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"I was Born, I think"

I don't know where I am going exactly. Or what I am meant for. Only moment to moment exists for me. There is no plan or outline, no preparation. There is for me just what happens next.

Let me see. Yes. I was born, I think. In a medium-sized industrial city, black and sooty. Of two hospitals, I arrived at the nearest one. My first memory of that first minute was the tears of the two moons reflecting in my eyes. I've never liked mirrors since. Yes, I was born. I am sure of it now.

The days are terribly hot but when the first moon descends below the horizon the cooling breezes begin to tranquilly blow inland from a vast sea. The wisps of cool air feel so good on my skin; they are enticing and quite pleasurable as they cool my six limbs. 

I seem to remember that when I reach two journeys of the sun my body will then be old enough to metabolize the heat that our sun gives us. OH . . .it seems that I can remember the memories of my parent and her parent . . .I am so confused . . .I must try to sleep now . . .let my body repair itself and grow as I sleep.

There is no try. As soon as I think of sleep it comes, warm and cool, light and dark, soothing and thrilling, dreams to grow on. I float in a quicksliver lake. There is no shore. No buildings, no city, no sounds of machines, no smell of others like me. Only the silver lake, and me, and the light from the moons reflecting off the ripples. But the quicksliver fluid does not reflect me, because I am whole. 

The silver fluid slides off my skin. I stretch and roll, reveling in the strength of my body, the length of my limbs. It feels so good to swim, to dive, to move. 

I move through the quicksilver effortlessly. I am strong. This is the between time, between what I was and what I will be. There is no past, no pain, no sorrow, only the healing fluid, the growing strength as I move, the excitement at what is to come. I know not what that is, but I know it is right and real and full of promise. I roll on my back and stretch my mid-limbs far above me, toward the moons. I can almost reach them. I am almost ready.

Then suddenly I remember the two moons that are like languid pools. I scanned the star-dotted sky. Vaguely, then incredulously I recognize star systems. My mind engulfs the entire sky. I can imagine all sorts of planets and peoples.

I am different. All that I see and feel is different. The differences are what make us all the same though. How do I know that? I have only existed for a short period. The two moons have moved hardly at all. I take in the silvery fluid and life is in the moment.

I must change. I have a journey somehow. I must go somewhere, but how? And where? I expel a bluish fluid, and the pleasure is real. I cannot stay though. 

“Zerkai come look at Zybai,” said the female, ”doesn’t it look as if the two moons have spun a spell upon Zybai?”

The female called me Zybai! With heavy-lidded eyes he quickly surveyed his immediate area for possible danger all the while trying to maintain his air of deep sleep.

“Those two surely must have spawned me”, thought Zybai. “I have been named Zybai”, he thought . . .all the while watching these two creatures with their splendid, sleek forms. “I will resemble them some day”, Zybai continued with his deep thoughts.

Zybai marveled at the form of the taller being. This one had a mane of hair flowing down its backside and covering the spinal area, which he somehow knew that in his species, one could read like a book, and it was a book showing that creatures parentage. And his skin was like the rough orange skin of the Takin fruit . . .yet it seemed not as dark.

The smaller creature had a shorter mane of hair but hers was a bright orange while the taller creatures mane was a more burnished brown color. And the shorter creature seemed more soft, her skin a much, much lighter shade of that same orange. “But what is she called”, thought Zybai?

Zybai sensed within himself that these two “were” his parents, and with this knowledge his eyes fully closed as he once more drifted off into a deep, replenishing sleep.

“Zybai will carry our family well”, said Zerkai to his mate. “His form develops fast and I can sense that he can hear me speaking these words”, “That is good”, “Zybai’ s first two moons will have past in two Arns and he will fully awaken and begin his long journey”...

Those were the last words Zybai remembered as he slowly drifted away . . . I was born he once again remembered.

I was born...the words echo in my mind. The moons no longer draw me. There is something else, something I need to see, something I need to know, something I need to remember. There were others here, they called me a name. Zybai. Zybai is what I am, who I am...or is Zybai what I was? If it is what I am, will it be what I will be? 

There are buildings, suddenly, sooty and black, growing all around me, surrounding, suffocating...but no, that was the before time. That is not now. The buildings fade and the quicksilver embraces me again. 

There were others, on a shore. I saw...are they now? I roll onto my stomach. My mid-limbs touch cool-warm smoothness. I am in the shallows, the shore just a few glebs away. The verdif--so blue! Each tiny leaf and blade so very blue, stretching away from the shore and away, so far. So very blue, but not as very blue as the blue of my eyes. This is something I know, without seeing. I don't need a mirror to see the blue very blue of my eyes. I never liked mirrors, I remember. 

But that was in the Then, and this is the Now. In this Now there is no need for not like, no need for things like mirrors and buildings and soot, no black but the sky, no light but the moons and stars, no silver but the lake, no blue but the verdif and my eyes. 

But there is need for orange, and orange is there, on the shore, the two, like shadows, like statues, smiling. So beautiful! This is what I will be, these creatures that spawned me. In the Then that is coming, oh! so soon, this is what I will be, the Zybai of the Then. But this is still the Now, and my limbs are so pale, so pale. 

I stretch my pale limbs, reveling in the growing strength. The two fade, the shore and shallows are gone, and I stretch my pale pale limbs and swim, through the healing fluid, through the growing dream, through the Now, toward the time that will be Then. I swim, and drift, and dream...

A great feast has been prepared! It is Zybai’s day for no others in our village in the heights nor others in the villages of the land or sea have firstborn from Zybai’s “Day of Self-Awareness”. The Day of Self-Awareness being the day that Zybai took his first steps on the shore of the Silver Sea. Zybai now has 5 Arns, his first three Arns being spent in the Silver Sea. Now he must prove his worth to his family unit and to the other Anaraians present at the celebration.

It seems that Zykai’s father Zerkai is a leader of sorts. He arbitrates squabbles (when there are any) between the dwellers of the seaside, the flatland, and the heights. “There is really nothing wrong today, or so it seems,” thinks Zybai. 

The female Anaraians stand tall and proud as they watch their offspring swiftly darting in and out between the much taller adult males who seem to just be standing. “Standing as if they are the trees of the heights,” thinks Zybai. “Why do not the elders move”, he thinks. 

Suddenly a loud ringing appears, its source being the highest tree of the heights. Yes, I can see the ringing, it’s waves slowly moving outward and touching everything in its path. The source of the ringing is some large winged, white animal that is ringing that the time has come for all to make haste and appear before the council and to participate in the festivities.

Oh there is so much to see and so much to learn about these beings that call themselves Anaraians. But I myself was born an Anaraian so I too must choose to act like these beings, or will I choose another way of life? 

And the moons move higher in the stellar sky. I am Zybai, but there is more to come. That is what I am sure of. The journeying must come. I have no wings, but I must fly. I have no age, but I must be old. 

The council starts at the apex of the first moon. A blood red chill sweeps the gathering. The winged creature points at me. The life I am is the path to be. Yet I have just come from the womb of the sea. There is so much expected of me. I still don't know how I know all this, but I am not confused.

A star burst closes my third lid. I know then where I must live. I know then I must journey. I have known forever that I must journey. I must streak the path of the stars in search of others. I must find those like me. Yet I still don't know who I am. I am just me, but how can that be? 

Chapter 1

My name is Zybai and I am the second born and only male offspring of Zerkai and Ziha and I have 12 arns. My older female sibling, Zeena has 16 arns and will be ready for Twilight Training in another 3 years. Her 20th arn will begin by a week of ceremonies and feasting once again (I am getting so tired of these pompous ceremonies! We Anaraians seem to celebrate life itself!) spent in five months of deep sleep (or hibernation as many off-worlders call it) where she will shed her outer layer of skin and emerge with a beautiful translucent layer of skin covering the pale orange of the lower layer of skin. As my earth friend often says, “It just looks “so damned fine.” 

Hmm . . .I wonder why he uses such language? The words are complete opposites and contradict each other, lol, Zybai pondered. English is a very funny language at times he gurgles to himself. 

“Life is strange”, Zybai murmurs aloud to know one in particular. As he gazes down from his perch in the heights downwards to the flatlands, “those dark and sooty flatlands,” he thinks, his mind wanders as he tries to remember the strange circumstances of his live birth.

I was born down in those sooty flatlands, in a building called a hospital. How strange it seems, to need a building among the soot and smoke in which to be born! To be in such need of protection from the brightness when first spawned. 

But so long ago that was, and so many changes have I been through since then. That was only my first birth, a mere forethought to what I was to become, necessary only in that it began what is now me. I can't even imagine not needing the brightness of the moons and the stars beyond. I can remember, but imagine? No, not any longer. In time I, like the elders, will not remember that first birth, or the need for soot and shelter, unless the time comes when I spawn another like myself. 

I gaze up from my high perch. The tree branches caress me in the light wind, the air is sweet with the smell of growing things. Looking up, past the moons' bright light, I can just see the pale stars. They are pale only because of the moons' light. I know how bright the stars are once I fly past the moons' influence. My third eyelids close briefly as I think of the exuberant brightness of the stars. 

Ah, the stars! Treasures in the blackest of blacks, with their worlds like strings of jewels circling them. Worlds so like this one, and so different. Like Earth, so many things there like things here, and yet so different. Earth, so blue as I fly near, I thought at first the blue was the land, and the white the seas. But it is Earth's seas that make it look blue, and the white mere water-vapor. The land is green, where the people let it be. Green...the word sounds so strange, as Earth words do. There is no equivelent in Anaraian, for there is no need for such a word. And need...need is all that matters here. The need for shelter when spawned, the need for quicksilver seas, the need to grow and change, and change ever more. 

I am Zybai with only 12 arns behind me. Younger than Zeena, yet older, for I have grown beyond what she is and ever will be. And I have changes yet to come. 

The sound of the ceremonies beginning distracts me from my thoughts and I look down, not on the sooty flatlands but on the blue of the feasting grounds. More time than I realized has passed as I have perched here on high with my thoughts alone for company. Too long, but I am loathe to leave. 

I watch my people moving across the blue and sigh. Zeena has need of these pompous ceremonies, as do so many of the others, but not I. I need only the stars. I long to return to them. For this time, though, in this Now, here I must remain, for, oh hopefully, just a little while longer! Until then, the Then I long for, I am needed below. I sigh again and float from my high perch.

Useless ceremonies, tired and old, fill me with dread. That is a new emotion. I am surprised by this emotion. Suddenly, the words of ceremony make sense. I must find a star that has no light. I must journey there to find what, I don't know. I don't even know the way.

The ceremonies, though, start with the songs again. And the songs are the map. I listen intently for the first time in my young life. The songs tell the way, the how, but not the why. The ceremonies are over. I must sleep; I must dream.

end of first magazine edition...

As I nestled into the soft moss I felt my body giving way to its comfort. I burrowed in as deep as my weary limbs would allow, and practiced closing each of my three eyelids one by one. I had been doing this ever since I was a hatchling, first closing one, then the next, and the next and then opening them. This is I did tonight routinely in hopes that I could find a rhythm that may help me find “the” correct pathway.

A rhythm. “Why did I think that,” I groggily murmured aloud to myself? I sat up with a start, cautiously surveying my surroundings once again. It seems that I had been doing that the past three moonlights for some reason.

I settled into my comforting bed once again and lay staring up at the sky full of bright pinpoints of light. “Somewhere out there,” I thought, “is a dark star, one with no light”. What does that mean? I must travel to the high observatory next quarter arn and seriously try to find out if this is true, a dark star. Could it be possible?

A tune runs idly through my mind as I begin to drift into comforting sleep. The rhythm of the tune seems to match the rhythm of the opening and closing of my three eyelids. I begin to hear words in my mind, getting louder as if they are important somehow. "Dark star, I see you in the morning." I wake slightly realizing that this is a song I have heard my earth friend sing, and not about a star at all. I smile inwardly, amused as aways at the way earth people use language. 

Yet the words stick in my mind, playing over and over. I know not to dismiss these words. The words and images that flow through my half-sleeping and sleeping mind are always of import, and always guide me on my way. My mind still questions as I drift further toward sleep. A dark star that can be seen in the morning? How could this be? But it makes no less sense than there being a dark star at all. A part of me wants to ponder this, but I'm too sleepy. A few last words rise out of the darkness before dreams take me: "Sleeping next to me."

I drift in the warm-cool ether between the stars, and there beside me is the dark star, huge, sleeping for more arns than I can imagine. I feel the strong gravimetric force of its mass. For me it is only a gentle pull, easily resisted. But the people of earth would find this force enormous, enticing, irresitable. They would want to harness it as they do the force of other, more common stars. And they must not, for my sleeping companion will soon wake. There is something I must do, I don't know what. Seeking my path, I let the star's gentle force pull me toward it. 

I gather speed toward the dark star. This is no dream! How I got here is a wonder, but I am here. The traditional music rings in my mind. I feel the intensifying gravimetric well building around me. Darkness engulfs my being. Somehow this is comforting.

I am aware. The gravity is more than energy. This is what the humans from Earth cannot grasp. The dark star is more than a star. This is what my parents could never understand. I am here.

I still don't know why or what for. Infinity fills me. The music, the incessant music will not go away. The black star fills me and is through me. From some part of my spirit comes the sound. I sense paths, infinite paths. What is happening to me? Why am I here? What am I to do? What must I find?

The path, the journey, this I remember. Another sound fills the infinity around me. A sound from creation. I move toward a path. I must find those who came first. They have something for me. 

Infinity propels me across the multiple universes and suddenly I am at the beginning. A red sun bathes ten planets. The fourth one caresses me with a sound. Yes, I understand a small bit of this mystery of my life. Music is the universal language. The beginning of my journey is over. 

I arrive. Or have I? Not only do I hear but also I see music. It permeates my being with its agency. The sounds slowly weave a vision around me. I am floating amongst columns, columns they seem to go on and on. They have no bottoms or tops. But they are straight and seem to go up and down. They are constantly in flux and change as the minute discrepancies in the music appear before my eyes. There is light all around me (but what is its source?).

The columns seem to breathe the music and an inner dance plays as they wax and wane to the sounds. First one and then another (or is it the one next to it that has disappeared?) I am here but where is this place? I survey the surroundings with intenseness as I try to categorize these new feelings. I lay back (but on what?) I close my eyes to think.

It seems I have been thinking too long, for when I open my eyes again the columns are fading away slowly into the pale gray. Floating (somewhere) I see a bottom (or is it a bottom) that stretches as far as my mind can see. It seems to be a flat plane stretching forever. No beginning and no end. It has a pattern of sorts that I recognize and I feel must hold the path.

Once again the columns are there. They seem to have changed intensity and are now blocking my view. The music grows and engulfs me and it is good. As the light slowly starts to fade I feel my body shifting as if being sucked into a huge container. I am being pulled gently as the music electrifies the space around me.

I find myself between that which I seek and that which I left behind so many pulses of light and sound ago (or was it ars?), I do not find it strange that I cannot find words to describe what I feel. I taste the richness of the moment and it is good. I feel good and it is right. This moment draws closer to a light that I feel and hear. A light that I know only too well.

“Zybai,” I hear in the distance. “Zybai,” a soft sound. My female parent gently caresses my forehead with a soothing wet sponge. “Zybai you have returned,” my mother softly says. In the distance I see my father, and his council looking on with awe and with dread in their eyes. Why are they so afraid I wonder? 

I realize I am uncomfortable and squirm in my moss bed, trying to find a better position. The indentation in the earth beneath the moss is too small! How can that be? Did I grow while I journeyed? I look at my surroundings more closely. No, I am not in my moss bed, not the one I left, not the one in the grove with the other young males. I am in the moss bed I used as a child, in my parent’s grove. How did I get here? Did the elders carry me?

I push myself up on my elbows and midarms and stretch my cramped neck. The somewhat hysterical conversation of my father’s council draws my attention. ”He is the Kla'abai the legends speak of,” Ladian is saying. “He must be! How else could he have disappeared from his moss bed and reappear here, after so long…” Krilat breaks in. “Perhaps he was simply journeying to the stars and no one saw him leave.” 

So, I wasn’t carried here, I came here on my own, without realizing it. ”I must work on my landings,” I think, and chuckle. I am spending much too much time with my earth friend. “Landing” is not an Anaraian word. 

My chuckle brings new looks of horror from the council. ”You are talking nonsense, Krilat” Beorai says, drawing his gaze back to the others. “Peroit’s youngling saw Zybai disappear.”

“He is hardly a reliable source,” Krilat scoffs. “He is always imagining things when in dream-sleep.” 

“But Ziha herself saw him appear here!” Ladian gives Krilat a hard look. “Surely you cannot consider Zybai’s own mother unreliable! He is the Kla'abai, I tell you! ‘Tis said that the Kla'abai can taste the music of the stars…”

“And wake them, even move them!” Beorai’s words draw all of their eyes back to me. Uncomfortable under their stares, I turn my gaze to my mother’s face. She is smiling, and winks at me, closing and reopening one lid at a time. This has always been her way of telling me all is well. I wrap my arms around her and hug her fiercely, feeling suddenly afraid and alone. Her smell brings back a flood of memories from my childhood, simpler times when my only fear was Zeena pinching me with her newly-formed midarms. I know, somehow, that my journeying will take me away from her more and more often, and for longer periods of time. I think I have traveled too far, too soon, for although the thought of journeying again excites me, it also fills me with a strange dread. I am becoming something I never expected…clearly something no one expected.

“We know nothing yet for certain,” Zerkai is saying, looking firmly around at his council, “Save that Zybai disappeared and reappeared a quarter arn later. Such a thing is not unheard of. I will talk to my spawnling, now that he is awake, and see where he has been. And if he is the Kla'abai of which the legends speak,” Zerkai’s face softens into a slightly smug smile, “that will not be a thing to fear, but rather an occasion for celebration! Now go, and let me speak with my youngling.” 

The council moves away, grumbling. Zerkai stands still as a statue. I know he will not move or speak again until they are all well out of ear-shot. As he waits he gazes at me, smiling, with hope and pride filling his eyes.

Chapter 2

"Son, you've started journeying. Traveling in search of music and adventure."

"Father, the music told me things. I saw columns, a planet, and the plains from the dark star."

"Yes, I suspected as much. Those are the ones first created, long gone to another existence. They've left behind their music. Your task, then, is to follow each song and bring us back these adventures."

"Father, but why?"

"Son, you are the ONE legend sings about. We have languished here at this time and this place long enough. We must become more than we are, fulfill what we must become. Only through you will our path be chosen. Rest. Eat. Then travel again. I will go and prepare the Council for the feasting and the legend songs."

The child, no longer a child, feels the pleasant past slipping away. One tear slips down his face. And the next moment his heart sings. He is going on adventures! 

The morning’s suns, Mu’a and Ne’a, find Zybai sleeping soundly after bouts of terror throughout the night. Night sweat still upon his forehead, Zybai turns over, a whisper escaping his lips as he turns, “ Starchild”.

Visions are mingled within his mind, visions of the future. Zybai unconsciously rubs his left upper thigh where his sword would lay in his future adventure. He rolls over upon his back and then is rudely awakened from his slumber. It is Ladian of the Council.

“Master Zybai, Master Zybai”, Ladian cries, “you must awaken”. Zybai stares at the sky to get his bearings. 

“Mu’a is straight overhead and her sister Ne’a is on the western horizon so it must be close to mid-day”, thought Zybai.*

“The Council members are distressed because you were expected to attend first light ceremonies”, Ladian recounts in an almost mechanical way. It is expected of you each morn for the next 5 day breaks.

“Hmm . . .this is the first day of the 7th Min and the weather is so warm and inviting”, Zybai thinks to himself, “and I must get out of this in some way if possible”. “I know, I will feign illness, for illness strikes many who slumber too long here in the groves”.

“Ladian,” whispers Zybai, “I am not feeling well this day and I am afraid I will not be able to make an appearance”. “Please make my apologies to Krilat and the rest of the Council, and I promise that I will make my scheduled appearance on the morrow”.

Ladian bows as he makes his quick exit, and Zybai breathes a sigh of relief and he is rather proud of himself. “I have made my first excuse”, he said aloud to sky. “Now to start making plans, for now I am seen as The One, and I must divide my time between my studies the people, and still find time to see”, moaned Zybai.

Zybai had yet to make 17 ans but his mind was expanding ever so fast. Zybai rose and walked through the grove towards the sea. In a matter of seconds Zybai was by the shore and in the sea’s silver shimmer Zybai peered at his reflection for a long moment. “Will my physical form ever match my mind,” he thought, as his thoughts once again rushed outward searching for the unknown.

Remembering my "excuse" to Ladian, I move deeper into the bushes, that I may not be seen by any elder or, worse, one of my nosy and now jealous peers. I find myself in an uncomfortable position in society, for the other young males are less than welcoming when I return to the grove to sleep. I think many of them are a bit afraid of me, and the less-developed have taken to taunting me about my new-found position as 

Kla'abai. I suppose it makes them feel better about themselves to tease me--they will never acheive anything close to my abilities, no matter how many arns they live. 

On the other hand the elders laud me, although many of them also seem afraid, or at least intimidated. They hide their reservations in their interminable ceremonies. I have no desire whatsoever to have anything to do with those. I never liked the cerremonies my people are so appallingly fond of, but they have now become intolerable. I want no more to be toasted and cheered than I want to be teased. 

I find myself torn: part of me longs to go adventuring, if only to escape they demands of my people, while another part longs to go to the Observatory and Library for study. There is so very much I have yet to learn, and although the music of the dark stars calls me, I know that I must learn much before I return to them. 

"I wonder if being the most-honored Kla'abai might not allow me to make my own decisions on how to spend my time." I muse on this thought as Mu’a slides far too swiftly toward the eastern horizon. The more I think about it, the more I am certain that I can make demands of my own. The last Kla'abai appeared longer ago than even the great-grandmother of the oldest living Anaraian can remember. Things, customs, were different then: this I know from my history classes. 

Also, the legend always refers to the Kla'abai as being someone apart from society, alone among the millions. "Then apart and alone I should live and be," I decide, "at least as much as I need to be. I will still need teachers, I will need to ask questions of the elders and the scientists ere I am ready to follow my true path." The smile I feel growing inside me is tinged with mischievous delight. I can defy the customs and the council's demands. Oh, I will give a concession to them, making a brief appearance at the next few day's ceremonies, but I am the Kla'abai, and will insist that beyond that my time must be spent working toward my destiny. I will tell the council tonight that my time is all too precious to waste sitting around in ceremonies that do nothing to move me on my path.

I laugh out loud, thinking of the horror that will fill the council's faces at this declaration. "I am the Kla'abai, and this is how it will be!" I stride confidently out of my hiding place, ready to fully take on the mantle that has been gifted me. "And while I am at it," I think with roguish glee, "I will declare that the Kla'abai requires a grove of his own!" I laugh as I make my way, head held high, to the ceremony grounds.

Chapter 3

Zybai fought back the tears of frustration. He stared back at his father and mother. Still, given what had happened at the ceremony grounds, he could hardly have expected anything less. How awful to be rebuffed by so many!

His father and mother stood close and comforted their son. He had learned a valuable lesson today. Everyone was interconnected. No one was so important to be above that. Everyone learns that lesson eventually, even Zybai.

The son started pacing between the great sighing trees and suddenly stopped. The trees were singing! He remembered the first journey, the first path. "I saw columns, a planet, and the plains from the dark star." Zybai had also heard the music, but now, for some odd reason, comprehension dawned.

He turned to his parents and explained. Of course, they smiled, understanding. How they know before he does is always amazing, but he must journey again. Zybai must use this new understanding before he loses the tones.

The second dark star presses in on him, but he listens and feels the tones. He remembers the vibrations of the columns. He feels the race memory of the barren planet. Zybai hears the glacial thoughts of that first dark star. And there is the path among all the infinite ones before him. He darts to the vortex and glories in his physical form being compressed to dark matter.

Zybai appears in a system on the rim of a great spiral galaxy. An old yellow sun, swollen with great age spins a tune. He quickly looks beyond the planets to the last planetoid, full of ice and darkness, but singing to him the loudest. Zybai moves towards the sacred object. He stops for an eternity and listens. 

A great race of winged creatures lived, gloried, and disappeared. They followed a dark path through fourteen dark stars. They want the first one to understand to follow them. Zybai gasps with comprehension, but he does not dare take that journey before returning to his parents and the council that had so recently chided him. Reluctantly, he stores the complex and long music and turns around. Zybai feels at peace. There is always home; there is always the tune played by his sun.

end of second magazine edition...

Zybai walked on with his parents. As they entered a clearing Zybai turned to his parents anticipating their next words, “We really understand Zybai,” his mother spoke softly, “Your father’s grand father himself went on a few dream-walks himself when he was younger, but he was a bit older than you are now.” 

“My great grand parents did not want to believe,” his father sighed, “And it became an issue that was soon forbidden to speak of and quickly these incident’s were forgotten as if they had never happened.” His father continued, “Sometime during the following 100 arn it also became one of our unspoken laws that any individual who exhibited these “dreaming” behaviors and that did not conform to our traditions would be shunned until the Council saw fit to remove this sanction.

"It is no wonder that the Council reacted as mildly as they did Zybai,” his father continued, “I think that perhaps they did not remember this law until Krilat probably reminded all of them, “You must remember that Krilat, being the eldest of the Council, has over 147 arn under his belt, and he was a child when the first Law of Shun was enacted, in fact this is the only major law in our Codes, lol, but it is taken quite seriously by the older Anaraians who still live according to traditional ways. 

And if you “are” truly the Kla’abai you must be made aware of these small yet important things. As Kla’abai you surely have a shared memory of all past memories of our people. You must search these memories for what is important and prioritize them in order to be able to reach out to your people and not only offer them spiritual aid but you should radiate with empathy and understanding.

“Father,” said Zybai, ‘How is it that you know of such things and I don’t?”

“Zybai my son,” his father sighed once more, “I am not leader of our people by pure chance, but by heredity. “Our heritage is another subject that you should closely study and pay serious attention to our worldviews, for they have changed a bit since our Anaraian Codes were first written,” he asserted, “and in two or three arns you should have a full grasp of our lifeways and customs.”

“Whoa,” thought Zybai . . . "I know father does not expect me to know all of this at once! I know I “am” Kla’abai! So I must have knowledge of these things deep inside of me. Now I must find the path to all of that knowledge. I will seek council with Krilat and see if he can help me, for even though he is an elder, he does know of my “special tendencies” and I trust him, although I do not know why.”

“Wait up,” Zybai cried to his parents, for they were quite a ways up the path already. “I hope that I did not disappear or anything”, Zybai said to himself, not knowing that his mother and especially his father could “feel” if he had faded. “This is one more thing I must discuss with my father,” Zybai lamented, “For surely there must be a way that I can stay solid while traveling elsewhere.” “I can feel it,” Zybai reflected, “I feel that at times I am still here and at the same time away searching for the fourteen paths of the dark stars at the same time.”

“Here we are”, Zina his mother called. His parents were patiently waiting for him to catch up. No words were passed between them as they solemnly strode up the path towards the highlands and their home.

“Home and rest,” thought Zybai. 

"Home and rest...what a laugh!" I think. Home to be sure, although not to my parents' home, nor to my spot in the young males' grove. Krilat, elderly and without young children, has taken me to his grove, as it is with Krilat I have decided to study. Krilat was, is, both more understanding and more of a taskmaster than ever I believed could be possible. And long-winded! I groan inwardly at the lengthy lectures I have endured. "The man can't say anything in one word when ten will do!" It sounds funny, thinking of it that way, but Krilat and his lectures are far from funny. They are deadly serious, and full of information I desperately need, and want. 

I never knew just listening and learning could be so exhausting. I don't remember lessons being so before. Perhaps it is because I was, for the first time, totally committed to gleaning every bit of knowledge and wisdom Krilat had to impart.

I found myself sleeping more, and sometimes traveling in my dreams, but not far. Krilat taught me how to control my traveling. I haven't traveled bodily for nearly an arn now, and no longer get caught in the music of the dark stars. Krilat said there would be time for that later, when I am ready, and I know this is true. "You must find the path among the fourteen on which it is your destiny to travel," he said, "but you must study each path before you can choose the correct one."

The fourteen paths are steeped in legend, but there is much known about them from those who have traveled them recently, and from those who travel them still. They are not for the Kla'abai alone. This revelation did not surprise me as much as perhaps it should have. Many of our people travel frequently on the paths. Some, although not all by any means, travel both in dreams and with their bodies. This is how we have come to learn of other worlds and other peoples. 

Krilat knew that my traveling with my body, while unusual for one as young as myself, was not an uncommon occurrence. But it is a thing only a few of the elders can do, and they do it with care, making certain that their leaving cannot be seen. It is not talked about except in the highest circles of our society. That is why the other members of Father's council were so astounded at my disappearance--they can travel only in dreams, and are not privy to the knowledge that Krilat has been imparting to me.

Only the Kla'abai, however, can see the music of the dark stars, and only the Kla'abai can affect those dark stars. There have been many before me, over the eons, some male, some female--this surprised me, as the females I have come to know have always seemed more interested in dressing up in their silly jewelry and robes, the better to catch the eye of a male they favor to be their mate. And once they mate, they seem interested only in their spawnlings. It was hard to wrap my brain around the concept that many females are travelers, and to think that some of the dark stars have chosen females to hear them and help them was almost too much to comprehend. 

My vision was very narrow, I know now. I was ashamed at my prejudice, but Krilat said I should not be. Most of our people, male and female, spend all of their lives with no thoughts for anything but ceremonies and spawning. How could I see beyond the superficial actions of our people when I was never exposed to anything else?

I saw some of the travelers. I cannot say met, for most stand stolid and mute, stately in their age, needing nothing but the heat of the suns to nourish their bodies and the ways of the paths to nourish their minds. I did not know it, but I have seen them all of my waking life, standing at the edges of the ceremonies or alone in the fields, seemingly untouched by the life swirling around them. 

But I am not like them, and may never be, for my path goes further than theirs, and is far more dangerous. So I listen, and study what I am taught, turning the information over in my mind until it becomes a part of me. I know much of the ways of the first five paths, not as much about the others yet…but of late I have heard another call. I didn’t tell Krilat of the call the first time, nor the fifth, but the call grew too strong. Now I make a journey of another sort. There is something I must learn in the flatlands, in the city of my birth. Only there will I learn what cannot be taught by any Anaraian. 

The flatlands are full of silver lakes, large and small. Blue clouds are scattered across a cobalt sky. Something like the sounds of winged creatures in flight reach my mind. I physically glide over the surface, enjoying this latest adventure.

A mirrored light flashes my eyes. I stop and hover, numbed of thought and action. I lower myself to the surface. There is a peculiar hexagonal, raised surface. For the first time in eons, one of my kind touches this ancient hexagonal surface of the flatlands.

There is a vibration, almost music. There is warmth, almost alive. I walk but only hesitantly. My mind is abuzz. There is the mirror of all our lives, a glowing stone from when the planet was first made.

I stoop to pick up the sacred object from before time, before creation. Instantly at that touch, I enter all fourteen black suns. The music fills my mind. It is too much.

I wake the next morning in a grove with others of my kind, but I remember! I open my eyes; there is the mirrored stone sitting in the flat spot of a branch next to me. The stone is vibrating with song. 

Chapter 4

My journey to the flatlands began with a disaster. When I awakened the morning of my departure I found that I was covered with some oozing, green sap from one of the larger Biolas trees whose limbs were hanging low, laden with fruit, above me.

“Ugh!” cried out Zybai as he awakened. That sticky, sweet-smelling sap was all over his chest area and his crest, making him look like a human who was infected with the batteri virus (humans call this the “Battery Acid Shits”). Zybai chuckled to himself, wondering what “Shits” meant.

Still laughing aloud, Zybai rose from his resting place and made his way towards one of the smaller streams that fed the large silver pond, and washed himself thoroughly in its effervescent and sparkling water. “I wonder why the lake looks silver while the streams look transparent,” Zybai thought. * Wading in the small stream Zybai’s thoughts drifted back to when he was a young spawnling and the males of his age grade would all wade into one of the feeder streams for group baths. 

How much fun he had had in those days, when he lived amongst his peers and especially when they all rushed to their secret meetings, hiding amongst the tall, tangled rushes on the streams banks as they excitedly chatted away the few precious minutes they could spare away from that Tsaron-eyed** old man, who was known as “The Grenzai Guard”, because he loved Grenzai steaks boiled with Sota roots (similar to our Taro roots, but dark brown in color and sweeter).

Rising out of the soothing liquid, Zybai grabbed a fistful of fronds from one of the thousands of ferns that dotted the floor of the sleeping areas. Quickly drying himself off with the soft plants, he grabbed his tunic-like gown and carelessly tossed it over his upper body so it covered his mid limbs. He slid his eight toes into his sandals (four toes on the foot-like end of each of his two lower limbs, these “toes” also have the pads like his fingers, but have suction-like pads which help him to climb the tress, which all seem to have very click bark).

Zybai walked up one of the paths that would intersect with the main throughway that led to the Council Chambers and to his mid-day meeting with Ladian and Krilat. Zybai intended to ask Ladian if he would take the young Kla’abai under his wing and privately instruct him in higher mathematics and beginning physics so that he may try to understand the “how’s and why’s” of his particular abilities.

“I need to understand the 14 Paths and how they exist and in what planes they exist,” Zybai carefully thought as he mentally constructed his presentation to Ladian. He did not want to be scoffed at nor did he want his request denied. He was the Kla’abai.
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Clearly being scoffed at is unavoidable. What good is it being the Kla’abai if I can't get a bit of respect from anybody? I scuff the dirt at my feet and get a pebble in my sandal for the trouble. I plop onto the ground, loudly cursing in every language I know. I could curse at the top of my lungs, scream at the moons, and it wouldn't matter. Not a soul is near. Even the small creatures that live happily in the ferns and moss of our hilly community avoid this Varshu-forsaken place. It's no wonder no one stops to rest when traveling to the city, especially not in this part of the flatlands! The silver lakes are still ahead of me, the trees and hills of home long out of sight, and I am alone. 

Actually, that is not such a bad thing. It's quite refreshing to be away from the prattle of the simple people, and a major relief to be away from Krilat's constant frown. And with my feet still firmly on ground, no music of the suns filling my head. I settle myself comfortably in the dust, soaking up the unaccustomed silence with pleasure. But the events of the past arn keep flitting through my mind like finwigs in a jar.

Oh, the meeting with Ladian and Krilat went quite well, too well considering the result. Krilat was more than amenable to teaching me. That malicious twinkle in his eye should have warned me. He no doubt took unbridled delight in tormenting me with his constant criticism. Ok, so physics isn't exactly my forte. Nearly an arn of study and the logic of it still escapes me. If he didn't speak in such lofty terms I might have some chance of understanding it. "You're a dreamer, Zybai," he said, over and over, every word dripping in scorn and both of us knowing he was not referring to my traveling abilities. 

But I have learned, a lot! And studied so hard...even Krilat couldn't deny that at the mid-Trillsab council meeting. But would he hear of me retrying my aborted trip to the city? "You're just running from your lessons," he scoffed, no matter how I explained that the city has called me since the rains of Weasab began, and besides they use applied physics in the city, surely seeing what I had only read about at work would help my understanding. When Kabensab began and the spawning females headed to the city--every day more of them gliding away overhead, and me in a bower with my head bent over books and charts-the cities call grew more and more insistent. 

The dry season has come again, the community subdued with so many of the females gone, and I could bare it no longer. I had to head to the city, no matter how angry the council might be at my departure. I had thought to go back, but without realizing it I am gliding once again over the flatlands, faster and faster, the silver lakes flashing by beneath me, and the city a ever growing smudge of soot on the horizon. I will learn what I need to learn in the city and maybe, oh just maybe when I bring home what I have learned the council will be proud. Oh, Varshu grant that even Krilat will forgive my disobedience when I return with my new knowledge!

The smoke is appalling, choking, and the cobbled pavement cold beneath my sandals. No ray of sun pierces the sooty air and my flimsy robe is no protection against the lack of the suns' heat. The city-dwellers, bundled against the cold, stare at me. I think they have never seen a male Anaraian. I stare back. The Anarabans' skin is so pale, their crests nearly gray, and many of them have little more than stubs for mid-limbs. I never imagined that folk from the wombs of Anaraian females could grow to look so strange. The few things we had been taught of the Anarabans during my childhood lessons did little to prepare me for the reality. 

I pass a particularly filthy stone building. Its large wooden doors stand wide open and heat comes from within. I step in only partly for the warmth. There is a source of heat here that does not come from the suns, and I know instinctively that it is this source I must find. No childhood lesson spoke of a source of heat in the city. The hospitals, of course, we learned about, and the Anarabans' and new spawnlings' need of the cover of soot, and a little of the trade our two societies have, but not this! The workers barely look up from their tasks as I walk past metal machines so odd I cannot imagine what they do. So different from our wooden waterwheels and looms! 

The source of the heat comes from a huge stone box at the heart of the factory. I move toward it, through smells I have no words for. A rumbling and a piercing squeal startle me and I stop, astonished at the sight of an enormous metal bowl pouring a radiant red substance into molds below. For the first time since I entered the building I look around at what the workers are doing. Oddly shaped metal objects are being taken out of molds behind me. The radiant red substance is molten metal! 

I hurry toward the stone box, excited. Heat enough to melt metal! Connections are forming in my mind. Applied physics, indeed! I laugh, unnoticed by the workers. I watch as they shovel mounds of charcoal through metal doors ranged along the wall of the stone box. Inside yellow and red tongues of flame dance--more fire than I have ever seen, save on living suns. The song of the dark star comes back to me. It needs to be awakened. If simple charcoal can melt metal, what spark might be needed to re-awaken a star? Something clicks in my brain and suddenly the physics I have struggled so hard to learn seems easy. There are questions still to be answered, but...fire...star...fire...star. 

I laugh again and rise, to the amazement of the workers, through the smoke-hole in the roof, and race homeward. I am ready to face even Krilat's wrath. I have learned what I needed to learn in the city. Now, to figure out how to apply it! 
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Arriving home, I retrieve the mirrored stone. Instantly, its song fills my mind. I transport to the gravity well of my own sun. I stop before entering the path. Funny, I have never really listened to my own sun's music. My own sun sings so differently from the rest. It is like a counterpoint to the mirrored stone. I know another piece of the puzzle!

I take the path to the first black sun of my dreams. I hear and feel the song, the music, the very vibrations. The intense gravimetric forces are sucking in even the light from the surrounding stars. My mind works. I weave the tunes that I have learned. I remember the lesson from the city. Nothing is happening.

I should be disappointed, but I am happy. I can't understand why. The tunes keep playing in my mind, when I feel the heat from the mirrored stone. This is something new. I look at the stone. It full of dazzling lights and geometric music. What is this? Strands of the intense lights are peeling off toward the black sun. I try again.

Nothing is happening. I am beginning to get frustrated. This should work. My head is beginning to hurt. Even my eyes water. I notice then that a strange glow is building around my body. I am beginning to understand. The forces around my body are intensifying along with the music. The glow from my body and eyes is being sucked into the black star. I fix my gaze and mind on the black sun. The fourteen paths are connected here. Of this, I am certain. Why isn't this working, I scream to myself impatiently.

Suddenly, I am blinded by intense music and star light. Only my mind sees the corona of the black sun burst with energy. The black star glows a fierce red; all directed at me. Now I am attracting all the surrounding star light. I have become the like of the black star. I have opened one of the gateways of the fourteen paths. Dare I go into the gateway?

jak...
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Chapter 5

Exhausted, Zybai wakens the next day amidst the seemingly shredded or torn remnants of the preceding night. “Phew,” the sounds of his tired body escape from his quivering lips. All he can remember are those lights and the shimmering stone.

Zybai raises from his resting area only to see the soft gray and green mosses and fern fronds he sleeps upon burnt and his immediate area, which now surrounds him with the privacy of fast-maturing beda* hedges, seeming to have a stench hovering over it.

Zybai shook his head trying to wake himself up and he wandered to the nearest stream to bathe and quench his thirst. He drank and drank of the soothing fluid and then he drank some more. “Why am I so thirsty this morning,” thought Zybai.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh,” Zybai exclaims in a long and drawn out manner as he bent his body backwards and forwards and slowly stretched his midarms. Suddenly his midarms moved as if with a mind of their own. Reaching and then grasping a Pinuta* off of a high branch, the midarms long slender digits carefully raised their prize to Zybai’s mouth. Zybai just stood still observing this new behavior of his, or did his midarms suddenly have a mind of their own he wondered?

Bringing his attention back to his own body, Zybai resumed his daily exercise of stretching all of his limbs and then retracting the uppermost ones. He still thought of the strange behavior of his midarms as he counted to himself slowly and methodically and maintained this cadence until the sun was straight above him.

Zybai could feel the sweat trickling down the back of his neck as he picked up his pace he began his sprints to and from the lake. Krilat had told him at their last informal meeting to begin strengthening his body, training his muscles and his mind. Krilat had said that Zybai often acted like a young Strabulke* and that he was more stubborn than an adult Strabulke*(Of course I sweat Ariel, my body is still not old enough to recirculate its waste fluids as do adult Anaraian bodies).

“Ah,” Zybai let out a loud sigh as he finally lay down to rest after nearly a fourth of the day had passed. “I have many months of training ahead of me and this activity is seems so strenuous,” Zybai mumbled to know one in particular.* He lay atop a mound of new soft moss that he had gathered earlier that morning to replace the sleeping moss that was ruined the past evening. 

He stared up at the sky, and the bright blazing rays of Mu’a beat down upon his now naked body and dried the sweat. Ne’a was just rising above the Western horizon and it’s soft light seemed so soothing and such a contrast to the strength of Mu’a. Mu’a and Ne’a. “Male and female”, Zybai thought about all of those stories he had heard when he was growing up,” . . . “Are these contrast’s tradition or are they based on fact”, he wondered.

Once again Zybai looked up at Mu’a and winced as all of a sudden a flash of light shone straight through both of his outer eyelids and into his eyes themselves. He was blinded and then felt as if he had been chewing on some of the old medicine man’s magic roots as he felt as if his whole body had expanded and he could reach down and grasp his world, Anaraia, and it’s inhabitants with his four fingers and then juggle it back and forth. He inhaled deeply the vapors of space and as he did he just as quickly slumped to the ground with exhaustion.

It was late in the day when Zybai again awoke, and Ne’a was about a half an arm’s length above the Eastern horizon. Zybai rose from the ground on shaky bottom limbs and narrowing his eyes he searched his immediate surroundings to make sure that nobody had seen him sleeping the afternoon away. As he reached for his cloak which he had haphazardly thrown atop a bush after finishing his days exercises, he thought he saw a glimmer in the not too far distance.

Curiosity taking over, he casually strolled through the trees with their over-hanging growth to a small clearing not too far from the closest edges of the silver lake (hey are we ever gonna name this lake guys?). The object glinted and pulsed with regularity. All caution to the wind, Zybai leaned over to carefully pick up the object and he examined it closely. “Ah,” exclaimed Zybai, “Another shiny stone”. But this one seems to be a bit different than the other stone he had. This gave off no heat but it seemed that deep within the stone a strange yet familiar rhythm steadily throbbed away. “te te thum . ..te te thum . . .te te te . . .THUM”. Dancing lights abounded as he stared into its inner depths. It was as if he was peering down a mineshaft and could not see the bottom. . Clenching his fingers tightly around the stone gave him a sense of well being and the pulses joined the rhythms of his own body and in unison they beat together.

“I will name this my Heart Stone,” thought Zybai, and he carefully unwrapped his fingers from the stone and placed it inside of the pouch he wore on the hand-woven cord made by his great-great female parent so many years ago. That neck cord had been passed down to the oldest son on his female parent’s side of the family for three generations now. Zybai’s mind then wandered to thoughts of his family and of his sister Zeena . . .

* Zybai was born into the privileged class, and although he was Kla’bai, he was still quite lazy.

* Beda hedges – a fast growing plant that matures in less than three weeks at a height of six to seven feet. It has often been thought that the Beda beans that appear below its bloom are sentient. These plants have been domesticated for over 300 years by Anaraians. Only the Anarains who possess the gift of awareness and true patience have succeeded in training the growth of these plants.

* Pinuta – a fleshy pale yellow fruit about the size of a medium sized grapefruit. It tastes like a mixture of vanilla beans and banana, with an aroma like pungent lavendar. It may be related to the Lavendar bush of Earth, and the skin of the fruit can be shredded and dried and then used as a sachet or potpourri.

* Strabulke –equivalent to our equine’s on Earth, the male of the species is quite stubborn and during mating season has been known to attack and kill any Anaraian who wanders into its territory.
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Zybai lay curled in his moss-bed weeping uncontrollably, his underdeveloped mid-arms clutched tight to his body. He heard his mother's footsteps as she rushed into their family grove and knelt beside him. "What's wrong, little one?" she asked, gently wiping his tears with the corner of her silken scarf. The child curled into a tighter ball and buried his face in the moss, wanting nothing to do with this hated person. His weeping became more angry than piteous, and his pale skin was becoming mottled with pink blotches from his distress. "Zeena has something to do with this," Ziha thought, and sighed. Zeena had hated Zybai from the moment he was brought back from the city, enraged with the egocentric jealousy of an only child who very much resented not being the complete focus of her mother's attention anymore. 

Ziha gently tugged her young son toward her, trying to cuddle him, but he resisted with all of his tiny might. "What is it, my little puffle*? What has happened?" 

Zybai wiggled as far from his mother as possible and turned his large wet eyes on her, fixing her with an accusing stare. "No! Go way! I knows all bout it! Zeena tol' me! You...you..." He hiccupped and started crying even harder.

Ziha sat back and folded her mid-arms around her in the traditional sign of contrition, although her mind was seething. "That girl!" Various possible punishments for whatever Zeena had said flitted through her mind. But she was careful to keep her face composed and sympathetic. "What did Zeena tell you, puffle?" she crooned.

"Don't call me that! I'm not that small!" He looked defiantly around, as if looking for a way to prove his statement. "Ohhh," thought Ziha, "Zeena has been teasing him about his size again. What did she say this time?" True, Zybai was a little small for his age, and his mid-arms, so fiercely clamped to his stomach now, were underdeveloped compared to most of his schoolmates. But many children remained underdeveloped until their first sleep in the silver lakes. "What did Zeena tell you?" Ziha repeated, letting anger tinge her voice.

Zybai's eyes went wide as he realized Zeena may have been lying to him again, but he carefully continued scowling at his mother in case what Zeena had said was true. "She tol' me all bout how you wanted to leave me in the city to be a Abananarian! She said you said that I was stunted and ugly and bad and you didn't want me at all and - but Daddy he made you bring me home because only he wanted a boy spawnling and Daddy thought I would get better but you and him is always saying how I'm too small and you shoulda left me in the city, Zeena said she's heard you talk bout that when I'm sleeping, and she's heard you and Daddy say how you're gonna put me in the sliver lake real soon here and leave me there and I'll sink like a moonstone and die, and..." Zybai stopped for a breath, then gulped and began wailing at the terror of his imminent fate.

"Tsk, tsk, I'm going to have that girl's hide orange before its time!" Ziha smiled reassuringly. "Zeena was just being mean and trying to scare you, my sweet Zybai. Of course I wanted you, I would never have left you to be an Anaraban. Both Daddy and I wanted you very very much, and always will! And Daddy didn't want you just because you were a boy, but because you're...you!" She punctuated the last words by poking his chest playfully, tickling him, and he smiled briefly. But a look of sad consternation quickly returned.

"Such a serious child!" Ziha thought, and quickly spoke again before Zybai started another of his long-winded tirades. "As for the silver lake, yes, you will go there soon. So will all of your schoolmates, all of the children your age. Remember how we talked about this? Sleeping in the silver lakes is how we grow, little bit by little bit. You will sleep in the lake lots of times as you grow up..."

"But Zeena says if you're stunted and bad you'll sink, and...and..." He waved his mid-arms mournfully and his eyes filled with tears again.

"No, you won't!" Ziha said firmly. "Even if you were stunted--which you are not, you wouldn't sink. No Anarian ever sinks in the silver lakes." She slid close to her son and put all her arms around him. This time he didn't resist. "Our sleeps in the silver lakes are beautiful times," she told him, as she had told him before, as she had been told when she had been his age. "We float, and dream wonderful dreams! And when we wake up, we've grown bigger and stronger, our bodies and our minds! And when you wake up, Daddy and I will be right there to wrap you up in warm towels and bring you home safe and sound. You'll see, when you wake up you'll be taller and all of your limbs will be longer and I'll give you all of the pinutas and Beda beans you want.* I know how you like Beda beans!"

She rocked him for a moment, then something occurred to her. She stood up and started looking through her old chest. "Ah, here it is!" She sat back down beside Zybai and held out a hand-woven cord. "It is time you had this. This cord was woven by your great-great grandmother. It has been passed down to the oldest son in my family for three generations. Now it is yours. You see this little pouch?" Zybai nodded eagerly, all eyes at this unexpected prize. "As you grow, you may find something you wish to hold close to your heart. A feather, or a leaf or a stone, perhaps. You may find different things to put in the pouch as you grow older. These will be special things, meant only for you. For now," she slid the cord over his neck, "this will keep you safe, and your heart close to mine, when you sleep in the silver lake next sab."

Zybai gazed at the treasured cord, fingering it reverently. He was special! Zeena would never have such a cord! He hugged his mother tightly, his fears forgotten.

"All my fears forgotten..." I finger the fine old cord and the tiny pouch that now holds my heart stone. It is no accident I found it. This is something very special indeed, another piece of the puzzle. I smile as I ponder the pieces of the puzzle I have so far gathered, warmed by sweet memory.


*puffle-a small mouse-like creature that burrows in the roots of the Beda hedges, often kept as pets by young children. Puffles have large bright eyes and downy blue "fur." They are inquisitive and love to play and, when stroked, emit warbling cooing sounds. One of the more popular lullabies imitates the song of the puffles. 

*Beda beans have a slightly sweet flavor, sort of like a cross between peanuts and yams. Not all children like them, but Zybai loves them.
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It is good to be childish. I can’t think adult thoughts for very long. Still, I love the trips to the stars and, sometimes, through the stars. I enjoy the special music the stars sing. Even now the heart stone sings to me. This is a different tune. I don’t even care how that can be. I just float in that music and close my eyes.

There are all kinds of traveling. I have been to many places, both in body and spirit. Yet I keep coming back to the fourteen dark stars. They pull me. This gateway is part of the puzzle. This is a puzzle within a puzzle. There are many dimensions and even the flow of time to consider.

I smile. In spirit, I find myself at the juncture of the fourteen dark stars. Dark matter flows among those stars. That is contrary to what I have been taught. Dark matter is supposed to be only near dark stars. Why is this? 

The music is different. I have never heard this before. Why? The heart stone now glows, as if offering an answer of some kind. I must travel beyond these stars for some future purpose. I don’t know what. How? 

If I must go through each star, what must be the order? My mind works with the music. I float in spirit. My mind blanks in peace. Then I think of another way. What if I travel through each star all at the same time? That must be it! But what then?

I wake up, clutching the heart stone. The stone is hot, and I drop it to the ground. Maybe I must sleep in the silver lakes before I totally understand the next step? 

I grow tired of the puzzle. It is time now for some fun and revenge. I go in search of my sister.

End of fifth magazine edition
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Walking into the ornate and high-arched doorway I pause and listen. I stand in the entry to the Great Room and lovingly look at all of its furnishings. They have been well-used yet they do not look worn at all. It is funny how one can come home and look around and view their surroundings as if with another’s eyes. And at the same time sense the closeness and feel safe.

“Anothers eyes,” I thought and slowly recognized the value of those words. Yes, that is what I am doing for I “am” another. How strange it was to stand here knowing that I was Zybai, son of Zerkai and Ziha, yet I was also the Kla’abai. I have two different roads ahead of me. No, I have fourteen different roads ahead of me.

Zybai closed his eyes as he was starting to get a headache. How confusing all of this is he thought to himself. 

Just then Zeena sleepily walked into the room murmuring, “Zybai . . . when did you get here?” Walking to the long lounge she threw herself upon it with an audible crash. Zeena had landed on a small pile of newly fired pottery of her mothers. “Uh oh,” muttered Zeena. 

Zybai had to stifle his urge to laugh at his sister. All through their childhood Zeena had been the clumsy one . . . the one who always seemed to not only find accidents but make them.

“Zeena how good it is to see you again,” announced Zybai. “I mean, it is very good to see you again,” “uh . . . Zeena I have really missed being home and here with my favorite sister again,” Zybai said in a low voice. Zybai was still unsure of how he should be speaking, even to his immediate family.

“I have so much to tell you,” he raced on with his words now.

“Like what,” Zeena queried? 

“I have many things, like the strange visions I have been having,” “The even stranger things that I have found,” And strangest of all are the new rules that I have been told to follow”, Zybai said with a pout.

“Whose rules and what kind of rules are you talking about,” Zeena demanded to know. “You are always complaining and you have since you were a child and you are still acting like a child, brother,” Zeena angrily replied.

“Ever since you started having your visions you have changed and you are no longer the brother I once knew,” Zeena said in a sad voice.

Snuffling, Zeena started to cry. “Oh what have I done now,” Zybai whispered to himself. I come home needing to see my sister (although I do not know why) and she fusses and then starts crying. Can I do nothing right in the eyes of my family any longer?

Zybai’s parents both entered the room with astonished expressions on the faces. Their faces showed both astonishment and questioning at the same time. 

“Here, here,” Zerkai coughed. He fastened the closures on his robe and pulled it tightly to himself as this was not quite Freanasab and the mornings were still quite damp and cold.* His wife Ziha hurriedly scurried to the opposite end of the lounge where Zeena now sat and quickly covered herself with a throw constructed of many patches of a Blipon’s skin. These patches were all various shaded of yellowish green to deep brownish green. These Blipon throws had been used by Anaraian’s for generations, for they were as long lasting as they were practical.

“So why are my two favorite children quarrelling so early this morn,” Zerkai asked in his most diplomatic tone? Zerkai paced back and forth the length of the long Great Room. Eyeing both Zybai and Zeena in an almost accusatory manner, he remarked, “This is no way for the children of the Zerkai, son of Zhibai I to behave and I do not suppose that either of you can justify your actions”?

Shuffling his feet Zybai quietly shook his head back and forth from right to left. Still sitting stiff and erect, Zeena shook here head up and down.

Zerkai sighed and sat down beside his wife. “I am waiting,” he patiently said.

*From Ariel’s list of Anaraian seasons (posted 6-25-04):

Freanasab-start of 1st dry season (Solistal), is a time of growth for the young Anarians. Other months in this season are Muiansab, Learansab, and Braetnasab. From the middle of Muiansab through the middle of Learansab the suns remain in the sky all 26 hours of the day. The hunter class takes advantage of the hot dry weather, which drives the Blipons (similar to kangaroos) and Forn (similar to deer, wildebeest, etc.) from the drying forest to the streams feeding the silver lakes. These animals are also a main food staple. The 1st week of Learansab is a week of celebration for all classes (sort of like Midsummer). The end of Breatnasab is also a time of celebration: this is when the mating begins.

End of sixth magazine edition

Ariel

Zeena's complaint that Zybai was acting weird and being a brat as usual was met with hard stares, especially considering she was sitting on a lounge full of Ziha's broken pottery. Zybai fared no better: neither Ziha nor Zerkai believed that he had come home because he actually wanted to talk to Zeena. Their lifetime of rivalry, which had not improved with the discovery of Zybai's talents, spoke for itself—at least in their parent’s eyes. But both Zerkai and Ziha agreed that their two children should spend more time together…remaking the pottery that had been broken.

“But Zeena broke it, not me!” Zybai complained, and immediately regretted it. He had not meant to sound so childish. Attempting to salvage the situation, he added, with as much dignity as he could muster: “Besides, potting is for females!” The moment the words left his lips Zybai knew he had simply made things worse. His mother’s wide bright eyes narrowed, scornful and calculating. Meesa, one of the family’s atallats,** had the misfortune to wander, yawning, into the room and was immediately dispatched to Krilat to explain that Zybai would be busy make pots for a few days. Then Ziha sent her children off to the potting shed. “And mind you take the shards so you can match the patterns and colors,” Ziha told them. 

They had barely started taking the carefully wrapped clay blocks down from the shelves when Meesa poked his head into the shed. “Councilor Krilat told me he is more than amenable to you missing your studies for a few days while you make pots,” the old atallat told Zybai. “He says it will do you good, in more ways than one.” Meesa looked a bit confused at the last statement but brightened quickly and wandered off saying: “Amenable…a-MEN-able,” clearly proud that he had learned a new word.

Zybai sighed, knowing full well that Krilat saw the punishment his mother had meted out as a form of character building. Krilat was always complaining that Zybai lacked character. “What do I need character for when my destiny is within the 14 paths?” Zybai grumbled to himself. 

I watch helplessly as yet another pot spins into a soggy mess on the wheel. It is with envy and no small amazement I gaze at the neat row of newly turned pots Zeena has already produced, sitting in the sun to dry. Potting, like weaving and needlecraft, is considered more of an art form among the Anaraians upper class. Potters of the lower class turn out the more utilitarian, and more often broken, items: cooking pots, wine jugs, the tall urns that hold oil and water, in great quantities. But the pieces women like my mother form, while made to be used, are also made to be admired and treasured. I find myself with an unexpected respect for my sister. It never occurred to me that she could do anything at all, yet here she was creating vases and bowls of beautiful form as easily as one might pick a Pinuta. 

I toy with the idea of the revenge I had been planning on my way home. A clod of wet clay thrown in Zeena’s face would do nicely. But no, that is not what I want, not even for her getting us into this mess. The moment I walked though the high arches of home and saw Zeena I knew I had really come to talk to her brother to sister, adult to adult. Well, almost adults.

Swallowing my remaining pride, I ask her to help me, to no avail. The art is not one that can be learned so quickly. Smugly Zeena puts me to blocking clay to replace the blocks we had used. Like a sai-atall I begin to grumble, and bite my tongue. I will not act like a child! 

Blocking clay isn’t, I find, the most fun occupation in the world. Pick up the gooey mess of clay and slap it down on the plaster slab. Pick it up and slap it down again. And again and again until the water is absorbed into the plaster and the clay forms a neat block, ready to be wrapped for storage or placed on the wheel. I fall into the rhythm of it: lift and slap, lift and slap, falling into time with my sister’s humming and kick-spinning the wheel. 

It feels right, somehow, natural yet almost dreamy. My muscles ache pleasantly. I pause after wrapping a block and watch Zeena spin a vase, the delicate shape springing from her hands as if by magic. “You make beautiful pots, Zeena,” I tell her. “Mother herself couldn’t do better.” She looks up angrily; sure I am teasing, then blushes when she realizes I am sincere. The smug smile returns to her face and she hums louder as she tends to her vase. “Thank you,” she whispers after a moment.

The next day we smooth the now-dried pots and paint on the glazes. I am pleased I show some small talent in painting the designs. I had never thought about trying my hands at any of the arts, the sculpting or carving or cabinetry that is the males’ domain. I had always been too busy studying or, as Krilat would say, dreaming. We reminisce, sitting there side by side, laugh about old times, events we remember, silly things we did. But as Mu’a falls low, we fall into silence. Suddenly Zeena asks: “What is it like, being the Kla’abai?” She turns and looks at me, all seriousness. 

“It’s…exhilarating, amazing, scary…”

“So you like being famous.” Her eyes sparkle with amusement.

“Nooo, you know I always hated all that ceremony stuff! And the title is useless! I get no respect!”

Zeena laughs out loud, and I smile myself and shake my head. “It’s not about “being the Kla-abai.” I make quote signs with my mid-hands. “It’s the paths, and this puzzle I am destined to put together, and this…something, I am destined to do…”

“So you are destined? You truly believe that?”

For the first time, I realize I truly do. “Without question,” I reply. “And every day there is something new to learn, some little piece of the puzzle. Well, almost every day.” I look down at the bowl I’m smoothing.

“Are you not learning something new now?” 

I look at Zeena, stunned, and my thoughts race. 

The third day we load the pots into the kiln and I light the wood underneath. “Why do they have to be fired, anyway?” I ask, now genuinely interested in this strange new experience. 

“So they get hard, silly,” Zeena laughs. “So they can be used for whatever purpose they were…destined.” She smiles mischievously. “A chemical reaction occurs when the heat penetrates the pots, hardening the clay and setting and bringing out the colors of the glaze.”

I didn’t even know that my sister knew what a chemical reaction was, but her words make my thoughts race again. Something went wrong when I entered the paths with the mirrored stone I found on the plains. I opened a gateway, but couldn’t enter. I wasn’t ready. I knew that then, and know it now. Perhaps I need to be “fired,” in some way, so that I will be ready, so I can hold the power, the energy, the songs, it will take to pass through a gate. Especially the gate. It comes to me for the first time that each gate I open and pass through will be a kiln of sorts, hardening me, readying me for the next, and the next, until I reach that final gate to the dark star that calls me. 

Without realizing it I am fumbling for my heart stone. I set it carefully in the already hot kiln. I don’t know what will happen, I don’t know why I do it, I only know it is right, and important. 

Zeena looks at me as if I have lost my mind. “You really are getting weirder all the time! But somehow, I don’t think that’s a bad thing.” She smiles with genuine warmth, and I smile back, knowing that we have learned something more important then even my destiny: we have learned to understand each other. I have a companion on my journey. 

**atallat—a servant. The atallants are sometimes from among the lower classes of society, but more often are those Anaraians who had developed fully in body but not in mind—somewhat simple-minded and not suited for higher learning. The more feeble-minded of the atallants are called, by the unkind, “sai-atall,” meaning stupid, cloddish, idiot. The word is used as an insult by school children and the less cultured adults.

**sai-atall—a) a derogatory term for the more simple-minded atallats.

b) stupid, cloddish, idiot, dolt.

Larry…

Zybai held the stone, feeling it getting hotter. He held onto Zeena’s mind. Then, suddenly, they were at the juncture of the fourteen paths, feeling the heaviness of the black star. The gravimetric forces permeated everything, even their thoughts and very spirits.

Zeena asked, mind to mind, “What do we do now?”

Zybai answered, “We sing the song of the fourteen paths. We try to link all fourteen dark stars to this one.”

Zeena looked around, using her mind’s eye. She noticed bright spots against the vast blackness of the dark star. “Zybai? What are those bright specks?”

Zybai felt surprise raise his heartbeat. He had known they were there, but never acknowledged those bright spots. He only had thoughts for the fourteen paths. How could he have missed the Earthling starships?

Zeena grew impatient with her younger sibling. “Well?”

Zybai answered, “They are starships from Earth. They are here to steal the life of this star. We must hurry. Sing the counterpoint to my songs.”

Zeena wanted to protest, but decided to follow her brother’s lead. After all, he had been here before. This was a first for her. What did she know? “Okay, begin and I will follow.”

The song started. The stone glowed, engulfing them with power. The dark star’s gravimetric forces surged, pushing the Earthling starships farther away. Zybai concentrated, even though things were happening that were counter to the normal sciences that he had been taught.

The song broke into songs. A blinding light surged through the fourteen paths. And the dark star sang back in answer. Zybai was astonished. He was so surprised that he missed a few important notes of the songs they were singing together. Everything returned to normal, except for the Earthling starships hundreds of lightyears distant now.

Zeena asked, “What is wrong?”

Zybai answered, “There were too many surprises. I couldn’t concentrate. But, Zeena, I would never have gotten this far without you. Would you like to help me again, next time?”

Zeena laughed, “Certainly, this is better than pots and shards.”

Zybai smiled mind to mind to his sister. “That is true. Let us go back and think about the songs that we must sing. We are getting closer. I am sure.”
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Zeena found herself humming as she swept the living area floor early the next morning. She could not remember what she had done, but instead she saw the music in her mind and absent-mindedly hummed the song. No musical notes as she had seen written in her music class at the academy but none-the-less, the notes were there . . .written for only her mind to see.

Zeena could close her eyes and as each note was sounded a pulse, as if by some magical force, throbbed within her mind Strange she thought, for this “music” had no lyrics and she found it impossible to write the sounds on a scribe board for there was no notation that she knew of that could represent them.

“I must ask Zybai of this strange property of the songs,” Zeena sighed. Zeena worked at her chores until Mu’a was high in the sky. Mostly fiddling around as all young girls did but also taking herself seriously, she cleaned up the family living quarters so that they would pass the inspection of her “at times” stern father.

It was near the midday meal when Zybai and her mother wandered into the house. Zeena took both of her hands and folded them in front of her, a customary Anaraian greeting, and said, “Father is not with you for the most important meal of the day?”

“Your father has matters which he must tend to with the Council today,” her mother replied.

“Oh zeems”, sighed Zeena as she sulkily walked away.* She dreamed about those 14 dark stars once again and those eerily strange harmonics. “I must try and find Star Hopper if I can”, Zeena thought to herself. Zeena sighed when she remembered Zingeer (Star Hopper was a nickname she had secretly given him). She had told nobody else about him and had almost forgotten about him until late last night as she stood outside with Zybai listening to the stars speak to themselves.

One by one the three meandered near the warm kitchen and sat near the hearth for the midday their meal. Fresh fruit from their own grove, blat* made from vegetables grown in their own small garden, and lots and lots of hot chee*.

Zeena remembered the night before when she had confided to Zybai about her feelings towards Zingeer and the conversation that followed, both verbal and mental:

Cautiously at first and then jabbering away Zeena said, “Zybai do you remember Zingeer son of Zeegan”, Zeena queried? 

----------“Hmm,” Zybai responded, “Zeegan the merchant?”

----------“No,” Zeena snapped, “Zeegan the Administrator of Agriculture silly”.

----------“Ah yes, that Zeegan. I have heard good things about that man,” Zybai replied. “What about his son”?

An explosion of descriptions spewed forth out of Zeena’s mind that not only amused Zybai but stunned him as well. The semi-shocked look on Zybai’s face only hid his amusement.

“Why are you thinking those terrible things about me Zeena,” Zybai quietly asked his sister?

“What are you two up to,” asked their mother?

“Uh. Uh . . .,” they both stammered. “Zybai keeps staring at me,” cried Zeena.

“That is because she keeps looking at me,” claimed Zybai.

Both Zeena and Zybai were thinking of a better reply to their mother’s question when Krilat hastily knocked on the door while entering.

“Good afternoon everybody . . .I hate to interrupt your festivities but I have an important message for Zybai”, Krilat announced.

“Speak man,” Zybai ordered.

“Well . .. hmm . . .your family is present,” Krilat whispered.

“Speak,” Zybai ordered once again.

“Hurumph . . .,” Krilat cleared his throat, “ Well . . .you know that Munsoothe* is soon upon us, but it seems that this time it is bringing heavier rains than usual and the Council must meet for we must make emergency plans quickly, lest our early crops of grain are ruined.

“Oh where is father when I need his council,” thought Zybai?

*zeems – Anaraian “slang” for Zeiming, which is self-explanatory, lol. 

*blat – a local vegetable stew (most Anaraian’s are vegetarians)

*chee – a hot beverage brewed from the bark of the cheench tree.

*cheench – a tree native to the coastal regions of Anaraia and that grows in the mid latitudes. 

* Munsoothe - the 2nd rainy season.



Ariel

I'd never thought much about rain one way or another. It simply is. It nourishes our bodies as it nourishes the land. Oh, I'd heard some of the older people complaining about being chilly, and the girls always seemed to get upset about how rain ruined the bejeweled, filmy robes they favored during the dry seasons. But, like most young males, I've never minded being wet...although, like most young males, I tend to sleep at my parents' house during the rainy seasons. 

The bower that forms our roof is always freshly woven before the rains start, and the house is warm and dry. The bower over our bachelors' grove is patchy at best, and most of us are too lazy to work on it. We claim we are too busy with our scholarly pursuits to do the reweaving, but we're fooling no one. Everyone knows why our moss beds are miniature lakes when it rains. But that is expected of us bachelors. Indeed, the few males who re-weave the branches above their beds are looked down upon by our group, and their families shake their heads and sigh. Males with such a mind-set generally end up as craftsmen or laborers, with no hope of higher positions in life.

So it is with some surprise that I find myself considering the rain as something which could endanger our people. For all our lofty pursuits, we are dependent on the land and the food it provides. I am not surprised at all, however, that Krilat was sent with this news, rather than Father telling me himself. They mean to test me. I haven't done any "real" Kla'abai work as yet. I'm not at all sure if I can.

I look at Zeena and again we lock minds. Out of the corner of my eye I see a look of comprehension come over Mother's face.

"The rain sings, too. Not like the stars, but..." I begin.

"So do the crops, Zingeer said. He knows a great deal about crops!" I can feel Zeena's excitement at having a reason to seek Zingeer out. 

The exchange lasts mere seconds. I don't think Krilat even noticed it. I look him full in the eye. "Tell the Council I will give the problem my full attention and will let them know when I have a solution," I say with quiet gravity and confidence I don't yet feel. 

Krilat bows, more to Mother than to me, and mutters his thanks before hastily exiting. He had left his own lunch to deliver this message and was anxious to return to it. Although I have gained some respect from Krilat, I can't help but wonder with amusement how much it must have galled him to be so polite to me. 

Zeena and I smile together and return to our meal, trying not to notice Mother's calculating stare.

Zeena and Zybai sat on the dry moss under the Beda hedge and listened to the light pattering of the rain. It was an early rain for the season: there were still several turns left before the end of Braetnasab. That in itself was a certain indication that this Munsoothe would bring far heavier rains than usual, according to Periot. Though young, Periot's word on this matter went unquestioned. His family had for generations tended their lush, exceptionally productive fields and orchards. Despite Periot's vocation as a physician, he had clearly inherited his family's "blue-midarm." The medicinal plants and herbs he grew on his own portion of his family's enormous farm were renowned planet-wide for their vitality.

"We could still ask Periot what he knows of the songs of the crops," Zybai said to Zeena, only half-teasing. Their inquiries about Zingeer's whereabouts had as yet yielded nothing. Zingeer's position as Under-minister of Agriculture kept him on the move, traveling from village to village, and no one they had spoken to so far seemed to know quite where he was. 

Zeena smacked her brother's arm and stuck her nose in the air. After a suitable silence, she informed her snickering sibling that she was scheduled to have lunch with Biddy Floreth on the morrow. Zybai's eyes widened. Biddy Floreth, older than dirt, richer than Vashu, and slyer than a **kleepin, traveled in only the best circles. For a woman Zeena's age to gain audience with the ancient gossip was almost unheard-of. But Biddy! "I thought we were going to be discreet about finding Zingeer!"

"I've thought about that a lot. Up until know, you've been nothing but a spoiled bratty kid who goes flying around among the stars. It's time the people see you as the The Kla'abai...their Kla'abai, and someone they can trust. We need to act properly and respectfully toward the people. And everyone respects Biddy's opinion of people. Tomorrow I will behave decorously with her and treat her with great respect. If I do well we--you--will have her stamp of approval...and some amount of respect from the people. Think, Zybai, you will need the council, and therefore the good will, of many people in your work here on Anaraia as well as in your quest among the stars." 

That made an uncomfortable amount of sense. "But how did you ever get an audience with Biddy?"

Zeena laughed lightly: "I told her **nesatallat it concerned official business of the Kla'abai." Zeena told him. "The girl rushed back from her lady's chambers so fast it was all I could do not to laugh, and so clearly pleased! You know old Biddy is always on the lookout for new gossip, and to be the first to hear something about the Kla'abai's business is something she couldn't pass up."

"I imagine not," Zybai laughed as well. Biddy knew everything about everyone, and could hardly stand not being to first to spread some new bit of gossip. "But how will you explain wanting to find Zingeer?"

"I will tell her that the stars sang to you that Zingeer holds a key to the problem of the rains." She smiled at Zybai's raised eye ridge. "It isn't so far from the truth!"

"Never quite thought of you as a star!" Yet it was surely a part of my destiny to find Zeena as a partner in my journey. If she thinks this Zingeer can help us solve this problem, it must be so. I only hope she is thinking with her first heart, not her second!

Zeena had begun to sing a wordless counterpoint to the pattering of the rain. Zybai listened carefully for a moment, comparing the notes to the song of the rain. No, there was a difference here. He sung the notes he heard and after a moment Zeena mimicked him. Their song blended with that of the rain, meshing and intertwining with it until the two songs became one. Zeena committed the notes to memory as they sang. 

As **Garn rose to its apex Zeena stopped singing. Zybai fell silent, watching his sister. "Smell the earth," she gestured vaguely. "Do you hear it?"

Zybai closed his eyes. The smell of the earth gratefully soaking in the sweet moisture filled the air. There was an undertone to the smell, almost too low to hear, soft as a sigh. This was the song of earth glad of the rain it received. But how could it be sung...or did it need to be?


Biddy Floreth listened intently as Zeena explained the Kla'abai's role in the problem of the predicted heavy rains, her tiny dark eyes glittering. When Zeena mentioned the need to find a young man named Zingeer, Biddy nodded wisely. "Young Zybai is not the first Kla'abai to require the council of others. And you say the stars sang the need of this particular man's council to Zybai?" A serene smile crossed her wrinkled face. This was, too, was expected of a Kla'abai, Biddy assured Zeena. She should know. She had known the last Kla'abai personally. She's the only person in the world old enough to remember him! Zeena thought as she arranged her face into the proper expression of awe and respect.

"I will enquire of this young man...discreetly, of course." 

Zeena hid her amusement behind her cup of chee. Biddy didn't have a discreet bone in her body, but was wise enough to say just enough to get the information she desired. Tomorrow morning she would send Nisi with word of Zingeer's whereabouts, she assured Zeena. And by tomorrow afternoon the whole village and then some will know that the Kla'abai has taken on his duties to his people and is preparing a work for their good. No doubt the old woman would hold back as many details as possible, parceling them out in bits and pieces as she saw fit.

"You are a good sister, to do this for your brother. You must come lunch with me again." Biddy dismissed her with a wave of her elegant jewel-encrusted sleeve. Zeena bowed as befitted her age and left in a happy daze. The lunch had gone better than she had ever hoped!

Zingeer was traveling between the villages of Gnarth and Leeboo and would be at Leeboo around mid-day on the morrow, according to the note Nisi brought. "Well, come, we can float over the road between the villages and find him now," I say. "We'll be talking to him in no time!"

"We don't want to scare the wits out of Zingeer! Not everyone goes floating around the planet like a **pitchu. Besides, we agreed this must be done properly." Zeena walked to the contact stone. "I am contacting the Head-council of Leeboo and..." A young woman's face appeared on the milky surface. "If it please you, Sera," Zeena said respectfully, "I am Zeena nab Ziha, and am calling on the Kla'abai's official business. I am told you are expecting Under-minister Zingeer mid-day tomorrow."

"Yes, indeed, Sera Zeena." The young woman said with excitement. "The Kla’abai has business with the Under-minister?" It was obvious she already knew the answer. Biddy's "influence" had already spread.

"He dawdles a bit, you know," the woman went on, "in the fields around the village, but he will be here around mid-day. Shall I have someone go after him and tell him the Kla'abai needs to contact him?" 

"No, please, Sera, the Kla'abai respects that the Under-minister has work to do. If it pleases the Head-council, the Kla'abai and I will arrive in the village commons in mid-afternoon and await the Under-minister's convenience. Perhaps someone could meet us and show us around your village? The Kla'abai has never seen it..."

"Of course!" The young woman was clearly delighted. 

It was the Head-council himself, trying to hide his excitement in a pose of importance, who met Zybai and Zeena the next afternoon. His eyes lit with pleasure as he regarded his two visitors. Dressed in the modest robes Zeena had insisted upon, they stood with their heads inclined and their arms folded respectfully in front of them. Zybai made a deep obeisance. "High-council Noral, it is a great honor to meet you. It is a greater honor still that you have chosen to meet us yourself. I had not presumed to take you away from your busy schedule."

The man could hardly contain his delight, to Zybai's quiet amusement. "Not at all, not at all! I could hardly send an underling to meet you, Ser Kla'abai!"

A little respect goes a long way, eh? Zeena observed smugly.

"Zingeer has been informed of your imminent arrival. He is in the east fields at the moment, he says he can meet with you before **matins…you wished to see the village first?"

"Indeed, yes, Your Honor," Zybai said with more fervor than he felt. "It looks lovely so far…" 

"Well, we are proud of our little village…" Noral conducted them around the village, telling them in detail about each shop and home and bragging about the fine **shira and **penions that grazed on the well-tended lawns. A gaggle of excited and curious children followed them, making their progress into a small parade. Zybai shook a great many hands and heard a great many names he knew he would never be able to remember.

At length Noral conducted his visitors to a cool bower, had chee and sweet cakes brought, and apologetically excused himself: he was needed at the council. To tell them everything. Zeena chuckled.

Zybai raised an eye ridge to the children still whispering outside and gazed thoughtfully at the comely nesatallat who served them. He smiled at his sister over his cup. It's good to be Kla'abai!

Zeena rolled her eyes.


**kleepin-a small, swift predator known for its clever hunting skills. The expression "slyer than a kleepin" is analogous to the Earth expression "as sly as a fox."

**nesatallat-lady's maid, or handmaiden.

**Garn-the second moon

**pitchu-a bird-like creature known for soaring on the updrafts, like a hawk.

**matins-the evening meal

**shira-an animal raised for its milk and fur

**penions-a goose-like animal raised for its eggs
End of eighth magazine edition…
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After all the meetings, Zybai sought out some solitude. He found himself in a new grove, and satisfied his curiosity. He checked the marking stones and was surprised that the grove was just planted by Zeena, his sister. So she was serious about this Star Hopper creature! He smiled at the thought.

Vaguely, he felt Zeena dreaming some distance away, as the moons rose to their zenith. The stars came out. The rains began, even though the skies were relatively clear. There was no rolling thunder or explosion of light from lightning. Zybai then knew the song of rain. His sister had been the key. How could he have not known?

Zybai wove the song into several tunes, a talent he had just developed. The stars shifted. The moons seemed to dim with shifting dark colors. The planet’s star sang back with a glee that surprised him. Zybai kept weaving an intricate and layered song. The atmosphere appeared to him, molecule by molecule. This was working!

Zeena’s dreaming seemed to be part of this song. Zybai started the finishing flourishes. Then he realized something totally out of context with this song of rain. The tune he sang was part of dreams. After finishing the song of rain, he sat on a great rock worn by wind and ages. So dreaming is part of the songs that must be sung to open the fourteen stars? This puzzle could go on forever, but he still felt thrilled at each new revelation.

Zybai called to Zeena, and she appeared, excited and refreshed. How could she do that? He always hated being disturbed from a sound sleep, especially if his dreams were really good. Zybai explained his discovery to Zeena.

Zeena said, “The song of rain? I would not have thought it was that simple. But this dreaming thing is unbelievable.”

Zybai laughed. This was why he needed Zeena. “Then, sister, let us test it.”

They both floated near the gateway to the fourteen stars. They tapped into all the dreams of their home world. The song began. There were no distraction, no Earth ships, only the complicated tune, the song of stars.

The fourteen stars connected. The song continued. A conduit opened and with their minds, they could see the end of the infinite distance. Another song returned from the other side. That song fit into the one that they sung. Zybai’s mind separated into different, discrete parts. He stood apart from himself and felt a presence. 

Zybai wasn’t afraid. This presence was familiar and so very old. Somehow he knew that this presence was from the time of creation. It was when a separate entity came out of this vast presence that Zybai panicked. He missed some notes. The conduit closed.

Zeena spoke, confused, “What happened? We had just begun the song.”

Zybai took them back to her new grove. How could he explain to his sister what he felt?

Zeena asked, “Zybai? What is wrong?”

Zybai had to escape. This was all too much for him to comprehend, let alone talk about. 

Zeena stood among her new grove, stunned. What had just happened? She decided to leave her brother alone for the night. The sun’s rising might bring some answers. For now, she was very tired. Thunder rolled down from the nearby mountain. The rains came again. Zeena was gone from her grove and back to her dreams.
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