one pulse, of it's at the right resonance, should affect both.  At least that's the theory." 
 
    Kokos sought for and found the precise resonance she was looking for. It was amazing she could find it in all the data that she'd accumulated, but it seemed to come to her just as she 'thought' about it.  There must be something in her 'Gift' that was helping her do this. 
 
    "Stay on task!" She said aloud, trying to keep focused on what she needed to do, not how she was doing it.  Kokos could wonder about that later. 
 
    She concentrated . . . And felt a swirling power grow within her breast, recognizing this as similar to what Chahzuu had done to free his people.  She gathered it in, let it build to near climax. 
 
    "Once the resonance is disrupted, our people will awaken, realize what was happening and quickly harvest and prepare for the time it will take for the cycles to return to normal." 
 
    At least Kokos was confident Kaffen would realize this.  Hopefully all the other Growers across her world would realize it too.   
 
    All she could do is severe the connection. That's what she needed to do now!   
 
    Kokos couldn't build the power any more.  She thrust out her dissonant pulse, feeling it spread from her, from the Archive room in the roof of her world, spreading in a wave to cover the entire population.  She hoped it was enough.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Nemesis awoke refreshed.  It was amazing how good he felt.  It must be an affect of using the Power of Creation so deeply.  He remembered feeling this way after using the 1st Article before, though not so strongly.   
 
    Nemesis sat up and went to the console in his room and got some of the food paste and drink to fulfill his hunger needs.  He was getting tired of the bland paste he was sure was nourishing enough, but had little taste.   
 
    "Now to work," he said to himself.  He went over and retrieved the 1st Article of Power off the floor and put it in his pouch.  Nemesis had decided he would separate Javin and Sauros for their interrogations.  He didn't want them to be able to work together.  The bond Nemesis had detected between the two would be dangerous if they were to work together on that level.  Sauros would be the first.  Nemesis would experiment on draining him.  If any mistakes were made, Sauros was expendable.  Javin was the key.  He couldn't make mistakes with him. 
 
    The 2nd Article of Power lay on the floor on the other side of the room.  Nemesis retrieved it and put It in the pouch, but hesitated as he did so.  He must be careful.  On the way to the pedestal room, Nemesis stopped in another workroom, this one completely bare, and got out the 2nd Article of Power, leaving it on the floor just inside the room.  No sense opening himself to temptation.  Once he'd arrived with Sauros, he'd tie him off in a close web of power and then put the 1st Article of Power aside before taking up the 2nd Article to use during the interrogation.   
 
    Nemesis stood, gathering himself for a moment before moving down the hall to the pedestal room.  He wanted to be sure he was ready, taking a deep breath, letting it out slowly, then strode down the corridor. 
 
    Javin and Sauros were seated on the floor against the wall, their eyes closed, concentrating.  Nemesis chuckled realizing what they must be doing.  It wouldn't help them at all.  It might take him a bit longer, but he was sure he could sift through any disinformation they would try to give him.  In fact, he was a bit amazed at how he easily sensed what they were doing.  Maybe he shared a semblance of the bond they shared between themselves.  Could it come from all of them having a Gestalt Crystal?  Well, that was for later. 
 
    Nemesis focused on the 1st Article of Power in his pouch, touching it, switching it on and moving its power forward.  Javin and Sauros, he'd noticed, now had their eyes open, and staring at him, not saying a word.  Nemesis smiled, amused at how pitiful they seemed.  Helpless really. 
 
    With the power, Nemesis grasped hold of the shield he'd formed, shrinking it around his captives, then splitting it off, surrounding each of them in a closer shield similar to the ones he'd had around them to move them to this room. 
 
    "Sauros will come with me.  Javin will remain until I'm ready."  Nemesis only spoke so his prisoners would know which needed to move as he moved the shield.  It really didn't matter.  Even if they didn't want to move, the shield was powerful enough to carry either or both along wherever he wanted them to go.  Still, it was common courtesy.   
 
    Sauros stood, and then jolted a bit forward as Nemesis caused the shielding to move forward, prodding him along.  He quickly glanced at Javin then moved forward.  Nemesis reached a tendril of 'feeling' out and caught the slight touch of the bond he'd felt earlier.  He'd have to monitor that.  Nemesis didn't know what they could do with that, but certainly wasn't going to be caught off guard with these two. 
 
    Slowly they moved to the empty room.  Sauros stared at Nemesis as he moved along with the shielding.  They moved into the bare room Nemesis had set aside for the interrogation.  When Sauros was in the center of the room he stopped the shield's movement.  Sauros bumped into the shielding and stopped, still staring at Nemesis, still silent, baleful.  Again Nemesis smiled. 
 
    "Lay on the floor.  No sense wasting energy propping you up."  Nemesis caused the shield to flatten and elongate, forcing Sauros to comply.  Then Nemesis checked the shielding, making sure there were no seams and strengthened it even more before tying it off. 
 
    "Now for the interrogation," Nemesis said as he switched off the 1st Article of Power and set it aside on the floor by the doorway and moved to where he'd placed the 2nd Article of Power.  Instead of putting it into his pouch, he held it in his hand so Sauros could see.   
 
    Nemesis guessed Sauros knew what it was, or at least knew what it represented.  Why else would they be following him?  Well, he supposed they could be following him out of revenge.  After all, he did kill this beast's betrothed.  He'd surmised that much in working with the pitiful Tranthra' Joh before leaving that planet. 
 
    Anger stirred and Nemesis had to tamp it down.  He had to be focused for what he needed to do here.  Besides, going down that path would lead to memory of his punishment.  That wasn't someplace he cared to go.  Yet, even thinking about his punishment and how his Masters had been treating him recently gave him stronger resolve to succeed in this endeavor.  Yes, it was actually motivating.  Again Nemesis smiled as he focused in on the 2nd Article of Power and moved its energy forward, preparing to touch this foolish beast who thought he could match Nemesis for power.   
 
    Moving his tendrils of power closer, Nemesis slipped through the captive shielding easily.  The 1st Article of Power's shielding had been made to work with the other Articles, after all.  The tendrils reached out to Sauros and encountered another barrier.  Nemesis studied it a moment, using the Article's power.  Then he pushed through, sensing Sauros' struggle to maintain the shielding and block him out.  It did him little good.  This must be what was causing them to be invisible.  It came from the Gestalt Crystals! Nemesis realized. 
 
    Sauros grunted with physical pain as Nemesis began the probing, grasping hold of the memories, preparing to wrench them away.  Still the beast tried to withhold.  Little good it would do him when faced with the power of the Articles as compared to the Gestalt Crystals, powerful as they were. 
 
    Nemesis gathered a bit of strength and was prepared to start the stripping.  It would probably damage this one, so he hesitated.  Could he do it without causing damage?  He thought of working on Javin, remembering Sauros was the experiment.  He didn't want to damage Javin, so he may have to tread lightly with this one just to test how to do it without causing damage.  He caused his tendrils to ease up, then merely squeeze a bit, observing, probing here and there. 
 
    What's this? Nemesis could 'feel' a slight touch still existing between this beast and Javin in the next room.  It was faint, and no doubt they thought he wouldn't sense it.  How quaint.  They're trying to sustain one another.  Javin was trying to bolster his friend, he could sense that now.  This brought on another hesitation.  Would what he did also affect Javin?  Would he be able to drain Javin at the same time through the bond with his friend? 
 
    All interesting thoughts, Nemesis concluded, but there wasn't time to really pause and study every aspect of this.  He would focus on Sauros then bring Javin in.  Nemesis would watch their bond and react.  For now, though, it was pitifully weak.  Nothing to worry about.  Setting forward the tendrils again, Nemesis slipped through the personal barrier and began to probe, this time more lightly, more gently so as not to damage, but still retrieve.  There would be pain as the beast resisted, but what did he care about causing pain after all he'd experienced . . . 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Javin watched Sauros being led away.  It was hard to see his friend being taken and knew, after reviewing the memory of the stripping he'd received from Chahzuu, what it would be like.  Sauros had reviewed that memory also; Javin could 'feel' it through the slight bond they maintained.  He was trying to be careful not to alert Nemesis to what he was doing, but he still had to try and help however he could while not revealing their plan.   
 
    Sauros was courageous to a fault.  There was no fear, no trepidation, just resolve to resist at all costs.  Just as it should be, Javin thought.  Until just the right moment.    
 
    Javin now sensed the shift in types of power, could tell the subtle difference as Nemesis must now be using the 2nd Article of Power.  Then came the probing and the grasping with that power . . .  Only then did Sauros tense, expecting the intense pain he knew would follow . . .  But it backed off for some reason.  Javin backed away from the bond, maintaining only the slightest of touches.  Had he been detected?  He waited a moment then moved closer and could feel the probing tendrils again, though not as rough as before.   
 
    What was Nemesis doing?  It appeared he was going slower, trying not to cause damage.  For whatever reason, Javin was grateful.  Still, the power began again to be exerted on a futilely resisting Sauros.  The pain started slower and intensified.  No matter what, there would be pain.  Still Sauros resisted and Javin sent a trickle of encouragement and strength through the bond, even though he knew it would probably be detected.  He couldn't let his friend suffer and he not do anything.   
 
    Javin didn't fight the probing, just sought to strengthen, to ease the pain his friend was feeling, to soothe and calm while his friend continued to resist to the very limits of his considerable strength of will and body.  If he continued to fight, there was a certainty he'd be seriously injured, maybe even killed through the stripping.  It was getting to that point . . .   
 
    There!  Sauros had gone to the very limits of his ability, and then let go, released everything and opened up.  He could ‘feel’ the surprise from Nemesis.  Now Sauros was being drained, but he hoped he was also receiving as well as giving.  
 
    They had realized it was a risk, but they were betting that Nemesis wouldn’t realize if they opened up completely and released all they had; it opened up a two way sharing.  At least that was the plan.  Maybe Nemesis would know of it and counter it in some way. 
 
    Javin had backed away so as not to reveal himself any more than he had to.  At least the immediate danger to Sauros was past. He sat back to wait.  It didn’t take long until Javin ‘sensed’ the transfer was complete and they were coming back.  He stood and waited within the confines of the shield surrounding him. 
 
    Sauros appeared at the doorway, looking like he’d been drug through a pipe backwards.  Javin grimaced at the image in his mind and knew it came from his blocked memories.  This was getting old.  Maybe being drained with the 2nd Article of Power would be enough to press through the block?  Then Javin remembered the tremendous pain and resounding backlash the last time they’d tried to force through his block.  Would he survive it?  Would Nemesis?  If Javin was going to be killed in this, the least he could do was take Nemesis with him.   
 
    His mind was snapped to the present by Nemesis practically carrying Sauros through the door with the power of the shield holding him.  Javin carefully reached out to him with his ‘sense.’  He was alive and undamaged . . . and yes!  He could detect a hint that knowledge had passed both ways.  Just as they’d hoped!  Still, it had taken a great toll on the big lion-man.  Javin didn’t ‘sense’ Nemesis in their bond, so Javin instinctively sent some energy through the link, strengthening Sauros, sustaining and refreshing him.  He didn’t know how he did it; just that he did, because of the need to help his friend.  Then he retreated so Nemesis wouldn’t discern it.   
 
    “Now for you, Javin, my seeming brother,” Nemesis said.  “Time to get some answers.  You can see by your friend, here, that resisting won’t help.  It will only cause you pain.  In the end, when your man let go, the pain left.  Learn from him.” 
 
    Javin turned to stare at Nemesis.  This was the first time he’d really taken a look at him closely.  He’d called him brother.  Or at least ‘seeming’ brother.  What did Nemesis know?  Well, he was about to find out.  He didn’t answer, only stood, waiting for Nemesis to lead him out.   
 
    He felt the bump on his back as Nemesis moved his shielding with the Power.  He was tempted to reach out to Nemesis with a probing tendril but held back.  He couldn’t afford to alert him in any way.  The knowledge he would be getting from Nemesis would be too priceless.  However, he knew, or at least had ‘felt’ Sauros had received the memories and knowledge.  If Javin failed, they at least had something through Sauros.  So maybe he could afford to press things a bit. 
 
    It was then he felt a subtle connection from Sauros, confirming that he was alright, and confirming he had the knowledge they were seeking.  Javin glanced ahead at Nemesis leading him down the corridor.  He seemed oblivious as to what had happened.  Yes, Javin could . . . and would . . . push things a bit, but he’d have to wait for the right time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Javin was brought through the doorway into the vacant room.  Nemesis had moved aside and pushed Javin through then remained standing near the doorway while Javin was positioned in the center of the room. 
 
    “Lay down,” Nemesis indicated with his hand while collapsing the shielding around him.  Javin didn’t have a choice so he lay down, but kept an eye on Nemesis, watching his every move.  He didn’t want to miss any chance. 
 
    Nemesis gave a mirthless smile then made a show of holding up what must be the 1st Article of Power and dropping it into a pouch at his side.  Then he stooped and picked up what Javin was now certain was the 2nd Article of Power, formed into the shape of what Javin recognized was a stylized ‘heart’.  It wasn’t the shape of an actual heart, he knew, but what people always considered ‘heart shaped’.   
 
    Javin chuckled under his breath. He couldn’t help it.  Those thoughts just spun up from his blocked memories and he ‘knew’ things.  Time to find out if I can ever get unblocked.  If the 2nd Article of Power can’t do it then nothing will.  
 
    He 'felt' the power of the 2nd Article spooling up.  And then he got an idea.  Sending tendrils of his own out to probe Nemesis, he 'watched' what he did in controlling the Article of Power.  Then he sensed Nemesis focusing the power and directing it at Javin. It didn't come in a rush, but a slow, almost casual drifting as if Nemesis knew what he was doing, and was being careful.  That was interesting.  He'd done the same thing with Sauros.  Perhaps he was trying not to harm them for some reason.  Why?  He'd tried to kill them on several previous occasions.  What was the difference? 
 
    Javin didn't wonder any longer as he felt the pressure of the probes now touching his personal shielding.  He focused on holding and strengthening his shield.  In the deep background he could now sense Sauros touching him, adding a bit of strength, just slightly, not enough to be noticed unless you were looking for it. 
 
    The pressure grew, and the pain came as Javin fought to hold out.  He didn't want to make it easy.  Eventually Nemesis, when he assimilated all their memories and knowledge, would know he'd been tricked, but that wasn't now.  Hopefully, it would be too late by then.   
 
    So Javin continued to fight as the pain increased.  Nemesis had easily slipped with his shielding with the power of the Article at his disposal.  Now Javin's mind, his soul, felt like it was being pulled out of his body and he was fighting to keep it within.  Still the pressure, the inexorable force tugging at him, continued to increase along with the pain.  It was almost unbearable now as he 'felt' Nemesis continue to draw power from the Article, applying it to the sifting, the shredding of his mind and spirit. 
 
    Then he felt Sauros increasing his strength, of reaching out to block and numb the pain.  He faintly remembered doing something similar for him.  In the faint back of his mind Javin wondered if Nemesis could tell he had memories and knowledge that had been blocked.  Was he pulling at those too?  Was he being successful?  His mind was wandering now with the pain.  There was something he was supposed to do . . . 
 
    There came a gentle nudge in the back of his mind.  Sauros.  "Let go . . ." There was a strong sense of worry that came with the 'feeling / thought.' 
 
    Javin came back to himself, remembering.  The plan surfaced again through his pain fogged mind.  He was about to black out.  What was he supposed to do? 
 
    Suddenly a jolt hit him and he felt as if he were mentally and spiritually thrown about in a strong psionic wave that had come out of nowhere.    
 
    The pain had ceased!  Javin fought to clear his senses, to find out what had happened.  In the back of his mind, he could 'feel' Sauros reaching out to him, trying to communicate something.  Javin fought for focus. 
 
    'The shielding is down!' came the thought, finally making sense.  "The shielding is down?" Javin asked, trying to find sense in the thought.  He shook his head and it started to clear and he realized what Sauros was trying to tell him.  The shielding, the power holding them captive was down.  He could 'feel' Sauros making his way down the hallway toward them.  He looked up from where he still lay and saw Nemesis shaking his head, trying to clear his senses also.  Now was the time! 
 
    Javin mentally reached out to try and wrest control of the 2nd Article of Power still held in Nemesis' hand.  Nemesis must have 'felt' what he was trying to do because Javin felt his mental touch severed cleanly and then 'felt' Nemesis' anger at being disrupted and 'felt' him gathering power from whatever source he could gather.  The hand not holding the Article rose, glowing with power that Javin knew would be hurled at him long before Sauros could come to his rescue.  Javin was still too weak to move and he knew even if he could raise his personal shield, it wouldn't withstand the bolt of power that would cut through and surely destroy him utterly and completely.   
 
    Javin watched helplessly as Nemesis' hand rose up, glowing with power, ready to cast the bolt of energy forward.  Time seemed to freeze.  Images of the last time this very thing happened flashed into his mind.  Javin was in another place.  A woman, Sauros' betrothed, cast herself in front of the energy bolt Nemesis had directed at him, shielding him from the blast, but killing her.  Then remembering Sauros' rage in trying to kill Nemesis for what he'd done to his beloved.  He'd somehow summoned that selfsame power and hurled it at Nemesis. 
 
    But Nemesis had survived the blast!  How had he done that?  In that instant, Javin knew, and time speeded up again.   
 
    He watched as the blast flamed forward to . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Sauros knew he needed to get to Javin quickly as soon as the shielding dropped.  He didn't know where that psionic wave had come from, but it had been enough to disrupt all that Nemesis had been doing.  Then he realized it must have come from Kokos.  She had figured a way to break the spell on her people.  That must be it!  And now they had a chance.  If he could get to Javin before Nemesis could regain control, then together they could overwhelm and capture him! 
 
    The corridor was short in distance, but Sauros was still weak from the interrogation.  He stumbled, all the while trying to maintain his mental contact with Javin, trying to bolster him.   
 
    Through the bond he felt Javin's sudden apprehension.  Something dire was happening.  Sauros tried to move faster and stumbled again.  His prodigious strength was failing him right when he needed it most.  He tried to strengthen the bond, see if he could discern what was happening.  Then a sudden disorienting wave hit him as if Javin were phasing out of existence.  He'd never sensed that before and it slowed him even further.  Still he struggled on.   
 
    Sauros was almost there.  His bond with Javin suddenly solidified again.  There was a spike of . . . then the bond was severed.  It was like Javin had ceased to exist. 
 
    With a roar of rage filling his heart Sauros finally stumbled to the room and turned inside.  Nemesis was standing there, one hand raised and still glowing.  Sauros looked where it had been pointed.  Against the far wall was the charred outline of a being.  Sauros had seen that mark before and instantly knew what it meant.   
 
     Hot insanity boiled up in his breast.  Sauros called up the memory of his beloved being destroyed by this creature.  It was too much!  From somewhere deep within, his primordial anger summoned a power such as he'd drawn only one other time.  This monster had somehow survived his blast before.  Not this time! 
 
    Nemesis looked up, just as Sauros hurled a double blast of power at him.  There was a brilliant flash that blinded Sauros, causing his vision to swim.  Blinking furiously to clear the white spots in his eyes, he continued into the room, feeling for his enemy, pleading for there to be something left he could rend and tear in his anger.   
 
    When he could see, there was nothing left.  There was a char on the far side of the wall and damage to its incredibly hard surface, but no outline or imprint.  Sauros fell to his knees.  Either he'd completely obliterated Nemesis or he'd escaped yet again . . . and taken the Articles of Power with him. 
 
    Even in his weakened state, Sauros reached out with his bond.  He didn't know where to send his thoughts.  Searching, seeking for any sign he could detect of his friend, his comrade in arms.  Nothing . . .   It was all empty.  And with that emptiness Sauros' heart began to fail him.  If Javin were truly gone then all was lost!  Javin had been the key.  He'd seen a 'vision' of that when he'd received his crystal on his own world.  Sauros' task had been not only to assist Javin, but to protect him.  Now he'd failed. 
 
    Sauros felt as if he may collapse.  Then arose a slight glimmer of hope.  If Nemesis had survived his blast before, then perhaps Javin had too.  The hope was small, yes, but hope nonetheless.  He continued to try to sense Javin.  Maybe he was just too weak.  He needed to rest.  Needed to regroup, then he would figure out how to search for Javin . . . if he was still alive.  How could he know?  If Javin was still alive, where would he have gone?  Then he knew.  He would have returned to the Archive room. He would know Sauros would return there also. 
 
    Struggling to his feet, Sauros trudged back down the corridor to its far end.  He fumbled with the mechanism and finally the wall swung wide and he was able to enter into the main temple chamber again where the archway stood.   
 
    Inside were several of Kokos' people.  They stared at him as if recovering from a foggy haze.  Sauros realized that's exactly what they were doing.  Their stares were curious, confused, like they couldn't quite recognize him.  Like they needed to do something, but couldn't remember what it was.  Sauros ignored them and moved down the three tiers to stand in front of the archway.  He focused his thoughts on wanting to return to the Archive room.  The stone slabs started shifting and the warriors quickly moved aside as they moved, dodging them as they reset.  Then the portal 'popped' and the shimmering gray, then blackness covered the plane of the portal.   
 
    Sauros didn't hesitate.  He stepped through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Again, the trip through the portal was short.  Sauros stepped back through, hoping he come face to face with Javin again.  No one was there to greet him.  His heart sank another level.  Still a glimmer of hope remained.   
 
    Sauros made his way to the main chamber.  There he found Kokos just sitting up from her reclining couch.  Manos stood beside her and turned at his approach, coming to guard until he realized it was Sauros.   
 
    Manos looked behind Sauros, seeking Javin, no doubt. 
 
    "He's not here then?" Sauros asked, though he knew as soon as Manos looked behind him, that Javin wasn't here. The hope was starting to fade. 
 
    "What news?" Kokos asked, allowing her brother to help her to sit up. 
 
    Sauros was quiet a moment trying to gather himself.  No matter what, they must go on as best they could.  There was still hope, though slight.  Sauros clung to that. 
 
    "You broke the spell.  You're people are free. Nemesis has fled and I don't know where he is.  Hopefully he will not return." 
 
    "What of Javin?" she asked. 
 
    Sauros took a deep breath, and then related all that had happened from the beginning when they left the Archive room together.  When he finished they all stayed silent. 
 
    "We must share, now," Kokos finally said.  "I have the Archive information we were seeking.  You have the memories of Nemesis.  We must each have what the other has, and then we can decide what must be done." 
 
    "Are you strong enough?" Sauros asked. 
 
    "I was about to ask you the same thing," Kokos said.  "You don't look well." 
 
    "I am well enough.  We must share, and then I will start my search.  Javin may still be alive but hurt and unable to reach us."  An idea had started to occur to Sauros. 
 
    "I can use the portals to find him if . . ." he hesitated a moment, unable to speak the rest of his thought.  "We found Nemesis by 'thinking' we wanted to be taken to him.  I'll use the same method to find Javin." 
 
    "But what if . . ." Kokos began.  Sauros stopped her with a raised hand.   
 
    "You know there is a possibility he's alive.  We have to find him if there's even the slightest chance.  This is the best way.  You know this." 
 
    Kokos finally nodded her head.  "I'm ready to share, then.  Also, I have a mission as well.  I think I know where the 3rd Article of Power is.  I have to reach it before Nemesis, but if anything should happen to me, you'll at least have the knowledge 'downloaded' from the Archive." 
 
    Sauros was about to protest.  Surely Kokos should not take any chances!  What if both of them lost their lives?  At least one of them needed to be protected in order to protect what they knew, what they had sacrificed so much to obtain. 
 
    Kokos raised her hand to stop Sauros' protest.  "If Nemesis gets the 3rd Article of Power and puts them all together, it won't matter what anyone knows.  It will be the end of us all." 
 
    Apparently the knowledge she'd gained told her something about this, Sauros realized.  Also, there was no time to argue.  He nodded.  "I'm ready."  He moved forward and knelt at Kokos' feet.  She put her hands on his head and closed her eyes, focusing on what she needed to do.   
 
    It was completely different than what he'd experienced with Nemesis.  He was sure that the same thing was happening but in this instance he was completely open, completely willing to give what Nemesis was taking by force.  And since Sauros had opened himself up, he was also 'receiving' as well as relinquishing.  There was a tingling through his head, his mind, and spreading through his arms, down his torso and into his legs and feet.  Instead of pain, there was warmth.  Instead of a stripping, there was a flow that comforted. 
 
    Why was the simple act of being completely 'open' making this experience the total opposite of what Nemesis did?  Sauros wondered how he had the presence to think these things deep down as so much knowledge was passing between them.  He started to feel as if he were floating and went with it, losing track of time, losing track of feeling, losing track of . . . himself.  But it was safe to do so, because in willingly giving all he was, he was also 'receiving.' 
 
      
 
    "There."  The voice sounded as if it were coming from a long ways off. 
 
    Sauros shook his head, allowing it to clear.  He was still kneeling in front of Kokos.  His knees were sore from the hard ground.  Kokos fell back, Manos catching her and helping her recline back on the soft couch which immediately conformed to her body. 
 
    Sauros tried to move and started to fall sideways.  He grabbed the edge of the couch to steady himself.  Manos helped him stand, and move over to the nearest couch for himself.  He wouldn't let Manos push him back to a reclining position. 
 
    "How long?" he asked. 
 
    "Nearly a full cycle," Manos answered.  He turned and looked at Kokos, making sure she was still reclining, still okay.  "There must have been much information conveyed.  While you were 'downloading,'" Manos chewed on the unfamiliar word, "I was able to see on the screen that my people have come back to themselves."  He said this loudly enough so Kokos could hear also.   
 
    "They have organized for the harvesting and storage of the fruits.  The people will not starve, but it will be a near thing.  Hopefully now that Nemesis is gone, things will get back to the normal growing cycles." 
 
    Sauros didn't answer.  Neither did Kokos.  Yet Sauros could see she was immensely relieved.  For now, he needed to regain his strength and then be out searching for Javin.  It had taken so long!  If he'd known how long it would have taken and how weak he'd be after, he never would have agreed.  He would have started right off seeking Javin. 
 
    Then he caught himself.  Kokos had been right.  The knowledge gained had been too valuable.  It was right they shared.  More than likely both would need the others' memories and knowledge to accomplish what they were separately intending to do.  And from what he realized upon returning, it had taken more than two full days for Kokos to get the information from the Archive anyway.  At least the transfer between Sauros and Kokos hadn't gone that long.  He'd wonder why later.  For now, he needed to gain strength, and then they could move forward. 
 
    Manos brought them both some drink, then he went back and brought some of the paste.  Sauros' mind was swirling, trying to assimilate what he'd been given.  All he could do was sit on a couch, eat, drink and close his eyes for fear all that information swirling around his mind would blur his vision. 
 
    He didn't know how long, but eventually his mind started to settle.  The swirling images slowed and seeped into the recesses of his mind.  There was also a slow smoldering burn in his breast right where his crystal lay.  The thought came to his mind.  The crystal was helping him to assimilate and organize all that he'd been given.  Then another thought occurred.   
 
    "Perhaps the crystals we have are tied to the Archive.  They were given to us to help us sort and store the information for when we'd need it." 
 
    Kokos looked over at Sauros.  She was sitting up now, and Manos was pacing, alternating between looking at the view screen, at what his people were doing, and coming back to check on Kokos and Sauros. 
 
    "I believe you are right," Kokos said, tilting her head as if listening to something she didn't hear with her ears.  "I feel it too," she said placing a hand against her breast.  "And thoughts along those lines are occurring to me as well." 
 
    Sauros brought a hand up to his temple and lightly touched it.  "And now that I'm thinking about it, I'm able to recall not only the memories of Chahzuu and where he was seeking the 3rd Article of Power, but also, now, I'm sensing information about it, probably coming from the Archive knowledge; what it does, and why it was constructed . . ."  He shook his head and clenched his eyes shut.  "It's coming too fast.  Too jumbled to make much sense of.  But I do understand how critical that it not fall into Nemesis' hands.  I think I now feel as you.  We need to go retrieve it, even before seeking Javin." 
 
    "Have you recovered enough?" Manos asked, walking to stand between them.  "I do not believe either of you is ready." 
 
    "I am ready," Sauros argued.  His apprehension over finding the 3rd Article of Power was growing.  The slight bit he'd comprehended from his jumbling thoughts and memories gave him grave concern.  He was only slightly mollified knowing Nemesis hadn't the information from the Archive he and Kokos had.  It's what had made the difference in their being able to find where the 3rd Article was hidden.  Nemesis didn't truly understand what he held in the other two Articles of Power either.  That was comforting but only slightly so.  Nemesis still held them.   
 
    Sauros tried to stand.  A wave of dizziness and fatigue swamped his body and mind.  He fell back to the couch, grasping his reeling head.  
 
    "I am ready," Kokos said, having watched Sauros try.  "One of us needs to leave right away." 
 
    "Then stand on your own and walk the length of this room without needing to be supported," Manos said. 
 
    Sauros opened his eyes.  At least the room had stopped spinning.  He watched as Kokos tried to stand, straining and pushing with her arms.  She got a ways up, and then collapsed back down.  Sauros understood why.  He'd not been connected to the Archive as long as she.  He'd only gotten the information second hand through their crystal-aided bond.  Kokos had taken the brunt of the 'download.'  If she were even half as exhausted as he felt, she wouldn't be moving any time soon.  But the need was so great!  And they needed to find if Javin were still alive! 
 
    "I'm sorry, but both of you are not yet ready.  I understand it is important.  I would even support you if I could, but if neither of you is able to walk on your own, it would be foolhardy to attempt such a thing." 
 
    Sauros grudgingly nodded and lay down on the couch closing his eyes not only to try and still his racing mind, but to allow his body the rest it needed.  He could not fight this one.  He'd never been so tired.  There was nothing left to give until he regained some measure of strength.   
 
    At least he hoped he would regain his strength.  This was new enough to him he didn't really know what to expect.  If he could not will himself to get up, then he must yield and allow his body to quickly get the rest it needed. 
 
    He looked up at Manos standing again between him and Kokos.   
 
    "I will try and sleep.  Kokos should do the same.  The quicker we can gain enough strength, the better." 
 
    "Can you not tell me where to find it? I have plenty of strength having done nothing but stand guard here." 
 
    "I would that you could," Kokos said.  "But you must have the 'Gift' to retrieve it.  We could tell you where it is, yet in order to retrieve the Article, you must have the 'Gift' or you would be destroyed." 
 
    "Aaahrr!" Manos slapped his breast.  "Can you not give it to me?  I too was trained.  I cannot bear to just stand and wait while you constantly put yourself in danger!" 
 
    "I'm afraid it's not that simple.  In order for me to yield the 'Gift' at this point, I would have to die." 
 
    Manos stood rigid as if slapped!  "I am sorry.  I did not know.  Forgive me!" he knelt at Kokos' side.  "I truly have never wanted the'Gift'until just now.  You must know it was only because I felt so helpless in aiding our cause.  Please tell me what I can do!" 
 
    Kokos patted his hand resting on her arm.  You already have done a great work in your sacrifice and in being here to guide us.  You have also stood guard, though not taxing you physically, it has enabled us to safely gather the information the Ancients intended for us." 
 
    "And don't forget," Sauros chimed in.  "You thought to keep watch on your people through the view screen.  If you hadn't, we were so wrapped up in the quest for answers; we would have ignored their plight.  You saved your people because you were 'standing guard.'" 
 
    Manos stood and started pacing again.  "It is just so hard for a warrior to stand guard." 
 
    Sauros chuckled.  "I know the feeling." 
 
    "I'm afraid, we need you to continue, though," Kokos said. "We must rest, and we need a guard . . ." 
 
    Manos chuckled and shook his head.  "I will continue watch over you both.  Rest and I will wake you after a reasonable time if you do not wake on your own." 
 
    That was enough for Sauros.  He'd been struggling to stay awake for the past few moments, he realized.  Without saying anything further he closed his eyes and allowed his exhausted mind and body to drift off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Sauros awoke with a start.  Had something awakened him?  His mind was alert and his body was starting to feel normal.  He listened.  It was dark in the chamber.  It hadn't been so when he went to sleep.  Was there a problem?  Where was Manos?   
 
    The room was silent.  He sat up.  He heard movement. 
 
    "Lights, dim." 
 
    The lights in the room slowly rose to a dim level.  Sauros looked around and saw Manos standing between him and Kokos.  He moved over closer to Sauros. 
 
    "You feel rested?" he asked quietly, glancing behind him at Kokos still reclining on her couch.   
 
    "Yes," Sauros answered.  And he did.  In fact he felt much rested.  There must be something in the nourishing paste that was a restorative, for that's all Sauros had eaten since arriving here. It wasn't much for taste unless you got the proper combination.  Still it must provide all the body needed.  
 
    Sauros caught himself.  His mind was wandering.  He swung his legs off the couch and sat, allowing his mind to clear.  The memories and knowledge were quiet now.  He cautiously 'thought' about the 3rd Article of Power.  He felt a swirling of images and thoughts, though they didn't overwhelm him.  They were there, waiting for him to think of something more specific, to narrow his search.  He felt a warm glow in his breast and knew the crystal was actively filtering the information along with his mind.   
 
    This hadn't happened before.  Sauros thought about it.  When he'd accessed the memories of Chahzuu or of Kokos for that matter, he hadn't felt the influence of his crystal.  Then it occurred to him.  There was so much more information that needed the additional help to sort through it all.  And he accessed it through his thoughts, much like he could access the lights in his room, the view screens, even using the portal.  It was all activated with his mind, his thoughts. 
 
    Again Sauros caught himself.  "I can't afford to lose myself in my thoughts," he said aloud, using the sound of his voice to keep him focused.  Clearly it would take some time to get used to this. 
 
    "What?" Manos asked. 
 
    Sauros ignored his question.  He wasn't sure he could explain anyway.  "How long?" he asked instead of answering. 
 
    "You have been sleeping for two cycles."  He was still talking lightly, reminding him that Kokos was still resting . . . 
 
    "I'm awake," Kokos spoke and Manos spun and moved to her couch and knelt beside her.  Sauros watched as Kokos now struggled to sit up, assisted by Manos. 
 
    "How do you feel?" Manos asked his sister. 
 
    "Much better," was her answer.  "I feel strangely refreshed." 
 
    So it hadn't been just him, Sauros thought, now standing, making sure his legs would support him.  They did, and felt strong, and his steadiness was returning.  He swung his arms and rolled his shoulders.  All good.  He was starting to feel ready.   
 
    He looked at Kokos, now standing; being careful to keep her balance, testing her body as Sauros was testing his.  He could 'feel' she was thinking the same thing.  They needed to get going in obtaining the 3rd Article of Power. 
 
    "Let me get you both some water and food while you walk around a bit," Manos said striding to the kitchen area without waiting for further comment. 
 
    Sauros turned to Kokos who was now swinging her arms and rolling her shoulders, having watched Sauros.  He smiled.  "I feel good enough as soon as I get the stiffness out of my body." 
 
    "I as well."  Kokos moved to stand by Sauros so they could speak more easily.  "Are you sure you will come with me for the 3rd Article rather than seeking Javin?" 
 
    "Yes."  Sauros nodded.  "It's most important.  Javin, if he's alive, will be able to take care of himself.  He's a formidable warrior in his own right, though . . ." 
 
    Kokos nodded.  "After seeing your memories, I understand your need to find and lend your strength to his protection." 
 
    They were silent a moment. 
 
    "How will we get to the place of 'Nothingness' that your Chahzuu saw – and which we both 'know' now is a real place?"  Kokos peered up at Sauros. 
 
    "Our thinking will make it so," he answered, remembering the picture in his mind of how Chahzuu 'traveled' to that place.  He'd done it by 'tuning' his body to the resonance of the place.  And now that they had the memories, Sauros was pretty confident they could do it too.  Well, fairly confident.  It entailed stilling his body and mind to the point of being able to control and direct his body's 'resonance' or 'vibration' to match that of the place he wanted to go.  
 
    In this case, the new knowledge the Archive provided him indicated the place of 'Nothingness' was a Way Point.  It was a place created by the Ancients to be outside of time, outside normal reality, and from there one could 'travel' virtually anywhere. 
 
    Sauros looked at Kokos.  She smiled at him as he realized she'd been watching him as these thoughts had run across his mind, as he'd delved into memories and accessed the Ancient database which had been downloaded into his mind from Kokos. 
 
    "I see you have grown accustomed to accessing your memories and knowledge quite easily." 
 
    "I did it without thinking . . . well, without 'straining' as I did before.  It just came naturally." 
 
    "It is part of the 'Gift'.  I could follow along with you as you thought because of the bond we share.  I got the same information."  Again Kokos smiled.  "And while you were doing it, I took a little detour and chanced to wonder if there was an easier way to access the place of 'Nothingness.'  Well, I guess we'd better call it by the correct name given in the Archive.  It's the "Way Point."  Anyway, there is an easier way." 
 
    Before she could speak further, Sauros interrupted as the same thought came to his mind.  "The Portals!" 
 
    "Exactly," Kokos said.  "We just have to 'think' of where we want to go and the portals will automatically take us there, adjusting our bodies' harmonics to the place of arrival.  Just as you and Javin have been 'adjusted' in coming here to my world." 
 
    Kokos shook her head.  "There is so much contained that just comes forth when I wonder about it.  I further wonder though if it may not end up being a curse as well as a blessing."  She brought a hand to her brow.  "I hope I'll be able to turn it off when I want." 
 
    Sauros chuckled, but could understand her worry.  
 
    "Here you go."  Manos had returned with a bowl and water for Kokos.  She sat and started drinking and eating. 
 
    "Sit, Sauros.  I'll bring yours over also."  He went back and returned with a bowl and drink for Sauros then sat beside Kokos. 
 
    "What is the plan?" Manos asked. 
 
    "We go through the portal and get the 3rd Article of Power," Kokos said.  "Sauros and I will retrieve it and come back." 
 
    "And I?" Manos asked.  "How may I help?" 
 
    Kokos said nothing, only smiled sheepishly at her brother. 
 
    "I must stand guard?" 
 
    "I'm sorry," Kokos said.  "But we need to protect this place.  From what Sauros has indicated, Nemesis is out there.  We can't afford for him to have access to the knowledge of the Archive." 
 
    Manos looked as if he'd explode with a nervous energy he was barely suppressing.  He stayed silent, containing himself. 
 
    "I'm sorry, my friend," Sauros said.  "I have to agree, though it will be harder than you think.  Nemesis has great power.  You must not face him directly.  In fact, it would be better if he didn't know you were even here.  However, he will be helpless when connected with the Archive.  If he comes, you must wait until he has fully engaged the Archive and his not able to notice you.  Then you must kill him before he can use any of his power on you."  Sauros fell silent a moment, remembering how easily he and Javin had been subdued.  "You will not have a chance if you leave him alive." 
 
    Sauros could tell Manos was still struggling at being left behind, though at this, he simply nodded acquiescence.  "I will do as you both command.  If it is as critical as you say."  Sauros was surprised he didn't seem to have a problem with the issue of killing someone.  That was odd, but there was no time to consider why now. 
 
    "It is critical," Kokos assured him, touching his hand.  Then she stood and Sauros stood with her. 
 
    "Ready?" Sauros asked.  Kokos nodded.   
 
    "I believe we will have to go back to the temple first," Sauros said.  "We had to do so when Javin and I went to find Nemesis.  Javin said something about needing a matrix to get to more than a set place the portals are 'programmed' for." 
 
    Kokos nodded again, following Sauros down the corridor to the waiting portal.  It was an easy matter to stand in front of the gateway, 'think' about going back to the temple, then stepping through the activated doorway to where they wanted to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Javin was standing in blackness, his mind still reeling.  He didn't know where he was . . . wait!  Yes, he did know!  This was where Chahzuu had learned to come to.  It was the place of 'nothingness.'  It was the place Chahzuu had come to seeking the 3rd Article of Power, and then had been captured by Nemesis. 
 
    He immediately looked around into the dark, half expecting Nemesis to show up and continue what he started.  He waited a while.  Nothing happened. 
 
    This must have been the place Nemesis escaped to from Sauros' world, Javin thought.  He probably would be here any moment.  How do I leave it? 
 
    And then another thought took him.  Chahzuu had come here seeking the 3rd Article of Power.  He'd been able to resist Nemesis' probing because at that time, Nemesis didn't have understanding of how to use the other Articles of Power to boost his abilities and break through Chahzuu's resistance.  So the 3rd Article of Power was still here!  And Javin had the opportunity to find it before Nemesis could.   
 
    It was then he realized that Nemesis now had Chahzuu's knowledge.  He'd received it from Sauros!  There was no time to lose! 
 
    Javin focused his mind, calling up Chahzuu's memories surrounding the 3rd Article.  "What were you thinking?" he said aloud, helping to focus in on the specific memories.   
 
    The 3rd Article of Power was the power of 'Knowing,' the power of Faith.  Javin thought that odd.  How could that be a power, and how would it manifest? And then the memories fell into place and Javin understood.   
 
    To find it, you had to 'know' you were going to be taken to it, and have utmost confidence you would succeed.  That sounded a bit silly, but the warmth in Javin's breast -- certainly coming from his crystal-- confirmed he was on the right track.   
 
    The crystals must react to the Articles.  Javin had already experienced that slightly in facing Nemesis.  Now as he felt it, he 'knew' it was so.  They were connected somehow.  His crystal would help him locate and possibly use the 3rd Article of Power. 
 
    Sitting silently, Javin fought back his skeptical side, and focused on 'knowing' he would be brought to where the 3rd Article of Power was.  He forced his mind to not consider how silly this must be.  He had to succeed or Nemesis would use this same knowledge and get the Article before him -- if he hadn't already.  After all Nemesis wouldn't have been far behind him.  He could have guessed where Javin had gone. 
 
    "Ahrr!" Javin again focused him mind on 'knowing' and a great desire welled up in him to be where the Article was, and 'knowing' he would -- no -- that he 'was' there now!  That's what Chahzuu had been doing.   
 
    He could feel a change in his body, the crystal burning from within and he felt a wave of some sort pass over him and 'knew' he was in a different place. 
 
    Javin opened his eyes and found himself standing in front of a pedestal.  It was lit by an unseen source overhead, giving a circle of light close around the pedestal and illuminating what sat upon it . . . The 3rd Article of Power! 
 
    Javin reached for it.  It felt . . . strange in his hands.  It was tingly, prickly, at the same time . . . mildly pleasant.  It was shaped strangely, small, grey with wriggly wide tubular veins.  The shape was strangely familiar, and then it came to Javin.  It was in the shape of a human brain! Though small enough to easily fit in the palm of his hand. 
 
    Then Javin 'felt' something else.  Someone was coming and he knew who it would be. 
 
    Almost without thought, Javin raised his personal shield and began to draw in power.  He held out one hand and it started to glow.  He could feel the crystal in his breast heating to a fever pitch.  Almost absently he noticed that the hand holding the 3rd Article of Power was also glowing, but with a bluish light, and he could 'feel' that he'd instinctively 'reached' out to the Article in much the same way he'd observed Nemesis doing just a few moments ago, before the pain had started. He also noted his 'drawing' from the power of the 3rd Article was subtly different than the way Nemesis had drawn from either of the other two Articles.   
 
    The power was filling him to a point he couldn't comprehend.  It literally scared him, it was so immense.  This couldn't fall into Nemesis' hands! 
 
    Just then, he 'felt' Nemesis appear on the far side of the altar.  Javin raised his glowing hand, prepared to do anything.  Now that he was drawing on the power of the 3rd Article of Power, he doubted Nemesis would be able to slip through his shield as easily as he'd done before.  Nor would he allow himself to be surrounded by shielding. 
 
    Nemesis looked at Javin, his eyes wide in surprise, noting Javin's raised and glowing hand.  Slowly Nemesis raised both his hands.  They weren't glowing.  Javin thought he noted an air of exhaustion in Nemesis' posture.   
 
    There was silence between them.  Javin was wondering what to do.  It was a standoff.  If he tried to destroy Nemesis, would he also destroy the Articles of Power?  He didn't want to do that, did he?  Did he even have them with him?  Javin glanced down at the pouch on Nemesis' hip.  There was still so much he didn't know.  Sauros had that information from Nemesis now, though.  So Javin merely had to survive this encounter and then he'd be able to 'share.' 
 
    "There's no need for us to be enemies," Nemesis said, carefully.  Javin 'knew' Nemesis could 'feel' the power Javin was wielding.  "We can work together.  With the Articles of Power, we can usurp the Guardians and be our own people, you and I.  I believe you are as much a slave to your Guardians as I am to mine.  At least I know who I am and where I came from.  I can help you find that." 
 
    Javin realized from those words, Nemesis was starting to assimilate what knowledge and memories he'd gained from Sauros.  That and the fact Nemesis was here for the 3rd Article of Power. 
 
    "Strange words from someone who's tried to kill me three times.  Why so different now?" 
 
    "Let's say recent knowledge has come into my possession that makes me realize it's better for us to combine than to fight.  You should know by now that your real enemy isn't me.  It's the Guardians.  You and I are caught in the middle of something you have no idea of.  Together -- with the Articles of Power -- we can change that, you and I." 
 
    "Forgive me for not trusting you," Javin said.  He was still holding onto the power, his hand still raised and glowing.  "I think I'll trust you more once you hand over the other two Articles of Power.  Call it a measure of good faith." 
 
    Nemesis stared at him.  "So I'm to trust you?" 
 
    "I could have killed you the moment you appeared.  I didn't . . . contrary to what you've tried to do to me on multiple occasions." 
 
    Nemesis smiled.  "You have a point.  But now, because of your . . . hindrance . . . on these worlds, I have no choice but to sever my ties with my Masters.  They will be very upset I have failed.  Because of you I have nowhere else to go.  Isn't that enough?" 
 
    Javin could sense the truth in those words.  He also could sense the wariness. 
 
    "Not for me," Javin said.  "I trust, but only when trust is earned.  You can start earning some of that trust . . ." 
 
    Something in Nemesis' eyes gave Javin his first warning.   
 
    Nemesis was up to something but it wasn't cooperation.  Then Nemesis was gone!  Disappeared.   
 
    Javin looked around, half expecting Nemesis to materialize behind and take him by surprise.  He 'felt' out with his enhanced senses, still holding to the power of the 3rd Article.  It filled him and completed him in a way he didn't think possible.  He 'knew' he was invincible and would have all the power he needed to defeat Nemesis, even though Nemesis still was holding the other two Articles of Power.   
 
    Nemesis must have sensed that power.  There was nothing of Nemesis Javin could detect, and he'd 'sensed' Nemesis before he'd appeared here.  He didn't know how, but he had.  Now there was no sign of his 'presence' anywhere. 
 
    He realized then Nemesis had truly gone . . . and taken the other two Articles of Power with him.  Nemesis must have been exhausted.  It came from using the power so strongly, using the bolts of energy to try and destroy him.  That's why he'd left – "to fight again another day."   Javin realized that phrase came from something he knew before, from his blocked memories.  It was a famous phrase of some sort.  He gritted his teeth in frustration.  Then a wave of exhaustion hit him and he staggered.   
 
    Slowly, he allowed the power of the 3rd Article to diminish until it was simply a slight tingling in his hand again.  He was so tired.  Now he to get back to his friends.  Sauros must need him, and he needed to get back to the Archive and see how Kokos had fared.  He also needed to be somewhere safe when he finally did collapse, and the 3rd Article of Power would be protected.   
 
    At least now Sauros and Kokos would have gained more knowledge to help them know what to do.  Sauros had Nemesis' memories and knowledge, and hopefully Kokos had information from the Archive. 
 
    Javin held up the 3rd Article of Power.  "How do I get back to my friends?" he asked aloud, while gazing at the Article of Power.  If there was a portal here, a gateway, he could use it to get back.  However, he hadn't used a gateway to get here.  He'd used his mind and the power of the crystal.  So maybe he had to get back the same way.  Did he have the strength?  He had to. 
 
    Javin sat and began the think.  Where should he go?  Should he go back to the Archive?  Should he go back to the temple where he'd last seen Sauros?  What if Nemesis had gone there and set a trap of his own?  Come to think of it, now that Nemesis had Sauros' knowledge, he could also be at the Archive, trying to wrest control of it for himself.  With the power he wielded, Kokos and Manos would have no way to resist him. 
 
    But if he'd seen what he'd thought he'd seen behind Nemesis eyes just before he disappeared, he'd felt like Nemesis had gone somewhere far away to lick his wounds.  And he was also now fleeing from his Masters, if Nemesis could be believed in anything he'd said.  That had had the ring of truth to it, though.  Nemesis was now out there alone, with no backing other than the two Articles of Power.  That made him all the more dangerous – like a wounded, cornered animal.   
 
    Again with the familiar phrase! Javin thought.  He understood it, knew it came from within, and it fit.  But it frustrated him that his memory was still blocked.  Perhaps the 3rd Article of Power, the Power of 'Knowing' could finally be used to unblock his memories.  It was worth a try. 
 
    Javin realized he was thinking himself in circles.  His first need was to get back to Sauros and Kokos, see what they'd learned, and get some rest.  Then they could decide their next steps. 
 
    "Instead of a place, I should seek for a person," Javin spoke aloud.  "We found Nemesis that way by thinking about 'him' rather than a place.  Maybe that will work now?"   
 
    So that's what Javin did . . .  He focused his mind on Sauros, his friendship, his 'essence,' reaching out to him, 'Knowing' he would be brought there. 
 
    Javin felt something within his breast begin to warm and knew it was the crystal activating, assisting him.  He hoped he had enough strength for this, or who knew where he'd end up?  Then he felt the tingling in his hand grow, which held the Article of Power, and drew upon that energy, even though he knew it would drain his strength even more.  Could it drain his essence completely if he used it too much?  Javin felt his body start to collapse with exhaustion, but also felt it shift . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Nemesis was beaten.  He knew it.  But only for now.  Exhaustion from the energy drain and now from the strain of his predicament threatened to overwhelm him.  Still, he'd made it to the only place he could think of that would be a true refuge.  But for how long?   
 
    He was back on Earth where he and Javin had been born.  But it was a different time, far in the past, where he hoped no one would think to look for him.  And finding him would prove more difficult because of his shielding.  Those seeking him would have to virtually stumble over him in order to find.  Did his Masters even realize he could travel in time?  They were so removed from this physical world he wondered if it was just a perception they didn't think of . . . or if it was just a matter of course for them so they took it for granted.  Either way, moving in time as well as to a far flung place would make it harder for him to be found.  They'd surely be scouring the galaxy for him soon.   
 
    The pyramid, his new home, was the largest on earth, located in the deep jungles of what would come to be called South America.  It didn't have that name yet.  Mankind was just starting to evolve.   
 
    Making sure, yet again, his personal shielding was in place, he couldn't afford for anyone to find him.  Not Javin and especially not his Masters.  His tie with them was now severed.  He was on his own. 
 
    Nemesis needed time to think, to regain his strength.  Then he would figure a way to obtain the 3rd Article of Power and do what he was destined to do . . . Rule!  
 
     Javin wasn't going to be the chosen one.  He was! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sauros and Kokos stepped out of the portal into the large chamber of the Temple.  It was empty as they'd expected.  Sauros was relieved they didn't have any surprises.  With Nemesis on the loose, one never knew.  He was worried about leaving the Archive with only Manos to protect it, but it was the best they could do.  They now had to find the 3rd Article of Power . . . if they could . . . And then find Javin, if he was still alive.   
 
    He continued to reach out with his 'senses' and could feel Kokos doing the same.  Neither of them had 'felt' anything.  Without speaking they turned back to face the gateway they'd just come through.  It was inert, waiting for their next request.  Sauros started to bring into his mind a strong desire to find the Way Point, to be taken to wherever that place of Nothingness was.  Then, before anything happened, a familiar voice broke the silence . . . 
 
      
 
    "Am I glad to see you two!"  Javin had opened his eyes and found himself lying on the floor of the Pyramid's main chamber, staring in the direction of the portal.  He'd been relieved to find both Sauros and Kokos there, apparently ready to travel someplace through the portal.  He was glad he'd caught up to them first.  With the way he felt, he wasn't sure he'd be able to do anything but lay there until he'd regained his strength. 
 
    Javin chuckled even though it physically hurt when he saw Sauros' eyes grow wide, a large canine grin splitting his face, and he rushed over to kneel beside Javin, helping him sit up, then glancing down to see what Javin held in his hand.   
 
    "Is that . . ?" 
 
    "It is," Javin assured.  I was able to get to the place where it was hidden.  Chahzuu's memories saved me.  It must have been by instinct I got there and realized where I was, so I figured while I was there . . ." 
 
    "Are you injured?" Kokos asked, having come over with Kokos.  She too was kneeling at his side.  She 'sensed' out with her feelings to gently probe.  Javin could 'feel' it.  Trust a woman to worry first about how someone was feeling, and a man to notice the newest 'gadget.'  Again, Javin chuckled then started into a coughing fit.  He was so tired! 
 
    "Let's get you to where you can lie down more comfortably," Kokos said.   
 
    "We can go to the living chambers in this temple," Sauros said.  He knew from the Archive information he now had, that each temple had living chambers.  And having passed through into that section when being captured by Nemesis, he knew how to activate the mechanism to let them enter. 
 
    "Can he walk?"  Kokos sounded doubtful.  Javin knew he didn't have the strength. 
 
    Sauros didn't answer.  Instead he picked Javin up, cradled him in his arms, allowing Javin to keep hold of the 3rd Article of Power, and carried him up the two levels of the chamber room to the far side wall.  Kokos followed.  Apparently Sauros had regained his full strength, Javin realized. 
 
    Sauros taught Kokos how to activate the latch and swing the opening wide so they could pass through into the living sections.  Soon Javin was settled onto a bed of the living chamber and Kokos had brought him some water to drink.  It was only then Javin relinquished his hold on the 3rd Article of Power to Sauros. 
 
    "Use it to create a shielding . . ."   
 
    Sauros nodded.  Javin knew he could 'feel' what needed to be done and how to do it.  Probably even more so than Javin did, now that Sauros had Nemesis' knowledge.   
 
    Then Javin could no longer help himself.  He drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Javin slowly came awake to his surroundings.  It took him a bit to struggle up from unconsciousness.  When he finally could open his eyes, it took him a moment to recognize Sauros then Kokos.  Everything else came back to him. 
 
    They were patient, not talking with him, allowing him time to realize where he was.  He even 'felt' Kokos and Sauros 'sharing' some of their strength with him, enabling him to struggle back to full wakefulness.  It was the deepest he'd even been, even while in the Archive room.  And he'd been very deep then. 
 
    Finally he struggled to sit up with Sauros' assistance.  Kokos had brought over more water and helped him drink.  It felt good to have the cool liquid flow down his parched throat. 
 
    "How long?" Javin could barely speak. 
 
    "Four Cycles, a little more," Kokos said.  "There were times we thought we'd lose you," she continued, relief evident in her features.  "You were barely breathing." 
 
    Javin 'sensed' they'd both lent him strength on occasion to keep him from slipping over the abyss.  He looked up at Sauros who was holding him in his sitting position.  Relief was showing there also.  Javin smiled.  Sauros carefully let him go and Javin could sit up on his own now. 
 
    "Thanks," was all Javin could think to say, though in his 'feeling' he sent out his overwhelming gratitude, letting them know he understood what they had truly done for him. 
 
    "We have succeeded!" Kokos said.  "We have at least one Article of Power and we have the knowledge of the Archive.  Nemesis has been driven from my world, and my people are back to themselves.  They have harvested, and though it will be difficult, they will manage with what has been stored.  All is well.  Now you must eat."  She held out a bowl of the paste he'd gotten used to eating in the Archive.  He noticed the color and realized it was one of the more tasty blends.  Again, trust Kokos to know what he needed.   
 
    Javin gratefully accepted the bowl and began to eat.  He could feel his strength returning rapidly and was surprised.  He was feeling quite well.  Better than what he should, actually.  Then realized it must have something to do with the crystal in his breast and particularly the Article of Power.  It must drain his energy in use, but restore during repose.  It took and it gave.  Javin could see that the 3rd Article of Power sat on the stand by his bedside.  A quick concern came into his mind. 
 
    "We are shielded," Sauros said, answering his unspoken worry. 
 
    Javin nodded with relief and continued to eat. 
 
    After one more bowl of the paste and another cup of water, Javin could stand, and with his standing, his stability and strength was fully restored. 
 
    "I feel like a new man!" Javin said, stretching his arms high and then extending his legs to their full length, one at a time. 
 
    Kokos giggled and Sauros smiled, though not revealing his canines for which Javin was grateful. 
 
    "Manos is standing guard at the Archive," Kokos said.  "While you were resting, I slipped back there and let him know we'd found you.  He'd also been monitoring our world and says the crops appear to be regenerating and all should return to normal soon.  It was a close thing, but it appears we are all well for now." 
 
    There was silence for a moment, and then Sauros asked, "You are recovered fully?" 
 
    Javin nodded.  "Surprisingly, yes.  I think the Article of Power -- and you two lending strength during some critical times -- pretty well regenerated me." 
 
    Again there was silence. 
 
    "Nemesis is still out there with the other two Articles of Power," Sauros said. 
 
    "And more dangerous than ever," Javin agreed.  "I ran into him while I was getting the 3rd Article.  He was going for it too.  Luckily I got there first and had the drop on him." 
 
    "Drop?  Why did you drop on him?" Kokos asked.  Even Sauros was looking puzzled, then nodded wryly. 
 
    "I see you truly are back to normal, speaking in strange tongues," Sauros said. 
 
    "Tell us what happened," Kokos said, sitting down on the bed.  "And try to speak so we can understand." 
 
    Javin laughed and told them all that had happened from the time he was taken by Nemesis into the chamber to be interrogated until the time he'd appeared back in the portal chamber of the Temple.  Kokos and Sauros remained silent, listening with all their 'senses.' 
 
    When Javin fell silent, he let things settle for a moment then said.  "We need to all 'share' again, so we each know all, and that knowledge is preserved.  Then we need to decide our next move . . ." 
 
    Kokos and Sauros looked at each other, like they were reluctant.  Finally Sauros agreed.   
 
    "Yes, that is wise." 
 
    Javin could tell the time had finally come when the thing Sauros had been hiding would finally come to light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Javin noted Sauros staring at him, a pensive look crossing his face.  “I should be the one to share,” Sauros said, gesturing for Javin to be seated back on the bed.  “Kokos and I have already shared.  She has what I have, and I received what she has.  I also have what Nemesis had – as does Kokos.” 
 
    Sauros sat on the bed and turned to Javin.  “And there is something I ‘received’ when I first got my crystal – the ‘Gift’ -- as Kokos calls it.  I have not shared with you, Javin, because it concerned you.” 
 
    Javin nodded.  He’d surmised as much but hadn’t wanted to pry.  He knew Sauros and knew there must be a reason he’d not said anything.  And when Sauros had not volunteered to share when they first had, Javin’s suspicion was essentially confirmed.  “If there is another way . . .” Javin started, “I trust you, my friend.  I’ve known there was something, but since you thought it best I not know, then I’m content to leave it that way if at all possible.” 
 
    “No,” Sauros said.  “It is time you knew before we go any further.”  He put a hand on Javin’s shoulder in such a gentle way Javin was starting to get a little nervous.  “I would have told you sooner, but I had to reconcile it myself before . . .  And then I didn’t know how to say it.  Time passed and things moved along with our adventures to the point there was no right time or occasion . . .  Now, it is time.  It is the ‘right’ time.  We must share, and I must be the one to share it with you. 
 
    “Know, my friend, this was given to me.  It is not something I was seeking.  Surely you must know that you are my truest friend.  I am pledged to be at your side, and you know what I’m tasked to do is something I don’t understand, yet I know – and you will know it too – cannot be avoided if we are to accomplish what is before us.   
 
    “Another reason I didn’t tell you earlier is because I was trying to find a way to avoid it.  It concerns my fate and how it intersects with yours.  We are together in this, but I was trying to find a way to change it.   
 
    “Now with the knowledge from the Archive, I see that it has to be.  I wish it were otherwise.  You will see too.  You have a right to know . . . and you have a right to choose.  And I will stand by whatever you choose.  I will not try to dissuade you from turning away from what you see.  Especially since you do not have your memories and have not really been able to truly ‘choose’ for yourself to be involved in all of this.” 
 
    Javin was silent as what Sauros said sunk in.  It must be really bad.  Then he thought about where he was, and what he’d already learned.  There was some really bad stuff going to happen.  He supposedly had a chance to make it better, to actually make a difference for these people, these friends on both worlds he’d come to love.   
 
    Still, he had to have knowledge no matter what.  To turn away from that just because it may bring some unpleasant news . . .  He couldn’t do that.  There was no way he could live in ignorance.   
 
    Sauros mentioned that he could choose.  Well of course he would choose!  No one could take away his freedom of choice!  But in order to choose wisely, he had to know; had to have knowledge!   
 
    He also wasn’t done with trying to unblock his memories.  With the 3rd Article of Power, Javin was going to try again.  So no matter how you looked at it, Javin ‘needed’ the knowledge and memories Sauros carried.  No matter what they contained.  There was no other alternative. 
 
    “I have to do this,” Javin said.  “I’m glad you told me no matter what I see.  You are my friend.  Nothing will change that.” 
 
    “Do not promise until the ‘sharing’ is complete.” 
 
    Javin stared at Sauros.  There was a look of sadness in his eyes he’d only seen when his beloved had died and faded away into nothingness.  That still bothered him, by the way.  The same thing had happened to Chahzuu and no one could explain why they’d simply disappeared after they’d been killed.  The people and even Sauros had seemed to take it as an omen that the Guardians were carrying their bodies up to be enshrined with honor.  Javin hadn’t bought it then, but there was nothing he could do about it then, nor now.  Maybe Sauros had ‘seen’ something which had explained it to him.   
 
    Javin realized that his thinking along these lines was just delaying what had to be done. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Javin said. 
 
    Sauros reached up with one hand and rested it upon Javin’s right temple.  “I’m only going to share,” he said.  “I’m not going to try and delve into your hidden memories.  I remember what happened the last time Kokos tried that.  What you learn will be enough for now.” 
 
    Javin closed his eyes and ‘felt’ the melding initiated by Sauros.  He focused on opening completely, not holding anything back, and ‘felt’ the transfer begin. 
 
      
 
    Javin felt like he was floating.  Fleeting images flew through his consciousness so fast he couldn’t make any sense of them.  It was a blur, roaring through the connection he and Sauros shared.  Time didn’t have any meaning.  He wasn’t aware of his physical body, and wasn’t concerned.  All that mattered was remaining open, continuing to ‘receive’ what he had to have. 
 
    It was harder than he’d thought, because that nagging trepidation of what he was going to find out gave that little bit of distraction he had to constantly push down, allowing the transfer to continue unabated, unfettered. 
 
    It continued . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Finally Javin came back as if rising up from a great depth.  His mind was tingling, his body stiff and sore.  His eyes flickered open, then squinted against the light until they adjusted.  He was still sitting on the bed, Sauros beside him doing much the same thing as he was,  allowing his body to adjust to the movement after being stark still for who knew how long. 
 
    Javin slowly reached up and rubbed his neck while swiveling his head back and forth gingerly, trying to work out the stiffness.  While doing so, he instinctively sought out the memory Sauros had warned him of.  He didn’t want to . . .  but had to.  During the transfer the images, memories and knowledge had moved so fast it couldn’t be individually identified.  Now the transfer was over . . . 
 
    There was a quick, unfiltered flash of images, and a fleeting memory to go with it.  It was so new it was hard to put into any context.  That would undoubtedly come later but for now, what Javin saw shocked him.  He tensed, opened his blinking eyes and stared directly at Sauros, who was staring back equally direct, expectant. 
 
    Javin started to speak and only croaked as his voice wouldn’t work.  He worked moisture back through his mouth and throat and tried again, still staring at Sauros. 
 
    “I have to die! And ‘you’ have to kill me!” 
 
      
 
    The End of this Part 
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    Dear Reader: 
 
      
 
    Thanks for spending time with this book.  If you liked it, please review it for others.  Let them know what you thought.  It helps a great deal and is much appreciated. 
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