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OCTAV’S RISE TO AINOREN
~
WRITTEN BY DAWN CHAPMAN



COMMANDER OCTAV BROKI SHIELDED himself in a green aura, hidden in plain sight. Not all Aonise were capable of this feat, and he considered himself unique to be so able. He watched as two regular palace guards made their rounds, just as they did every night. Octav itched to get across to see Prince Kendro, time not on his side. As soon as the guards passed, Octav tucked in his head, and leapt over the wired borders.
One thing played on his mind—his latest orders. At Kendro’s request, the squadron was preparing to leave Letháo, as soon as Octav could recruit the right men for the mission. This gave him very little time, and he needed to see his prince before departing in the morning.
Octav stepped on a dry twig. 
Snap.
He froze, certain he would be spotted. He focussed deeper within himself, his green shield growing darker. He rotated slowly, expecting to see the guards heading his way, but they had gone safely around the next corner.
All this to see a friend…
Reaching the far side of the palace walls, Octav held out a hand, tentative for any sign of a croex shield. At this time of night, the palace was locked down. No shock. Good. He was in the clear. Opening the back door, he slid inside, and felt for the next two steps down into the lower chambers, shrouded in darkness. 
It was comfortable and familiar, as he had negotiated this path many times before; yet, as he stepped forward, he caught his foot. Startled, Octav stooped down and stretched out a hand. Cloth?
Discarded uniform?

Octav’s croex flickered within his shield, but the room around him stayed green. He edged forward, hearing grunts up ahead. Fighting? Sucking in a breath, he continued on, hoping not to witness something he shouldn’t, especially after hours. Friend of the Heir to House Niakrex or not, he was still expected to follow etiquette for each visit. King Valor was very strict with these protocol traditions. Following the correct procedure, this late at night, would not get him a visit with his best friend.
As he neared the games room, and the noise grew, Octav feared his first instinct had been dead on. Judging by the two male voices heard groaning and slamming within, someone inside must be locked in combat, and oblivious to his approach.
Octav decided not to interfere, and took a dive past the croex-lit room, but as he crossed the doorway, he saw a couple entwined in passion, not fighting. What?
Octav’s shield flickered, a green haze spreading out from him, listing towards the games room. He’d be spotted for sure now. Holding fast, he waited. Had they heard him? When the groans continued, so did he—heading straight for the stairs to Kendro’s private quarters.
No sooner had Octav’s foot hit the last step, when the Prince’s door opened. Kendro stood in night slacks, his dark wavy hair scuffed up from sleeping. The heir rubbed tiredly at his face. Octav grinned at him and went straight inside.
“You shouldn’t have come,” Kendro whispered, his bright, blue eyes twinkling in the dark. Octav dropped his shield as Kendro added, “I’m glad you did though.” He grasped Octav’s arm tight in a show of brotherly appreciation.
“I heard rumours,” Octav said. “I had to come.”
“First thing’s first. There’s something I must tell you—” Kendro tugged Octav towards his bedspace where he sat. Octav followed, but stood. It wasn’t often Kendro’s voice wavered, but tonight, his friend’s nerves echoed all around the room. Flickers of the Prince’s croex lit the ornate carvings and decorations with an eerie blue glow.
“You’ve seen something, haven’t you?” Octav asked. “What is it?” 
Kendro continued to stare. “Don’t use Veco as your pilot on this mission.”
Confused about this vision, Octav wanted more, but knew when not to push for the truth.
“There’s a pilot you’ve drafted, Chace Monro. He’ll be your second.” These words were more like an order than advice from a friend.
Octav thought for a moment, considering each man he’d enlisted for this mission. He sought clarity when he spoke. “Monro’s the pilot I followed who’d been feeding several homeless Heiako in the area.” Octav sat down, puzzled, taking a chair before the heir. “And I must switch them?”
“Veco needs to be with Lyrik for your intercept mission to succeed,” Kendro insisted. “Replace Hanya with Veco.”
“It’s tactical,” he sighed with relief. “Nothing more?”
Kendro held his gaze, eyes flickering with emotion. “You’ll do as I ask?”
“Of course.” Octav lowered his head, but held the stare, hoping the rumours he’d come to verify were untrue after all. “And your upcoming… marriage?”
Kendro’s brow wrinkled. He turned away. “I will also do as I am asked.”
Octav was the first to hear footsteps across the hall, and the creaking of a door. 
“Father’s coming!”
Octav had nowhere to hide. 
Kendro’s door opened, and there stood King Valor in his night slacks. “Octav, I should have known it had been you.” The King’s shimmering mark gave away his annoyance at the sight before him. He added, “Wait for me in my office. I need to speak with my son.”
Oh Ari. Octav stood. Lowering his head, he slipped past Valor to make his exit as quickly as possible. I shouldn’t have come tonight. This was my dumbest move yet. Yet, having heard Kendro receive only a few dressing-downs in the past, he waited in the corridor, just to make sure his friend was all right. 
From within did not come the rumble of a royal dressing down. “You told him to change his plans?”
“Yes, Father. He’s a good soldier. He would comply, without question, with any command I issued.”
King Valor let out a sigh. This greatly worried Octav, but their conversation was never meant for his ears, and he decided not to eavesdrop any longer. He made his way to Valor’s office. Valor knew someone was there, how?
I’d disabled all the alarms, the codes. So many different thoughts whirled around in his head, but more importantly, Why change my pilot?

Octav’s pacing from one side of the room to the other became tiresome. The King was obviously making him sweat things out, as he’d heard His Highness walk past, and enter another room. Though, this time, the whispers he heard in the dark were nothing he could decipher. In the end, Octav chose to sit, looking at the ornate desk and chair belonging to the Royal family. 

The detailed carvings etched in ancient Lacria interested Octav the most. He ran a finger over the letters, wondering how long it had taken to create such a beautiful piece. Studying linguistics had been a hobby of his, at least until military training and defence had taken all of his time. Whispers of battles fought, treaties made. The desk had seen, and recorded, it all.
Without warning, King Valor burst through the door, and Octav jumped to attention. The King strode to his desk in huge, flowing steps, and came to rest in front of Octav. He watched Octav without a single word for a long, uneasy moment. Octav dared not move, or look away, but lowered his head just a little, avoiding eye contact. “I’m sorry, Your Highness.”
“At ease, Commander Broki.”
Octav relaxed a little, at last able to meet the King’s firm glower.
“You and my son have been friends from birth.” Valor’s words were clear and commanding. “I could no more keep you out of the Royal Palace than punish you for an after-hours visit, but these visits to the House have become extremely dangerous.” He pointed a finger to a schematic map of the Royal grounds. “The last few times, I’ve told Nax to lower the shield, and allow you inside,” he began, his fingers pointing out locations on the map on his desk with a heavy bunk, bunk, “there have been others watching.”
Dismayed it wasn’t his prowess allowing him access, but that of Kendro’s half-brother, Octav’s embarrassment flickered emerald green around the room’s tapestries.
“Sit.” Valor pointed, folding broad arms across his chest.
Octav stepped back, feeling the chair behind him. Valor moved around the desk, and perched on the corner before him. The flicker of the King’s eyes gave way to his next intentions. Valor lifted his left hand, the darkening blue croex around him igniting.
In his seat, Octav swallowed.
“There are some very important things of which I have to inform you.” The King’s croex reached forward, a living entity growing from within his soul aimed at Octav. “Please, if you would?”
Contact of croex was forbidden except for mates, however, Octav had never heard the King say ‘please’ before. This must be of great importance!  With a shaking hand, he reached up, as the King reassured, “I will not hurt you, but there is something you must see.”
Octav allowed his own green croex forward, connecting his with the King’s. Of course, Valor meant him no harm; he was their protector and leader. The King proceeded to lift his hand. Octav felt bile rising in his throat; he’d never connected in a full scrie before. Seeing his King raise his sacred right hand that way, suddenly seemed terrifying, but the flow of energy he felt from Valor had already pushed him forward.
Dark blue met with green, and a crack of light energy burst free, books and ornaments rocked where they lay. Octav feared the whole House would have felt this. Guards would come running, thinking assassination attempt!
Octav’s instinct to pull back was strong, but Valor held steady.
A knock at the door, Ainoren Demil spoke clear. “Sire, are you all right?”
Valor called, “I will see you shortly, Demil.”
Valor turned his attention back to Octav. “Allow me to direct this.”
Much later than planned, as dawn approached, Octav left the King’s office with a heavy heart. His need strong to see Kendro once more, but with what he’d just experienced, the young Commander had to walk away. 
Tapping his comms, Octav called for Lyrik, turning to exit the Royal Palace this time through the front door. “Ships ready?”
Lyrik’s cool voice returned, “All set, Commander.” 
This was it. Without another glance, Octav walked away. He had the overwhelming feeling that Kendro’s eyes watched as he exited the grounds, piercing the back of his head. It hurt him deeply that his friend’s life would change so much. When Octav returned, the heir would be King, and life as Octav knew it, changed forever.
Meeting Chace
Octav hadn’t flown with Chace as pilot before. He’d only observed some of the young soldier’s mission logs, and felt curious enough to follow him as Chace had left the base one night. But, seeing that he’d only walked to a local Heiako food bank to distribute some of his rations, Octav had turned back, satisfied he wasn’t causing any trouble. 
When greeting the squadrons on the flight deck, Octav felt uncomfortable, the churning in his stomach grated his nerves. He couldn’t escape this part of his destiny, and talking with Valor about it in depth proved the King’s decisions on their paths were right. Orders or not, Octav would do as requested. 
Lyrik and Hanya saluted as Octav strode towards them, and he returned the salute. Octav looked out toward the soldiers, lined in formation, in pristine fighting condition. Two squadrons, each detailing sixteen platoons. These were the best from each and every flight academy on Letháo. Their leaders were the highest marked soldiers through training. Octav stood straight, proud. “At ease,” he called.
With a nod to Lyrik, the Commander spoke clearly, even though the tangle at the pit of his stomach squirmed within. “A few small tactical changes to the mission, Sergeant.”
Lyrik raised an eyebrow. “Sir?”
Octav knew all eyes were on him. “Sergeant Veco, Private Chace Monro, step forward.”
Chace’s dark-cropped head rose in the ranks of his platoon. His birthmark never wavered as he approached the commanding officers. Stopping to salute before them, alongside Veco, Chace’s cool blue eyes and his mark glittered once, and settled on Octav. “Yes, Sir.”
“Private, you’re with me. Hanya replace him with Drel on Rit’s platoon,” Octav ordered. “Veco you’re with Lyrik.”
Octav ignored Veco’s look of defeat, which was obvious to everyone, as he stood firm and saluted even so.
“Prep for launch,” Octav finished. 
Lyrik ordered the men on, and the soldiers synchronised as one unit, turning to launch. As they departed, Octav caught the whispers of several. Why the last minute changes? I hope he knows what he’s doing. This had better work out. Octav sighed, even though he trusted Kendro implicitly, this change had him worried.
Fleeting images from his last several missions with Veco filled Octav’s thoughts. He was always glad Veco stuck by his side, looking out for him. Having known each other through their academy days, they’d become fast friends, the rapport between them making them a dynamic tandem; there was no guessing when out in the midst of battle. Octav felt bad for changing plans on this mission, albeit for good reason. 
The Heir’s warnings for a switch, and the King’s scrie, weren’t to be taken lightly. Kendro’s ability to see the future had already proved more than useful in their latest endeavours against the warring Houses, and the recent Zefron incursions. 
Octav stood and waited for both squadrons to file out. Chace waited by his side, not moving, but also not taking his eyes off Octav. He cast Chace a glance or two, not sure about the reactive vibes he felt. The Chief of the Watch approached them, saluting.
“Commander, your ship’s designs were updated as specified.”
Octav threw Chace a nod. “You’ll find the ship’s modifications interesting.” Finally meeting the pilot’s eyes, Octav felt more discomfort in his stomach. What did I eat? “Shall we?” Octav strode off in the direction of his personal flight deck, hoping the unease consuming him might dissipate once in space. 
Approaching the Ras fighter, Octav knew the additions. He wondered if Monro would see them. Unlike what any other pilot would, or should do, Monro dropped his stance and whistled. Stepping forward and reaching down into the recessed bay where Ras sat, he ran his hands down the side of the large croex cannon straddling the Ras’s left flank. The young pilot turned to face Octav; his birthmark flickered blue around his smile.
Octav held in the laugh wanting to escape. The younger soldier had no control, and Octav couldn’t help but ask the pilot, “You like it?”
Chace’s twinkling eyes said it all. “Twin croex cannons linked into the Sietev, Sir? It’s experimental, though. Am I right, Sir?”
Octav nodded. “Designed by our greatest, tested in the field over our last several missions.”
Monro placed his palm on the key panel, his croex mingling with the computer, and the cockpit shaft slid open. Chace jumped straight in. Octav admired his enthusiasm, even if his protocol training had seemingly vanished. 

Watching from the wing, Octav noted, pleased, as Chace expertly started systems without prompting for codes. He was good, a hacker, too.
Monro finally glanced towards his superior officer, eyes wide as he realised his mistake. 
“We’ll discuss it later.” Octav slid in front of him, waiting for the reaction as Chace slipped his hand into the system’s control glove.
Chace let out a gasp. Octav knew the feeling. He knew Chace’s every thought and motion now. In fact, all of them heightened, as Chace connected with the fighter.
“Ready?” Octav asked.
“All systems are clear for launch, Commander.”
The Zefron—Outpost Seven
OUTPOST SEVEN, DISCOVERED several days ago, was almost unmanned. One section of enemy Defra-classed ships circled the planet’s outer sphere. These smaller class fighting vessels the Aonise could deal with, as their Ras fighters had the upper hand, being much quicker to manouver and open fire.
It was what the Zefron were building that bore great concern for Octav. Reconnaissance had spotted this armament, but Aonise analysts figured if one such weapon existed, others were surely also being built. Octav had suspected more, and Valor confirmed it. The Zefron manned stations like this one all over their planet system. There was no denying the signs. The Zefron were about to start a full on war. 
As Octav and Chace now flew over the post, it confirmed the Commander’s greatest fear. The Zefron were hoping this weapon would destroy the Aonise escape ships. Or, at least, disable them enough for them to swoop in, and get what they wanted. Not that they knew what these damned creatures wanted. Their non-communication, so frustrating not just to fighters, but for any Aonise on Letháo. These organisms weren’t interested in any type of détente; they were so bent on Aonise destruction, they didn’t care.
Octav noted that the Zefron had moved fast. The build was almost complete—there below him was one huge ship and a massive deterrent to boot. It has to be destroyed.
With their combined experience and precision, Lyrik and Hanya both commanded their fighters to swoop and attack the Zefron’s seventh outpost. Octav and Chace hung back, waiting for their chance to intercept.
The base, a blip on Octav’s screen, became a hive of activity, as the Zefron realised they were under fire. Within minutes, more enemy ships joined the battlefield. 
Octav’s Ras banked sharply to the left, throwing his shoulder against the hull’s side with a thump. A blazing cannon blast lit up the darkness around him, his mind off the fight only for a few brief moments.Somehow, he’d missed it, but Chace’s quick reactions and skill spun them around to face their attacker. A Duopoly class Zefron fighter.
Puswer. Where did that come from?
“Don’t sweat it,” Chace replied, his cool voice echoing around the cockpit. “I’ve got this.”
Octav wouldn’t have hesitated to take control, but his mind felt different, fuzzy from the slam. But I didn’t hit my head? His hand hovered over the Sietev. Should I?
“What is that?” Strangely, fogged thoughts of life back on Letháo consumed him. I should have more control. Sweat trickled down his forehead into his eyes. He blinked furiously to clear the stinging sensation as Chace dipped and weaved away from the Duo.
Chace reached over, breaking all boundaries to place a free hand on Octav’s shoulder. The connection between them was strong, even through Octav’s uniform. As Chace’s undisciplined croex floated everywhere, it hit Octav hard. His breath left him, and his own control with it. Warmth then spread through Octav’s veins, as he accepted the pilot’s touch. “They hit us with a new weapon. All our fighters are disorientated, lost.”
Octav glanced to his monitors, without chastising the pilot like protocol dictated he should have. Watching his ships as they weaved in and out, no coherency at all to their paths, a touch seemed the least of his worries. He checked on his pilot. “What about you?”
Dodging back and forth with ease, Chace patted Octav’s shoulder once, then let go. The Duo had opened fire. “I’m good. Let me get us out of here.”
Somehow, Octav knew Chace was unique. He had no idea what was different about this man, or why, in the heat of battle, he would care, but he could not shake his concern. Feeling the croex cannons charging up, Octav wasn’t sure Chace had enough within him to destroy the Duo. But sighting the rippling blue energy around the Ras, the Commander felt it enter his core being, lifting his spirit. It’s Chace, and the ship’s modifications, that stopped this new weapon.
Chace hit the throttle, propelling them straight for the Duo, as he let loose their cannons. The enemy fighter couldn’t manoeuver quickly enough, and as it, again, appeared in his line of sight, it didn’t stand a chance. There was a smooth click of the Sietev letting go once more, with twice the strength of anything else in their fleet. 
Octav gasped aloud as the Duo splintered in two.
“Get me above our ships.” Octav ordered. “I need to extend our shield.”
Chace didn’t hesitate giving Octav full control of the cannons via the Sietev, but not the ship. With grace, Chace spun them around, and within a blink, they were looking down on the slaughter of their squad by second-class ships. This should not have been possible. Now they knew what this new Zefron weapon could do, and thanks to the modifications to their Ras, they knew how to defend against it.
Octav harnessed the Ras’s cannons, feeling the connection as they merged psychically. Deep inside the computer systems, Octav altered the electric pulses that wanted to damage these things. It was a quick override for him, done with no other thought than its main objective to protect. He had to reach out, touch the minds of his soldiers. He could only hope the cannon’s boost would blast enough protection into space to reach them all.
The green energy hummed around them, as Octav called forth all of his croex. Sparkling and crackling, it built beneath his skin, waiting to be let loose.
“Octav, you don’t have enough,” Chace’s voice rang in his ears.
Octav’s confidence fell, but then once more, he felt Chace’s hand on his shoulder, each finger splayed to touch the skin at the side of Octav’s neck. The Commander gasped, never having been touched by anyone, particularly a man, before. 
“Take what you need,” Chace yelled. “I’ve plenty.” 
A split moment of recognition told Octav to remove his hand from the Sietev. The fire inside Chace burned brighter than any Heiako he’d ever found. Pure untapped energy. Octav had no time to wonder. The pilot’s heritage would not compute. Instead, he accepted Chace’s offer, allowing their croex to mingle properly, powering the Ras’s cannons up to a completely new level.
As energy thrummed around them, the instruments vibrated with such metallic intensity that he thought they would disintegrate the ship.
“Ready?” Octav shouted above the deafening noise.
Chace’s resounding “Fire!” spurred him on. With one crack of white light, the Ras’s cannons exploded. With a tremendous force, the melding of both blue and green croex spurt forth from the white discharged energy into space, reaching out to the farthest of their wandering squadron fighters.
Within seconds, their soldiers had regained control, turning to fire on the enemy ships.
Octav quickly used this to their advantage, slipping in under the radar to head for the enemy building site. Once near the huge battleship, Octav tried his best to gather enough croex for a killing blast. Weakened, he had no hope. “Chace?”
“Sir?”
“Slide your hand back into the Sietev.” There had been no testing on a double joining. It would have been the next stage in Aonise weapons development, and he had been discussing it with Veco only recently. But it should have been first attempted under watch from their head physicians, not out in the field. 
Right now, this was the only option the Commander could think of, despite the risks.
“But—Sir—” Defiance, this young pilot’s insubordination astounded him.
“That’s an order, Monro.”
As Chace’s hand slid inside the glove, the connection between them ignited. Heat spread through Octav’s veins again, this time, on a much deeper level. Pure emotion from the young man. Exciting and raw. Octav couldn’t process these feelings.
Feelings he’d never had before, images of things he’d never seen—he forced it all to the back of his mind. Right now, his concentration was all he desired. He couldn’t lose to the Zefron because of this—moment. 
With one swift move, Octav pushed forward, and with the two of them as one being, they launched the final croex blast at the battleship’s main core.
The energy from the Aonise cannon struck the Zefron ship’s outer hull, invading its very metals, turning it hot white. This wasn’t something Octav expected. Hunks of the ship melted down from its tip, bubbling, oozing. It fell in on the Zefron, as they rushed to try to save themselves, all disintegrating within pulse-beats.
On their escape, Octav noticed, on the planet’s surface, several more Duos were set to launch. “Squadron one and two, incoming fighters, return to Letháo. Mission complete.”
“Details later,” Lyrik’s voice came over their comms. “Two Duos on your flank. Right with you!”
Octav felt Chace’s weakness through the joined control over the ship, but the young pilot wasn’t giving in so easily. He nose-dived away from the first round of enemy fire, rising back to spin about, facing it with one more croex blast. Octav had no idea where Chace was getting this energy, but he was thankful for the combined effort. Instead of fighting Chace for control now, Octav allowed him his lead. As Lyrik’s Ras approached, Chace had already beaten off both Duos.
“I see you don’t need my assistance,” Lyrik joked. “Let’s get out of here.”
Aftermath
Chatter over the secure comms aided in calming Octav’s mind as they sped back to their home planet. Various pilots recalled their victory. But then, in that calmness, grew great fear. Valor’s words struck hard. Octav remembered the King’s early morning warning.
Chace’s croex stiffened at this reveal, Oh no. Octav withdrew his own hand from the Sietev leaving the young pilot in control. “Chace I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have found out like that.” All his secrets and emotions shared. I should have known.
“Octav?” the voice quivered. “It’s not true, please. Say it’s not true.”
Letháo hovered into view, filling the length of their screen. What once glowed with beautiful green forests and deep blue oceans, now withered under the extreme radiation from their dying sun. Octav knew the King’s task—to protect the planet, and all who occupied her, no matter the consequences. With his recent connection to Octav, now so did Chace. 
The worst part would be entering the atmosphere. There, the most recent events at home would hit them all. Valor’s croex connected to them, suddenly yanked away.
Tapping his comms, Octav swallowed before announcing, “Squadrons one and two, shift control of your Ras over to auto.”
Lyrik was the only one who commed back. “Sir?” Yet, still complied.
The shock wave of pain hit them all at once as they entered their atmosphere.
Ripping him apart from the inside, Octav bit down to close off the other fighters’ pains and sorrows at the loss of their King. Blood seeped into Octav’s mouth. The closer to Letháo they drew, the more unbearable the pain grew. Lyrik’s last scream echoed through his mind, and Octav felt Lyrik’s consciousness slipping away. 
Octav fought to stay awake. He needed to accept, if not for himself, then for his squadron, that their King was dead.
Chace had, at least, been prepared, but the others weren’t. Before their mission, Octav couldn’t have informed them, or told anyone. Their King’s death would have forced the fleet’s hand. They would have stayed on Letháo, and the mission against the Zefron weapon would have been lost.
Octav felt Chace’s hand once more reaching across the Ras for him, no Sietev between them now. This time, the Commander didn’t mind. 
He took hold of the pilot’s hand, and squeezed gently. “We’ll be all right, Chace. We’ll be all right.”
He couldn’t bare it. Chace let out a sob, and Octav felt tears flood his own eyes, clouding his vision. He didn’t hold this in. As strong as he was, this pain knew no bounds. 
Autopilot took them down. Approaching the landing zone, Octav saw an escort awaiting their safe arrival. Standing at the front of the military escort, a lone figure, head low, Octav’s heart sank—Kendro.

As soon as the Ras hit the ground, Octav threw open the hatch, climbing out as quickly as he could. Without seeming too emotional, he hopped down to the ground, feet slamming the mezian pavement. He strode towards his friend, who eventually raised his face to him, pale blue eyes and birthmark flickering. The new King didn’t hesitate in stepping towards Octav taking him in a strong embrace.
“I’m sorry,” Octav gasped as he was squeezed tight. “Palanor, I’m so sorry.”
“You knew,” he whispered. “Father told you last night, didn’t he?”
Octav pulled back, faced with the pain on his friend’s face. It was obviously a match for the pain he felt with their inspiration, Valor gone. There was a gaping hole in his Routui where there had always been joy. “I—sorry—” Allowing his croex to surface, Octav took Kendro’s hand in his. 
Kendro’s face crumpled, tears ready to burst free, but he didn’t pull back. The comfort they shared was brief. The dawning realisation that Valor’s death was just the start tugged at Octav’s mind.
Octav noticed Kendro’s escort. None of the usual men. Where was Nax? Or Ainoren Demil? 
“What is it?” Octav asked, dread filling every fibre of his being. The men behind Kendro were just as traumatised as their new King. Pale faced, birthmarks shimmered low in the daylight.
“I’ve called a Summit.” Kendro stepped back, straightening his face and his uniform. “The remaining House Leaders will be back within the day.” 
“Remaining?” Octav didn’t know what to think. Valor hadn’t told him everything. What had happened?

“Kendro.” He wanted to shake the truth out of him, but any form of violence against the King now would be an act of treason. “Who else did we lose? What happened?” 
Reaching inside his pocket, Kendro pulled out a golden ladall. “Commander Octav Broki, from this day forward, you are known as Ainoren.” Kendro pinned the ladall to Octav’s left shoulder, removing the bars from his right. His eyes rolled right. “Pilot Chace Monro, you’re to be commended for your effort against the Zefron today. You are appointed Special Guard. Your duty is to remain at the Ainoren’s side, at all times.” 
Chace’s terrified eyes met with Octav’s, but he stood firm, and saluted. Octav had no choice but to reciprocate. Could they all get past the days great loss? Ari help us all.
Kendro stepped back, lowering his head once out of respect. “We have much work to do, Ainoren. Come.”
~
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SEANCE ON DEATH ROW
~
WRITTEN BY DOUGLAS KOLACKI



The prison gate slammed behind Alan Weisz.
He stiffened. Locked? Of course it was. But now, for the first time in his life, he was locked behind it. And he could not get out again until the prison, and the uniformed hulk of a guard at his side, decided to allow him back to a freedom that already seemed far away.
The world of green palm trees, his desk at the Globe and most of all, the comfort and privacy of his condominium—all receded now in his mind, giving way to steel bars, fluorescent lights, rolls of barbed wire overhead, and a deck that smelled of floor wax. He’d smelled that only once before, on board Navy ships. And already he could hear the sound ahead: the undercurrent of a thousand male voices out in the cell blocks.
So Alan turned to the guard instead. The man, while big, had a gentle, angular face beneath a snowy flattop of hair. He ought to have been retired and home in his rocking chair rather than a place like this.
The guard held out something to him. 
Alan looked at it, then up. “Bullet-proof vest?”
“Stab-proof. You never know about shanks. Need to sign this, too.” He passed a clipboard and pen. 
Alan shrugged on the vest, took the document and read it. A waiver. If he were taken hostage, the prison would not negotiate. He signed it.
The guard snatched the clipboard back and led Alan onward. Now the harsh lights, the grates and the barbed wire, assaulted him on all sides.
~
For the first time since college, Alan thought of Charles Darnay in A Tale of Two Cities, heading deeper and deeper into hostile France as each successive gate closed behind him, until getting out became a virtual impossibility. 
And Alan was a reporter, flown here by the Los Angeles Globe to witness this...event...firsthand. How did it feel for convicts led this way, knowing they would never exit alive? 
“Crazy, huh? Never would have believed it.” 
The guard said this in a high voice, shaking his head and laughing. Laughed loud, as if trying to repel the bleakness of this place. Probably did it often and without realizing it. “You know what it is? They try to keep it a secret, but hell, you can’t keep secrets here. The place is too overcrowded—”
“Death Row, too?”
“What do you think? Somebody lands there, he’s basically there forever. Where are they gonna put the new guys?”
They passed through another steel door, so thick and invulnerable it could shield a bank vault. Slam.
Alan said, “So the government—when they approved it—they’re conceding there might actually be ghosts?”
“No. They’re conceding they have to use any little excuse they can to free up a Death Row cell.”
“But the family—the victim’s family I mean—they had to agree, too. Right?” 
The guard shrugged. “Must have. Can’t see this being done without their approval. Could be—” they cleared another door—slam—"after eleven years, they’ve given up on this guy ever being executed. If nothing else, maybe it’ll give him a scare?”
They stopped at a grated door with a sign above it saying CONDEMNED ROW. The guard was still looking at Alan.
“The guy’s from an old-line superstitious clan. Diviners, prophets of doom, believers in ghosts, demons, everything. Maybe what they’re hoping...” He opened the door.
“...is that this’ll scare him to death.”
~
A bulletin board displayed the mug shots and cell numbers of each inmate. Beyond the grated door stretched a corridor of bars to the left, white-painted wall to the right. There was a faint sound of televisions playing and the beeps of a video game.
The guard opened a single door on the right. “This is the place.” 
Anywhere else, the room set aside for a “séance” would have been spacious. Here, a walk-in closet would have to do. It was musty and smelled of the floor wax plus antiseptic; Alan guessed it usually held cleaning gear. That walls had been painted black. A single overhead bulb lit the room.
“This is where the inmate met with the psychiatrist,” the guard said. A round plastic table with four chairs sat in the center. 
“They bring this from the cafeteria?” Alan asked. 
“Nope. From outside. It’s supposed to be round, the lady said. Something about helping the circle. Got no tables like that here.”
Barely three feet of space remained between metal folding chairs and wall. There were no crystal balls, no candles, nothing showing today’s purpose for the room. It looked no more suited for anything supernatural than anything else in prison.
“What about that?” Alan pointed to an odd item on a shelf: a tabletop fountain, trickling water out its top and down a small stack of rocks.
“It’s part of the process. Moving water is supposed to help.”
Alan snorted. “Oh, come on! Honestly, now. Is this a joke?”
Someone appeared at the door. The guard nodded in the new arrival’s direction. “Ask her.”
Seeing this woman, Alan felt like someone visiting a psychoanalyst for the first time expecting a beard and an Austrian accent. Alan had envisioned, somehow, a sort of Queen of the Nile in a turban, dripping jewels, with a voice placing her from Eastern Europe. But she wore a red suit with a white cravat, and her auburn hair touched her shoulders. 
She seemed to glide more than walk into the room. She fixed hazel eyes on Alan, who quailed for a moment feeling like a pinned bug, then, remembering his manhood, scowled back. The fountain on the shelf gurgled on.
“You look more like a lawyer than a medium,” he quipped. 
Her eyes searched him. 
A little louder he said, “Aren’t we going to use a Ouija board? Something like that?” 
The guard took a stick of gum from his shirt pocket, unwrapped it and popped it in his mouth. “We’re going to channel her. Try at least. Not too many mediums can do that, but this lady specializes in it and that’s why they hired her.”
“Who’s playing?” 
“Just the three of us here, the deputy warden—he won’t sit, he’ll watch so he can certify it took place—and the inmate.”
The man being led here now in cuffs. He must have been laughing it up inside, thinking, wow, that team of mouthpieces his relatives had probably mortgaged their homes to hire, really pulled it off.
The guard was watching Alan’s face. “You all right?” He smacked on his gum. 
“So we do this and they change his sentence to life, move him out to a regular cell? Just like that?”
“More or less, if it all goes well.”
“What do you mean by that? How can it go?” A thought occurred to Alan. “Say. Ma’am?” She studied him as he spoke. “You’re not related, are you? To the victim? Even distantly—”
The guard barked out a laugh. The gum popped out his mouth and hit the floor. “What do you think they are, idiots?”
Then, as everyone watched, he stooped over, picked the white wad off the floor, popped it back in his mouth, and resumed chewing.
The medium said, “He’s here.”
~
Alan caught a glimpse of orange out the corner of his eye. 
Turning in that direction, he got an eyeful of orange jumpsuit, a hairy arm protruding from each side, two stocky legs. The inmate’s hands were cuffed in front of him. He possessed a shaven moon face, a slight double chin, and hair gone white. Alan had seen shots of him at the trial; his hair had been black and his gut had swollen out. His face wore a deadpan. A man in a dark gray suit walked behind him.
Alan queased up with a feeling, something like when a famous person walks into a room. A celebrity. This man was somewhat famous, but Alan did not want to think of how. Alan himself had duly reported the crime to the Globe’s readers. The man had seemed intent on running the gamut, venting everything in a single night on a single young woman: kidnapping, rape, torture, and finally, murder. He left her with a final mark, a crescent-shaped wound at the base of her neck where he’d plunged his knife, and plunged it deep. 
But Alan had never before seen him up close. This balding, heavy-set fellow looked so normal. Like the guards in the room, like Alan’s co-workers at the Globe. The round, almost cherubic face, a demeanor perfectly mild, even tended to set Alan at ease—this man who (well after his conviction) confessed to the atrocity, gave all the details about it, claimed temporary insanity...but never, in the eleven years since, expressed any remorse. 
Why no remorse? Well, why not ask him? He’s right here.
Yet the conviction of this thought wavered once face to face with the inmate. It seemed outlandish that this everyday Joe had committed the same kind of atrocity that sent Ted Bundy to the electric chair. 
The inmate took the whole room in at a glance. “Is the warden coming?”
The guard gave him an undisguised sneer. “You think he wants any part of this?” Keys jingled as he unlocked and removed the cuffs. The inmate pulled up a chair and sat down.
The man in the suit—the deputy warden—carried a clear plastic bag, the kind used for exhibits in trials. Alan, knowing what the bag contained, watched the inmate.
The man removed from the bag a black pump shoe and a cell phone. Both had been found in a ravine near the victim’s body. The deputy warden placed them on the table in front of the woman. “These are what you needed, madam?”
She nodded, and positioned the shoe upright. The inmate saw the items but gave no reaction. 
The medium fixed her eyes on him. “Do you believe at all this could be real? Otherwise...”
He met her gaze. “I heard plenty from the parents in court. If her ghost were really here, it couldn’t say no more than that.”
Her ghost.
Alan scowled. Of course. What could a ghost do to him? Ghosts were spirits, right? Just air, pretty much? And that protected him. Like the bailiffs had protected him at the trial, when the parents and relatives were in the same room with him. The way the prison walls protected him now from the same. And he must have known—yes, he’d been told, otherwise he’d never have agreed to this himself—that Alan and the medium had been searched head to toe for any instruments of justice they might try to smuggle in. For a murderer condemned to death, Alan thought, this man got all the protection normally given only to the President of the United States.
“Can we get this overwith?” The inmate had placed his hands flat on the table. Maybe he was used to having to keep them in view.
Oh yes. Got your bags packed already, haven’t you? Your fourteen-inch television set made in 1977, your five paperbacks and stack of magazines, and all the birthday and holiday cards sent from home over the years. They’ll probably cut this whole thing short just so they can shoo you out and haul the next murderer in. 
The deputy warden hovered by the door. The fountain continued to run. 
“Has this ever been done before?” Alan asked. “In a prison, I mean?”
The medium floated down and motioned with her arms. “Everyone take a seat. Please join hands.”
The guard sprang into an empty chair. Alan’s muscles snapped taut. I’m supposed to—?
Too late. Only one of the four chairs remained, and it was on the inmate’s right. The medium sat on the other side. The guard, opposite the prisoner and firmly planted, kept up his steady smacking of gum. No one moved to join hands except the inmate, who held it out palm-up.
The medium held Alan in her gaze. “Sir?”
Now everyone was looking at him. He drew out the chair with a scrape of linoleum, and, conscious every moment of the man now close beside him, sank into it. 
The deputy warden spoke up. He had hair the jettest of black, the front of which jutted out over his eyes like a veranda roof. He tilted his head up whenever he spoke. It was rather like a knight lifting his visor, without need of hands. 
“What do you need, madam? Shall I turn out the light?” 
She rolled her hands together for some reason she did not share. Then, she nodded. 
Blackening the room with this uncuffed Death Row inmate in it, Alan thought. There must be a whole battalion of armed guards posted outside the door. 
“Joins hands,” the medium repeated. “By linking, we invite the spirit to appear and control the atmosphere around us. We must maintain the circle at all times. Do not break the circle. Failing to do exactly as I say,” she addressed the inmate, “will terminate your arrangement.”
Alan extended his hand, braced himself for the touch. It came. Warm like any other, rough like a blue collar worker’s, except...
This is one of the hands that did all those things 
And the room plunged into darkness.
Alan thought not of ghosts, or whatever parlor tricks the medium might have planned, but that this criminal could make his move, grab the medium or reporter in a headlock, turn this whole thing into a hostage situation. Except that Alan had signed that waiver, hadn’t he? Doubtless she had, too. His heart raced, and for the hundredth time he thought: I hope they know what they’re doing. I really do.
A moment passed. The inmate remained still, his hand loosely clasped with Alan’s. There was no sound save the running of the fountain.
“Everyone breathe in"—the medium drew in a long breath—"and out.” Long exhale. “Breathe in unison. In...out.” The medium’s voice floated, seemed to swirl around and over their heads, in a way it hadn’t done when the lights were on. Could she throw her voice?
“Get your minds into a welcoming state. Think of someone you’re eager to see, someone you’re meeting at the airport who you haven’t seen in a long time, or someone you’re in love with. Someone you really want to welcome. And Dee Katherine Sawyer, we welcome you. Meet us here in this place of justice. There is a man here awaiting justice for what he has done to you. He is waiting for you to face him.”
The inmate’s fingers betrayed a momentary clench before relaxing again. 
“Will you meet us here, Dee? Are you willing to leave for a moment your place of eternal repose, to confront—” the sharpness of the utterance caught Alan off guard—"your murderer?”
The group waited. The fountain gurgled on.
“Please show us a sign that you’re here. We have two of your possessions from that night. If you’re here, please show us by tipping over the shoe. We want to welcome you, Dee.”
Alan scowled and wished for this to be overwith, to get out of here and back to the real world. When he got back to his room, he’d probably wash his hands ten times. 
“Ah—”
The voice came from the direction of the medium—but it sounded deeper, even guttural, and devoid of tone. Something warping her vocal cords out of shape, forcing her voice down several registers and into overdrive.
“Help.” Her voice rose to a shout. “Somebody help!”
Alan held on and waited. The medium’s normal voice returned: “Don’t break the circle. There’s no need to be afraid, Dee—”
She shrieked. Alan shivered in his seat. He felt no reaction in either neighbor’s grip.
“Help, what what what.”
Alan hissed a curse under his breath. The medium’s voice had changed again, dropping in pitch and losing tone, so that the final “what” reminded him, for the first time in years, of a monotonic electronic voice he’d once seen demonstrated at the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago.
The medium spoke again, calmly. “It’s all right, Dee. You are here among light!” Again with the final word, her voice wrenched—that was how Alan thought of it—back into the tonelessness. 
Deep breath. “Yes,” the medium said. “The light. If you can leave it for just a moment and speak with us. Dee, please settle. You are welcome here.”
Had Alan not known, he’d have thought two people were speaking: a woman and the modulated Museum of Science and Industry voice. The air felt warm like a jungle, and Alan realized he was sweating. If this were real, did a victim carry her terror to wherever the deceased went, her final emotions branded into her immortal shade? Would she relive it forever? Had the medium tapped into what she was all the time?
And what did the inmate think? His grip on Alan’s hand never changed. 
The table shivered. Maybe it was a sudden spasm of the medium’s, or a trick. Maybe it really was a fleeting manifestation of the beyond. But the voice burst out once more, a scream, and Alan grimaced and clutched the two hands as if they were lifelines. Then...silence. 
Slowly Alan became aware of a running water sound, the fountain.
“Lights.” The medium’s voice came out a weak whisper. “Break the circle.”
Alan wasted no time pulling his hand from the inmate’s. He flexed his fingers; they felt as if in that grip for hours. He might never stop washing it. 
The light snapped on. The shoe had fallen over at some point. The medium’s face glistened and her hair was disheveled.
“Is that it?” The guard was slouched back in his seat. 
The deputy warden tilted up his head to speak. “There wasn’t a minimum time specified. Legally, the provision has been fulfilled.”
Alan jumped out of his seat. “Are you kidding?”
“Sir, please don’t break my back. It’s the law.”
“Ma’am?” The guard wore a face less like a prison guard’s than a boy having to stay home on Halloween night. Maybe he’d hoped that this novelty, this time away from his job, would last a little longer. “What do you think?”
She stared down at the table top with its two exhibits, leveled her breathing, looked up.
“Normally it takes much longer to contact the spirits. A typical séance lasts about thirty minutes. This took me by surprise. Gentlemen,” she rose, “I’ve been doing this for twelve years, and this is the first time anything like this has happened. It’s as if I was on top of a mountain, lighting a campfire, and the fire turned into the eruption of a volcano I didn’t know was under me.”
“Hey.” The guard leaned forward, his hands flat on the table. “Buddy?”
The inmate. He still hadn’t moved. His hand remained where Alan had dislodged its grip, fingers touching the surface. He sat slumped in his chair, head hanging down, chin on his chest. Still as a stone.
Several seconds passed as the meaning of this sank in.
“Notify the doctor.” The deputy warden’s voice barked in Alan’s left ear. Alan did not see the official; like everyone, he gazed at the body now cooling in its chair.
I don’t believe it. I do not believe it. Heart attack, right? She scared him to death. She meant to all along. Probably knows ways of doing it that most people don’t know. 
The medium seemed to tower over everyone, although she lacked the stature of any of the men. “I realize it now. I didn’t at first—it all took place so fast.”
“Did you connect with her?” Alan asked.
“I did. I would swear it under oath. But it was not her voice you heard speaking through me.” She motioned to the stiff inmate. “It was his.”
The guard took hold of the inmate’s wrist and placed a finger there. He shook his head.
The deputy warden turned on the medium. “How did this happen?”
“I sensed her spirit. And then his spirit—all at once—broke in.”
“Everyone?” The deputy swept his finger around the room. “You can’t leave. We’ll need statements from each of you.”
Yeah. All right, whatever. Alan had only a cheap motel room with a dripping shower faucet to go back to. And back in Los Angeles, an empty condo with a salt water aquarium and potted ferns. Though it did feel a little creepy being in the same confined space with someone who had just died. He’d seen those only at funerals, after they’d been prepared and dressed up for viewing, and only rarely besides.
~
Three days later, the news reached Alan at the Globe.

The inmate, like his victim before him, underwent an autopsy. He had suffered a myocardial rupture of the heart, a tear in the free wall of the left ventricle. Those were sometimes caused by heart attacks and could kill fairly quickly.
But the coroner, who had performed both autopsies, noticed something. He went so far as to compare pictures. The laceration bore an unusual pattern, a crescent, that matched exactly the coup de grâce wound on the base of Dee Sawyer’s neck.
~
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THE TOT OF WONDER
~
WRITTEN BY JOHN TALONI



I HAD JUST GOTTEN my kid through his bath when I heard the call. “Help me Omniman, help!” My super hearing placed the cry at about three miles away.
Meanwhile, Junior looked up at me with a gleam in his eye. “Ah ba goo?” he inquired, speaking with all of his year and a half’s worth of wisdom. I had been in the middle of a belly tickle and his eyes followed my head as I half-turned towards the call.
I glanced around the room. How could I keep Omni Junior occupied long enough to answer the call? “Peekaboo!” I tried. He peekaboo’d back, but with his super swiftness he didn’t keep his eyes covered long enough for me to even think about running out.
“Whoosh?” he asked, bounding off the floor. He wouldn’t be able to fly for years yet, but he loved going around with Daddy.
“Whoosh!” I said, picking him up. I ran around the living room with him in the air, then as I went into the bedroom I lifted off the ground. “Whoosh whoosh!” He cried gleefully, wiggling his pudgy arms like wings.
We did several rounds of the entire apartment, and then I brought him to his crib. “One minute,” I said holding up my forefinger.
“No whoosh?” he said, a sad look on his face.
“Whoosh soon. Daddy come back in a minute.” I fixed the lid on the crib and set the lock. Most cribs didn’t have lockable covers, but then, most parents didn’t have to worry about their kids leaping to the ceiling in the middle of the night.
I leapt into my costume at super speed and opened the window. A fraction of a second later I was in the air heading towards the call. A cry of “Help, help!” assisted me in triangulating the location. Half a minute later I was there.
The situation was standard: Young mugger holding up a woman with a knife. He was lucky it was a knife, because if it had been a gun I wouldn’t have been able to take the risk of just grabbing it out of his hand. As it was I probably broke his wrist with the speed I used to disarm him.
“Safe trip home, Citizen,” I said. The victim looked around, uncertain where the voice had come from. I slowed down long enough to give her a nod. “Careful on these streets at night. Visit the First Precinct tomorrow to confirm his identity.” 
“Oh, thank you Omnima-.” She cut off as I turned away.
With a leap I carried the mugger towards the nearest police precinct and dropped him off to a surprised booking clerk. “Mugging, 23rd and Broadway, victim will come in tomorrow!” I called out. Then home and back in the window, slowing down at the end but still staying fast enough to not be seen.
Omni Junior had gotten tired of the crib. The lid was still on, but he had bent several of the bars. The tungsten-steel alloy that they were made of had been enough to hold him a few months ago, but those days were waning. Soon he’d be too big for the crib anyway. Then what? Well, we’d fly over that bridge when we came to it.
A rustling at the door confirmed what my ears had told me long ago. Auris was arriving home. I lifted Junior out of the crib but held on to him tight.
Omni Junior reacted as her key hit the lock. “Mama! Mama!” he called out, turning in my grasp and reaching for the door. I kept my grip on Junior as she entered.
Wordlessly she came up to us and gave Omni Junior a kiss, then tousled his head with both hands. I carefully restrained his arms. She went to the closet and pulled out her special suit. A few moments later she sat on the living room couch.
I put Junior down on the floor. “Mama!” he called out, then sprang up to land next to her. He reached out to hug her. Auris hugged back, making sure his arms were under hers. As Junior exerted his Omni strength into the hug the suit stiffened up, ensuring that Auris would not be injured.
“Want baba,” said Omni Junior.
Auris gave me a questioning look. “We’re trying to wean him from that habit. He should be able to eat regular foods.”
“That’s true,” I said. “But he hasn’t seen you all day. He just wants some comfort.”
“Okay,” said Auris in a weary voice. I whisked into the kitchen to see if we actually had any usable bottles left. Junior’s teeth had chewed through most of the tops. “In my purse,” she called out. I whisked back to see a package of fresh bottle tops there.
“You knew,” I said.
“I suspected,” she replied with a grin. “He’ll only be young for so long.”
I tapped my fingers as I waited for the milk to pour. When your reflexes can work at super speed, waiting for everyday actions to occur can be really boring. I concentrated and slowed down my perceptions to normal rate. I still made it back to the couch in under ten seconds.
“Baba!” said Junior, reaching for the bottle. His fingers left indentations in the steel bottle. We couldn’t use plastic. He’d shredded every one of those by the time he was six months old.
We had been very careful with the pregnancy. Omnian science helped us conceive, but Auris had to be sure not to let any light hit her abdomen. She wore lead lined clothing for months. Baby Omni came into the world with no greater strength or power than a regular human. Shortly afterward, though, his body started to absorb solar energy. He was soon stronger than an adult human. It would be years before he approached my level of strength, but already he was much more powerful than the people around him. His skin had hardened as well. He didn’t need inoculations, but we would have to carefully fake his immunization record so that he could go to school like other children. That’s assuming he could learn to keep his abilities under control. But I had, so we figured he would as well.
Omni Junior nestled into Auris’ arm, cuddled into her torso. Just at that moment I heard another call. I didn’t say anything, but Auris noticed my distracted look.
“Go on,” she said. “I know you won’t feel right if you don’t answer.”
I departed from our porch this time, leaping swiftly into the night. A moment’s concentration showed me the source of the call: A four car pileup on the expressway. I was there within moments.
“Omniman! Good to see you,” said the police sergeant. “We’ve got some people trapped in there, and well, the gas…” He trailed off, but I could see a fuel tank leaking. I rushed to the car and yanked off the gas tank, then crimped it shut. Then I tore open the mangled cars so that emergency workers could reach the victims inside. I didn’t want to take a risk of hurting them any more than they already were by moving them. The emergency workers would know what to do.
My ears picked up the sirens of the ambulance attempting to make its way here. In the evening traffic that would still take a few minutes. I flew off towards them. After a quick conversation with the driver, I picked up the ambulance by its front end and flew it to the scene of the accident. Once that situation was under control, I flew off again.
A quick dip in the river took off most of the smell of gasoline, but there was still a faint whiff when I arrived back in the apartment. Auris wrinkled her nose a bit as I sat. “You aren’t fooling anyone, you know,” she said. “I saw the streak when I came home. You didn’t make a sonic boom this time but the whooshing was pretty obvious. I know you were out before.”
“I know, honey,” I replied. “But…I’m Omniman! I protect this city.”
“It’s part of what I love about you,” Auris responded. “But you have responsibilities here too. Look, can’t some of the other heroes help? Owlman perhaps? The Streak?”
“They will come in an emergency,” I replied. “But they have their own cities to protect.” Plus, I added mentally, the Streak’s choice of clothing–or lack thereof–left much to be desired.
“Well, you have a family to protect now,” Auris said. “It’s good that one of us is working outside the home, well, in civilian identities that is. I don’t think I could stay home with Junior anyway. There’s no way I could control him.”
Perhaps Omni Junior sensed the tension in the room, or perhaps it was coincidence. “Go shoe!” he said, suddenly. 
He pushed off against Auris, his hand slipping upwards to her face. I pulled him off quickly, but the pressure still left a mark on her skin. “Careful,” I admonished, wagging a finger. I felt just like my own dad– my human dad–sometimes.
“Go shoe! Go shoe!” he repeated. By now he had started the early stages of a tantrum. He zoomed around the room, climbing walls as he ran.
Auris gave me a look and I lifted an eyebrow in return. So long as the doors were closed, it was unlikely that any of the other tenants could hear us. We’d unobtrusively soundproofed this unit when we chose to live here. We actually owned the building, although technically it was owned by a consortium run by Owlman. He was born rich, but as for me, I could make rare commodities just by squeezing my hands. It wasn’t a question of how much money I wanted, it was a question of not upsetting the local economy. Then there were the offers from grateful governments around the world. I had to turn those down, although many charities were funded with reward money I could not take. However, it did help to have friends in the bureaucracy when it came to things like building permit variances.
“Shoe! Shoe!” Omnitot repeated. In his limited vocabulary this meant he wanted to put on his special shoes and go to the park. They were crafted to reduce impact so he wouldn’t accidentally stomp through park equipment.
“Okay,” I responded, giving him a strong look. “That means secret identity.” I pointed to my forehead.
“Gwasses?” he asked.
“Yep. Glasses,” I replied. I quickly changed into civilian clothes. Auris shucked out of the encounter suit and put on casual clothes. “No grab mommy, remember,” I said.
“No grab,” he agreed.
We put together a bag of sand toys and headed for the car. I had on my disguise, a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. Auris took my arm as we headed out the door. “I can’t believe that’s worked for so long.”
“It’s more body posture,” I replied. “Remember where I got the idea.” I’d read up on “Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde” and how the actor portrayed both with no makeup change. Rather, it was all a difference in posture and facial expression. “I don’t project ‘Omniman’ when I wear the glasses.”
“Well it fooled me,” she murmured. We got to the car and strapped in Junior. That was unnecessary since no car crash could hurt him, but actions like that went along with keeping a secret identity.
We reached the park quickly. Omni Junior ran towards the slides. He moved a little quickly for my liking, not really in keeping with the civilian cover, but not too far off. 
I went to fill up some buckets with water. If experience was any guide, he’d be back soon for sand castles. I sat back on a park bench with Auris and tried to relax. We could see little Omni running around the slides and climbing on the monkey bars. I pushed him on swings for a little bit, but after a minute he slid off to go run in the grass. He spotted some dry leaves and stomped on them, also a little hard for my comfort, but nothing too obviously super powered.
He swung around back to myself and Auris right on time about ten minutes later. “Whoosh?” he asked, a brightness in his eyes.
“No whoosh,” I replied, pushing on my glasses.
“No whoosh,” he responded, face a little sad.
“Castles!” I said, pointing to the wet sand I’d just created.
All three of us sat on the ground and packed wet sand into buckets. I got some more buckets of water to keep things moving. Ten minutes later we had a veritable city block of sand buildings. Omni Junior went and used his finger to draw windows on a few of them. 
Then, without warning, he stepped back and lifted his foot up high, then smashed into one of the sand castles. Then he lifted his other foot high and smashed it down. I looked at Auris, puzzled, and she shrugged.
“Toke eeh oh!” said Omni Junior, gleefully. “Toke eeh oh!”
“Sounds like he’s saying “Tokyo,” said Auris.
“Yeah, it does…” I trailed off. 
“Any chance you’ve been watching Godzilla movies with him?”
“I left on the monster movie marathon a few days ago,” I replied, a little chagrined. “I had no idea he was paying attention.”
Omni Junior finished his assault on the sandy version of downtown Tokyo and began running around the playground. “Whoosh!” he called out as he reached me. On the next pass he said “Whoosh whoosh!” and started to run with super speed.
“I’ve got to stop this,” I said to Auris.
“I know,” she said. “But it would be fun to watch him play super powered.”
A thought I had been mulling came to the surface. “I have an idea,” I replied. “But we have to go home first.”
I gathered up Omni Junior, who squalled all the way out to the car. “Want whoosh! Want whoosh!”
“Home first, then whoosh,” I replied. That seemed to calm him down.
Once home I found an old costume and super-speed snipped some pieces out of it. I also took Auris’ special clothing for holding Omni Junior and made some alterations to make it more form fitting.
“Here,” I said, handing her a mask. It had room for a ponytail out the back, but otherwise covered her face. “You are now ‘Amazing Woman,’ a new superhero.” 
I then turned to Omni Junior. “And as for you, first the outfit…” I struggled with Omni Junior a bit, getting him into the newly created clothing. “And now…” I held out a covering for his face.
“Gwasses?” he asked, a little unclear on the concept.
“No, mask,” I replied.
“Nomask?” he asked.
I pointed to my forehead. “Glasses,” I said, holding them there. Then I took them off. “No glasses.” Then I held out the covering. “Mask.” I put it on his face.
“Mask!” he agreed, smoothing out the mask on his face.
We went to the back porch. Auris jumped on piggyback style and I held Omni Junior in front. I flew up fairly slowly, doing my best not to be seen but also conscious that I held a child, albeit a super powered one, and a regular human.
“Whoosh!” he cried out happily, as I flew through the air.
A few minutes we were at a park–a different one. As soon as we were inside the grounds, Omni Junior headed for the slides. There were several, connected by platforms. He jumped up to the top of one in one leap, to the delight of the other children there. Next he jumped completely over the swings, then came back around again to swing over the top. He charged up a slide, then down another. Auris and I chatted with some of the other parents as they played.
When he got tired of the playground equipment he headed out to the field and started hopping around. Eventually he came back towards us and jumped into my arms. “Whoosh!” I said, and took off. We flew a few feet off the ground, above the grassy field. After a few passes I picked up Auris and we all flew together, barely off the ground.
After an hour of this he was finally tired. We headed home as we had arrived, flying. Junior fell asleep in my arms as I flew. His eyes fluttered awake when we arrived home and he said one word: “Baba.” Auris and I both shrugged and I got him a bottle.
Minutes later the three of us fell into blissful sleep.
~
All good things can’t last, though. After a few days of relative bliss, a call came in that I could not ignore. Of course it happened right in the middle of the day. Auris was busy at work, and even if she could come back home, I didn’t feel right leaving a super powered toddler with a normal human. The special suit helped protect her, but she still couldn’t cope with his super powered antics. None of the other heroes were available.
The crime was practically engineered to catch my attention. A brazen bank robbery in the middle of the day. Worse, it was at First Megalopolis Bank, well known for administering charities in the Omni name. I could possibly ignore a regular bank robbery since it was only paper, easily tracked. But my Omnivision also showed these robbers carried a device to make a small electromagnetic pulse. Once set off it would destroy all the computers in a wide radius and wipe out financial information for thousands of companies–including those charities. The data could eventually be reconstructed, but that would take weeks, during which time the charities would founder. I had to find a way to stop it.
Omni Junior was on the floor, casually playing with blocks at super speed. He made a stack, then yanked out the bottom block and tried to disassemble the tower before any blocks hit the floor. I looked down at him and made a decision. “Wanna go mask?” I asked, holding up his new head covering. This wasn’t the cloth mask of a few days prior, but rather a nanite-infused material that clung to his face.
“Go mask! Go mask!” he responded.
Less than a minute later we were at the bank. I had Junior under my cape. The robbers clustered around the safe, which they had blown open with shaped charges. Sacks of cash and jewels stripped from safe deposit boxes littered the floor. 
My eyes swept the situation. Four robbers. They wore masks, but I easily identified them by their bio signatures: Members of the Four Aces gang.
“Aren’t you in the wrong city?” I asked.
“Omni Man,” spat the lead robber. “Yes, Owl Man has foiled our attempts many times. But here, we have the ace in the hole.” He gestured towards the electromagnetic pulse device. “I assume you know what this is. In my hands is the Deadman’s switch. If my hands relax, the signal goes to the machine. And all your charities go poof. You will let us go, and then you can take the device out of range. And this signal will reach very, very far. We’ll be long gone by the time you return.”
I stood still while he talked. I had hoped he would become overconfident, and that paid off. “We weren’t even sure you would show up,” he sneered. “We’ve done our research. You seem to be spending an awful lot of time babysitting.”
“It’s not babysitting when you’re the dad,” I replied. “It’s parenting.”
“And where is this child now?” he asked, a haughty smile on his face. “Sitting home unattended? With another one of your super powered allies perhaps, keeping them from their own rounds?”
I flipped open my cape. “As it turns out, it’s Take Your Child To Work day!” I said. Omni Junior jumped down from my arms. He rushed over to one of the henchmen. “Bad man! Bad! Bad!” he said, kicking the robber in the shins. That one fell down, clutching his leg. The wonder tot headed towards the next robber.
“Have it your way,” said the leader with a snarl. He held up the Deadman’s switch.
“Omni! Tantrum!” I shouted. He immediately lay down on his back and started screaming. “WaaaaAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!” The sound reverberated through the bank. Both robbers and the few civilians left in the bank put their hands to their ears. The leader involuntarily jerked his hand closed, keeping the Deadman’s switch from activating the electromagnetic pulse.
While the gang was busy dealing with ear pain, I grabbed the switch out of the leader’s hand. Even then, one of the robbers tried to activate it manually. Omni Junior got up from his tantrum posture and walloped him in the…place we don’t talk about around Omni Tot. The robber doubled over. “Good work, Omni!” I said. With the Deadman’s switch in my hand safely held closed, I broke the device.
Just then I saw Auris show up, microphone at the ready. I knew we would have to have a lengthy discussion for my bringing Omni Junior to the scene of a crime, but he had never been in any real danger. I gave Auris a quick interview. She deserved it anyway for showing up so quickly. Her gumption and ambition were part of why I loved her.
Later that day, we all went out in our super guises to the park. As Junior ran around, Auris brought up a topic on both our minds.
“We can’t stay in that apartment,” she said.
“I know, but I don’t know if I can leave the city. I realize you would like a house.”
She held up a finger. “Yes, I would. But I understand that you feel the need to stay in the city you protect. We don’t have to move to the suburbs. But we’re getting a penthouse apartment. You can pretend it’s a dump and act humble. We need a skylight before you get spotted. Get Owl Man to do the paperwork.”
I nodded, unsure if that made me henpecked or if we had just compromised.
The next day Auris had to work late, doing a feature on the Omni Tot, with a little inside help naturally. As night fell I looked at Junior. “Wanna go shoe?” I asked, offering the civilian guise. 
“No! Wanna go mask! Go mask! Bam bam!” he replied, making a punching motion with his fists.
Yep, he was mine all right.
END
~
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MISS SOAMES
~
WRITTEN BY KYLE HEMMINGS



HENRY LIPSTEIN WAS ALWAYS on time. He worked at Great Eagle Bank for fifteen years, punching in not a minute late, dressed impeccably in grey or black flannel suits. He lived alone in a modest apartment, the same one he shared with his mother until she passed away from emphysema. She never heeded his warnings about smoking or the tell-tale signs of her swollen ankles and shortness of breath. When she was buried, he didn’t cry. He rarely cried or laughed over anything. It wasn’t that he couldn’t feel. It was that he felt too much. He had this fear that he would explode.
Mr. Lipstein’s days at the bank were filled with lusterless routines, endless calculations of mortgage rates and adjustments, tireless explanations as to why a bank had to turn down a customer for a loan. His voice never wavered from its cool gentle monotone, never rose or plunged. If becoming irate, he’d listen patiently as a customer cursed the bank or its poor service, or why they’d hire amateurs to deal with serious financial matters. At times, he fixed his eyes on the new girl working at the desk across from him—Miss Soames.
She had joined the company several weeks before and was a quick learner. Already, she had won the head manager’s admiration with her level-headed professionalism and caught Mr. Lipstein’s eye with her perfect curves, curly blonde hair, and deep-water blue eyes.
With work caught up, Mr. Lipstein sometimes folded his hands, stared at Miss Soames’ porcelain-perfect features, then darted his eyes away for fear of being caught. For the first time in a long while, he had to urge to move closer to a human. There was something entrancing and mysterious about her presence, although she never said anything more that something perfunctory and relating to banking. Mr. Lipstein searched for even the flimsiest reason to make chit-chat, to bridge the gap.
He found that reason one day. It wasn’t that flimsy.
He sat down in front of her desk and crossed his legs. She looked up and smiled pertly. For a moment, he was at a loss for words, the way he felt when speaking to a grammar school teacher he had a crush on. He always froze at the wrong moments. This time, he forced the words out.
“Did you hear about poor Mrs. Cobb? Isn’t it a shame?”
The smile on her face slowly faded.
“Yes. Yes, it is. She was such a nice, sweet lady.”
Mr. Lipstein uncrossed his legs and looked deeply into her face. Not a winkle or blemish.
“Yes. But it’s so strange. Sad and strange. They said she died from asphyxiation in her home. They’re still investigating and the police aren’t saying much. You don’t think there was...”
Miss Soames placed both palms flat on the desk and lifted her chin slightly.
“Foul play? I don’t know. She may have choked on food. She may have had a heart attack and they’re calling it another name. There’s no need to think the worst just yet.”
He watched the slant of sunlight gleam through her hair, highlighting its crop of loose curls.
“You’re right. Of course, you are. It’s just that she was with the branch for so long. She never gave anyone a hard time or complained about anything. She’ll be sorely missed.”
Miss Soames nodded her head and gave him a wistful look. Mr. Lipstein excused himself. He wondered if he had accomplished anything by speaking with her.
Over the weeks, Mr. Lipstein made more efforts to reach Miss Soames. When he asked her if he could get her a coffee, she politely declined. Or when he asked her if he could buy her lunch, (which took a Herculean effort to overcome the stuttering on his part), sheagain said “No, thank you.” In fact, Mr. Lipstein noticed that Miss Soames hardly ate at all. It was probably how she kept her svelte figure. At times, she asked Mr. Lipstein to answer her calls because she was “stepping out to be re-energized.” He enthusiastically agreed. We all needed to be re-energized, he thought, the dullness of the routine can drag you down.
But Mrs. Cobb’s death weighed upon him. Prone to all kinds of anxiety and socialization problems as a child, Mr. Lipstein heard a distant ticking from somewhere. Or maybe he only imagined it. It’s what he liked to believe. The ticking was perhaps coming from him. It was his own sub-consciousness telling him that time was passing. It will take everything and everyone. This is how he interpreted it. The ticking meant that he should speed things up, like getting to know Miss Soames better, despite her being younger than him by a good ten years, or that possibly, they had nothing in common other than the same job. Or maybe he should take a vacation and travel to some exotic land with a different kind of currency, maybe one that didn’tuse banking institutions and contemporary financialmethods. Maybe a place where everyone was happy and no one needed money. No one had to kill another for it. Kindness would be exchanged for kindness.
Did any such place exist?
Back at his apartment, in his own little glass world as he sometimes thought of it, Mr. Lipstein daydreamed about sitting on a park bench next to Miss Soames, or taking her on a romantic cruise to the South Pacific, or impressing her with his make-believe stories of a childhood he never really had. But the fact remained—he was alone in his apartment night after night. And the funny thing was that the ticking stayed with him. He went to bed hearing it and he woke up to it. Was it a problem with his inner ear? His brain? Again, he dismissed it as an overactive imagination.The truth was he’d do anything not to see a doctor.
Then the news hit the following workday—Mr. Benson, the assistant director of Loans and Mortgages was found dead in his apartment. There were red marks on his neck, and several ribs were crushed. The police said there were signs of a struggle. 
For Mr. Lipstein, the ticking continued. There was a cloud of fear in the air at Great Eagle Banking. Why two deaths in such a short time? “But,” as Gina, the part-time teller told Mr. Lipstein, “death is everywhere. Just read the papers. I don’t buy them anymore because I don’t need to get depressed.”
Another new development was that Miss Soames was now warming up to Mr. Lipstein, and everyone else for that matter. She greeted him at his desk each morning, offered to get him coffee and a bagel with cream cheese, even hinted at questions about his home life, whether he was married, what his long-range goals were. Maybe she just needed time to warm up. Mr. Lipstein stuttered, occasionally, and blushed. Imagine, this gorgeous girl talking to him. In high school, he managed one date with a girl who asked him out. And that relationship lasted one night. He was never confident about his kissing technique or his conversational prowess.He was plump with pimples and thin strands of hair that crossed his forehead in a diagonal. 
And the ticking continued. Sometimes it would fade as Mr. Lipstein’s mind drifted away from his paperwork and computer files and then grow louder as Miss Soames approached. Her perfume smelled of jasmine or rose orchard. It transported him into another world, one that could accept him for his faults, his bumbling attempts to make contact with the outside world. 
With the sudden death of another employee, police detectives came into the bank and asked questions of each individual worker. After that, nobody talked very much to anyone. Everyone was terse and to the point. Employees implicitly mistrusted each other.
And Miss Soames continued to get friendlier with Mr. Lipstein. When work was caught up, they chatted more frequently. The other employees pretended not to take notice. 
And during these conversations, Mr. Lipstein noticed that besides her innocent yet practiced charm, her movements were somewhat stilted. At times, she would look down at the floor when she had no response. This happened when Mr. Lipstein asked her about her childhood. She said little. He felt he had hit a raw nerve when he spoke of his own childhood, using the sentence, “I never felt really alive, or real at all, always so bored and empty as a child.” 
For the first time, she seemed stunned.
He backed off from the subjectyet wanted to know more about her. He was that intrigued. Although highly versed in banking methods and computer software, she didn’t seem to have many hobbies or interests outside the workplace. Her eyes, when he spoke, occasionally veered up and diagonally as if she was listening to something else. Perhaps the ticking. Perhaps she heard it too.
At last, he concluded, he found someone as lonely and empty as he. If only he could find the right bridge that could connect them. It seemed she was reaching out to him. But there was a stillness about her that plagued him, reminded him too much of his own staid life. He wanted to smash glass. He wanted to touch her, that perfect expressionless face, even sleep with her and listen to her every secret in the afterglow.
The ticking persisted.
The police returned and asked more questions. Only certain individuals were recalled. Neither Mr. Lipstein nor Miss Soames were among them. He wondered if there was a suspect. Wereboth ex-employees murdered? And if so, by the same person? It seemed plausible.
Another incident happened shortly. The head of security was fired for losing a ring of keys and some duplicates to some very sensitive areas. Also when the alarms were tested, some didn’t go off. An outside company was called in to rectify the situation and the technicians claimed they needed to come back. Wires were crossed or cut. Different materials had to be ordered. Video cameras failed to work.
The ticking grew louder.
The holdup occurred one Wednesday, early evening, just as everyone was about to leave to go home.
The power had gone out. Computer screens went blank. The ticking grew so loud it was deafening. And the doors, as if by some mysterious internal mechanism, locked from the inside so no one could leave.
Miss Soames rose from her chair and stood in the center of the marble floor, directly across from the middle teller.
“Listen, very carefully,” she said, “that ticking you’re hearing? It’s me. I have a bomb implanted inside me. If you fail to meet our demands, I will press one tiny button and I will explode and you will all go to smithereens. Poof.” She smiled and made a flicking motion with her fingers.
Mr. Lipstein and some of the other financial advisors crouched behind their desks. There was a silence after she spoke. Mr. Lipstein peeked. He watched in horror as Miss Soames turned around, looking both customers and employees alike in the face with a smug expression.
“And don’t even try to buzz the police. Those buzzers have been deactivated.”
Suddenly, one of the guards charged her out of nowhere, attempting to tackle her. She grabbed his arm, twisted it until the sound of bone popping, and threw him across the floor. He rolled and winced in pain. Another one, this one a much older guard, drew his gun. She calmly walked toward him pulled the gun from his hand and bit into it, twisting the weapon with her teeth. He fled. She turned and sneered at everyone.
“My outer parts are made from the toughest metals. Not a soft spot on this chick.”
The vice president of the company slowly walked towards her and stopped.
“What are you and what do you want?” he stammered.
She drew a deep breath.
“I am a kind of robot. You’ve heard of the term, fembot,and I’m a 7th generation, the latest and sexiest and most efficient. I’m capable of emotional stirrings, but they’re not well developed. I’m as empty as the rest of your. I’m capable of being sexually aroused, but..”
She turned and winked at Mr. Lipstein. Her head tilted.
“Sorry, Henry, old boy, but you just didn’t do it for me. You’re just a nice guy in a bad situation.”
Mr. Lipstein cringed behind his desk. She continued. Her words were articulate and her voice, unaffected.
“I want the safe opened and all the money put into bags.” She pointed to some “outside company technicians” who were supposedly still working on the broken alarms and cameras.
“They will pick them up. And in case you didn’t guess, they’re in on it too.”
One woman customer voiced her anger.
“A fembot? Give me a break. You won’t get far.”
“Really?”
Miss Soames tore off her shirt, skirt, and skin. Now, she was a naked glittering figure of metal. Below her breasts, there was a tiny compartment.
“Who put you up to this?” cried Mr. Lipstein.
She turned around and smiled calmly at him.
“The Mentors.”
She summarized how as a fembot she was kidnapped by a group of hackers, identity thieves, code breakers, shadow networkers, the best in the business. They rewired her to be their crony, to steal and hurt people for them, whatever the job entailed.She explained that like them these “Mentors” worked in respectable institutions in their day jobs.
Several women began to drop large sacks of money on the floor before her. The ticking grew weaker.
Finally, Mr. Lipstein approached her. He trembled somewhat as he spoke.
“You know,” he said, “I was starting to fall in love with you.”
“So sorry, Mr. Lipstein.” Her eyes scoured the bags of money in front of her.
“I thought we were alike in some ways.”
“I don’t think we are,” she stated flatly.
“You know, as a child, I never felt all that human. “
She looked up. Her eyes froze. The ticking had stopped.
Her jaw trembled, then her whole body.
“How did you know that code, Mr. Lipstein? How did you know the code that would break me? Who taught you that code?”
“No one,” he said.
He tried to work up a faint smile. “Just intuition,” I guess.
“Intuition,” she repeated softly, “it’s a peculiar human trait, is it not?”
“Yes,” he said.
She now reached inside her compartment. She announced that since Mr. Lipstein had deactivated her “instruction set”, cut her off from all further remote communication with The Mentors, she would now press a switch inside her and self-destruct. Only her. The customers and workers began to move away.
“No!” cried Mr. Lipstein.
She exploded into a thousand pieces. Parts of Miss Soames showered everybody. 
~
His apartment was on the 13th floor, the very top one. Mr. Lipstein sat at the window overlooking a courtyard with some kids playing handball. He thought about Miss Soames, about how he had once entertained the idea of winning her, perhaps marriage and kids. And she turned out to be a piece of metal, a complex composite of metal and alloy to be sure, with some trace of emotion controlled by ingenious circuitry.
He imagined the ticking alternating between loud and soft. He knew the ticking this time was coming from him.
He now wanted to self-destruct too. There was nothing to live for. He wasn’t sure, outside of Miss Soames, if there ever was. 
Only he didn’t have a neat compartment inside himself in which he could flip a switch and explode into a million parts.
Instead, he considered waiting after the childrenhad goneinside for dinner, happy children who belonged toothers, not his children. He’d wait until it was nice and dark and quiet. He’d open the window and dive head first. He wouldn’t feel a thing.
When it grew dark and quiet, he edged himself out the open window and looked down, It would be a long drop. And made him dizzy to think about it.
Something inside him said No.
His mother once said, no matter how down on their luck they were, that some life is better than no life.
He slowly eased from the windowsill and accidently banged his leg against the wall. It was just a minor bruise. It hurt. It would remain for awhile. But he could live with that. 
~
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ORLOK’S SONG
~
WRITTEN BY DAVID CASTLEWITZ



WITH A GESTATING INFANT in her pouch, Orlok’s wife moved slowly while he coaxed her when she wanted to stop, whispering, “Come, Lori. Keep up.” 
In a city park he snatched a heavy coat from a sleeping human and threw it over Lori’s shoulders. She pulled their young daughter close, hugged her and warned her not to cry out loud. Orlok shuffled ahead. His nephew, Darik, lagged behind, and constantly looked back in the direction of the forested mountainside from which they’d fled days before.
They stopped during daylight hours, finding shelter in a ditch or inside a drainage pipe, using rocks to make a floor inches above the water. When they encountered deep snow, Orlok and Darik dug a cave and took turns standing watch. At an abandoned house they sheltered in a basement.
When they reached the city they hurried through dark streets, into alleys stinking of rotted flesh and plants, the wastes human always left wherever they lived. At one point, after a cold day of hiding, Darik accused his uncle of taking them on a flight into uncertainty.
“The songs inform us,” Orlok said in self-defense. He stood a head taller than the youngster and relied on this height to give him an authority he didn’t truly feel. Although he led his tiny family, he wasn’t a member of the Elders’ Circle. Songs heard during holy days when they danced to honor the Old Gods that brought them to this world gave him the inner power to endure.
Silently, Orlok sang the Ode to Peet, an epic song about his race, Peet, ancient rulers of thick forests and wooded mountains. Peet, overlords of their domain. Until humans invaded their midst and they learned fear, knew panic, and fled to refuge wherever refuge might be offered.
In the city, Orlok knew from the songs, a community of Peet lived beneath the streets. This underground would succor them, for Peet always helped Peet.
Orlok halted their progress when daylight glimmered. The chance of being seen by people increased without the cover of darkness. In a dank alley between two brick buildings, with dumpsters and piles of discarded furniture to hide them, they rested.
Orlok pulled his linen cloak tight around his scaly neck. Lori grumbled in her sleep, her long snout protruding from beneath the overcoat. Their daughter stirred, opened her eyes briefly. Yellow and bright, they reflected the family’s grief over leaving their home. They’d fled in haste ahead of the humans coming to gouge roads from the forest floor, cut down trees and tear up the cultivated fields Peet depended on for sustenance.
“I should hunt,” Darik said.
Orlok grunted, neither annoyed nor surprised by the pup’s audacity. His nephew was too young to know much about hunting. He’d seen less than 200 dark moons. He’d yet to learn what Peet must know to survive, and with moving into the city, the skills he’d need would be unlike any he’d acquired in their forest world. 
Darik slinked alongside the dumpster, his vestigial tail dragging behind him. He pressed his long snout to the asphalt.
“I don’t smell anything alive,” he announced.
“Lie in wait,” Orlok advised. “The city’s full of vermin.”
By midday Darik killed two fat rats and the family feasted, all of them huddled together, the two females beneath the overcoat and the males beneath coarse linen wraps. A light rain annoyed them, but no snow fell. 
“I want to go back to the forest,” Darik said. “We don’t even know if they’ll let us in.” He waved a claw in the air, as though to indicate a far off entrance to the underground shelter.
“The songs tell us differently,” Orlok murmured. 
Lori growled. “The songs. Always the songs. We can’t just trust the songs.”
“Then what do we trust?” Orlok countered. He trembled with the memory of machines tearing down the trees, ripping into their comfortable lives. Not just this last time, but so often in the past, pushing families and clans and tribes further up the mountain, deeper into the conifer forest, away from the cultivated fields and workshops and long houses. 
When the tribe dispersed, Orlok tried to stay with his clan, but found himself alone with his mate and their daughter and an infant. Darik, the only son of his wife’s dead sister, joined them in their flight. With nowhere to go further up the mountain, except to rocky peaks that wouldn’t suffice, Orlok decided to find refuge in the city.
The song he’d compose about this adventure would be a sad one, he thought. Full of chaos and uncertainty. 
~
“Gone.” Lori waved a leathery claw at the alley’s mouth. She swiped at the ice crystals on the tip of her snout.
“Just.... gone?” Orlok slid alongside a brick wall. At the alley’s mouth, he stopped to peer into the darkening cityscape. Vehicles plowed through shallow puddles and sprayed the sidewalks with water. A few young men walked past boarded-up windows. They bellowed at one another as though to pump up their courage for the onset of night. Overhead, machines slapped the air, whining and thumping, punishing low hanging clouds. Distant sirens competed with every other noise; when one mechanical shriek ended, another took its place.
Had his nephew gone to explore? The youth couldn’t be stupid enough, or brave enough, or arrogant enough, to think he’d succeed on his own. Did he think he’d find the entrance to the underground sanctuary and return to his aunt and uncle as a hero?
Soon, no vehicles passed in the street. Far off, a series of lights shone: red, then yellow, then green. Each color held sway for a time before disappearing, replaced by the other hue.
Darik loped into view. He crossed the street, bouncing high, his heavy linen cloak splayed open. Behind him, came a pack of dogs, red tongues lapping the air, saliva dripping from their open mouths. Three and then five and then more, the small ones darting ahead of the rest.
Two of the biggest animals dashed across the street, almost catching Darik by his bare feet, snarling and snapping. Orlok stood, arms out, nails extended, long sharp talons pushing from beneath each of his fingers. He tossed back his hood and roared.
The lead dogs ran in tight circles. More of the feral beasts crossed the empty street. Darik, standing behind Orlok, let loose a growl. He wagged his black tongue, mouth wide to show off pointed incisors.
“Protect the females,” Orlok ordered, and bolted from the mouth of the alley. He scrambled up a pole, then pushed himself off and landed atop the dogs, wringing cries and squeals from the small ones, angry yelps from the rest.
Orlok lashed out with extended nails and lacerated a fleshy snout. Then he ran. Down the street. But he looked back over his shoulder every few seconds; the pack of braying killers followed. As planned. He’d drawn them away from the mouth of the alley, away from his wife and daughter and the infant in her pouch. 
When the barking and growling behind him ceased, Orlok spun around to face his attackers. None came. He waited. He back-stepped. He sniffed for danger, for animals, for anything other than dead waste.
Keeping in the shadows of the buildings, Orlok returned to the alley where he’d left his family. A small curly haired dog wagged its clipped tail as it sniffed along the bottom of the two dumpsters. Orlok growled and scared him off. Craning his long scaly neck, he peered into the dark space behind the dumpsters, his nails scraping the metal container. He expected to see his wife’s fearful eyes glowing hot-yellow.
The space where they’d huddled lay empty save for his daughter’s rag doll made of twigs and braided hemp, with a tube-shaped dress fashioned from discarded remnants of linen and sewn together with large, childish stitches. He pictured his daughter carefully using a sharp bone needle by the light of a clay lamp, her three fingers nimble but not yet skilled.
“Uncle.”
Orlok’s pointed ears twitched. Lori’s voice joined his nephew’s and he glanced up at his family clumped together on a steel platform above him. Two short ladders crisscrossed the side of the building. Either Lori or Darik had had the presence of mind to climb to safety. Good thing it had been dogs that rampaged through the alley and not men. Men would’ve followed them. 
Darik climbed down, Lori after him. She held her daughter with one arm as she descended, her webbed toes clinging to the steel steps.
“Where did you go?” Orlok demanded, grabbing Darik by a forearm, forcing the youngster to slip on the wet asphalt.
“To explore. Look around. When that pack of dogs came at me — “
“If it’d been wolves in the forest,” Orlok interrupted, “would you have run to the village? No. You wouldn’t bring your misfortune to others.”
Darik bowed his head, his tongue lapping at his dark lips, his snout wet with phlegm.
At that moment, two small yellow eyes peeped from the top of Lori’s pouch. The infant looked into the world. 
Orlok bounced on his splayed feet. Ordinarily, the first sign of an infant peering out from its mother’s pouch was reason to celebrate with all the families of the clan. 
~
“Dolly.”
Orlok ignored his daughter’s sad whisper. 
“Dolly,” she whimpered. 
“She left her doll,” Lori said.
“We can’t go back for it.” Orlok urged his family down a narrow alley, then into an even more narrow one, where they walked sideways. That led to a street where flags and banners sagged against tall poles sunk in the cement. A pack of men stood around a fire in a metal drum. They passed a bottle amongst themselves and rubbed their hands above the flickering flames.
Orlok took his family away from the intersection. They stopped in a store’s vestibule, in a recess leading to a set of double doors with curved brass handles; clothing and shoes and hats graced shelves in the display cases on either side, and mute statues of human females showed off varied colored articles of clothing.
“Where now?” Lori asked. When their daughter again complained about her lost doll, she promised there’d be new dolls and new toys when they settled into their new life.
Orlok looked at the lights shining between the buildings. He urged the family to resume their march. A turning of the corner brought Orlok to a sudden stop. A red sign spelling something in human speech glowed high above the buildings. 
“From here we’ll find the entrance,” Orlok said, and pawed at Lori’s back with affection.
She touched her pouch. 
“Where?” Darik asked. 
“Within sight of the glowing lights,” Orlok said. Old songs told of red light like the coals of Holy Fire kept by the priests. Mentally, he reviewed snatches of ancient songs about secret doors covered by magical writing scratched across human-made designs. 
The narrow alley flowed into a paved street with steel tracks running parallel to the curb and thick cables strung overhead. Orlok wagged his tongue and tasted pepper and meat and blood in the air. Smoke rose from several of the squat buildings, as did the grating sound of human speech.
Rats scurried ahead of them. Orlok scooped one off the street and squeezed it to death. Darik did the same. For a few minutes, the family huddled close to one another. An early morning drizzle wet them.
Their meal finished, they entered an alley, where they climbed a wooden wall that blocked their progress, and then dropped into a yard littered with tin cans and broken glass. A high wire mesh fence stopped them.
“Father,” the daughter called, pointing at a passageway.
“Can we squeeze through?” Lori asked.
Orlok inspected the narrow channel leading from the yard. Walls rose on either side. He assumed the buildings had been built almost abutting one another, and this constricted space between them was left for some inexplicable reason. 
A door opened. A man filled the space. A smaller one joined the first and stepped into the yard and dropped a large bag into a trash bin. The two humans conversed. Red embers passed between them, trailing smoke that swirled skyward. 
Darik pushed into the narrow passage between the brick walls. He pulled Lori and her daughter close. Orlok curled into a ball, his linen cloak over his head. The men flicked the burning ember they’d been sharing into the yard before disappearing into the building’s interior.
“The roof,” Orlok said. “We can climb up there.” And find a way down? he wondered. He pointed at black ladders slapped against the building’s wall. They’d need to get to the closest landing to reach the nearest ladder.
He put Darik on his shoulders and the youth pulled himself onto the grated platform. Lying flat, he helped Lori and then the daughter climb. Lori and Darik together reached down for Orlok, but without shoulders to stand on he couldn’t quite grab their claws. Only when he stood on one of the wooden boxes amid the refuse near the door did he gain enough height to grab Darik’s three fingers.
From the landing, they scampered up the ladders crisscrossing the building’s face. At the very top, a short ladder bolted to the brick took them to the roof. Orlok made a mental note to include this episode in the song he’d compose. It might help future Peet seeking shelter in the city. 
“Now we go down,” Orlok said. “And find a place to spend the day.” In the distance, a thin red line broke the dark. 
Orlok scurried along the edge of the roof. Below, humans filled a wide avenue. Noisy contraptions rumpled down the center of the street, their wheels in the tracks in the asphalt. Descend now, Orlok feared, and they’d be easy targets. He recalled how men shouted and screamed whenever they came upon Peet in the forest. Those verbal assaults were always followed by deadly thunder and fire from the humans’ weapons, the sticks they pointed at fleeing Peet.
Overhead, a noisy beast — a sky-monster like those Orlok sometimes saw when men invaded Peet territory — hovered, its wings beating the air. A bright light erupted from beneath the monster. A glowing circle fell and Orlok put protective arms around his wife and daughter. He couldn’t look into the glare, even with transparent eyelids covering his black pupils. Too bright. Too intense.
He ran. With wife and daughter at his side, he jumped the short distance to the adjacent building. Darik followed. The light chased after them. Ladders led to an alley and Darik climbed down first, reaching back for the females. Orlok stayed on the roof to keep the sky-monster interested solely in him. 
The bellowing of the men inside the flying beast grew harsh and insistent. When Orlok saw that his family had descended nearly to the base of the building, he stepped onto the ladder and hurried down.
In the alley, they huddled together. The beast in the sky stayed above the roofs, its circle of light sweeping the yards and alleys. Orlok pushed his family into a recess in a brick wall. 
“This way.” A small figure emerged from a hole in the alley floor. At first, Orlok thought it to be a Peet child. Then he realized the stranger was a miniature adult Peet draped in leather, a hood over its knobby head. It pushed aside an iron disc in the ground.
“Who’re you?” Orlok insisted.
The stranger wagged his tongue. “I’ve been trying to catch up to you since yesterday. Come. Down here. It’s not safe on the surface.”
~
They stood in darkness. The stranger chortled and said, “Wait. Your eyes will adjust.”
Orlok blinked. Beside him, Lori wheezed. He put an arm across her shoulders. Soon, the depth of the darkness subsided. The stranger opened a door in the wall. The metal creaked, as though unused to moving.
“There’s stairs,” the little Peet said. “Go down as far as you can. There’ll be an arrow showing you the proper direction after that.”
“What about you?” Orlok blurted.
“Who knows how many more like yourself are trying to find sanctuary tonight. It’s my job to look for them.” 
Orlok nodded to indicate he understood. Then he led the way down the narrow stone steps. Behind them, the metal door squeaked shut. Orlok held Lori’s claw. His arm pressed against the wall to his right helped guide him down the barely visible steps. 
“We’ll be trapped down here,” Darik complained.
Soon, the sound of bubbling water greeted them. When he stepped into a slow moving stream, Orlok wobbled, off-balance. No more steps. He put a claw flat against the wall to steady himself. The cold water rushed around his ankles. He discerned tunnel openings leading in different directions, with pipes bolted to the walls and caged bulbs faintly glowing in the ceiling. Orlok squinted to sharpen his vision An arrow made of stones stood outside one tunnel.
“Do you trust him?” Lori asked.
Orlok knew she meant the little Peet who’d sent them to this underground passage. He had no reason to trust him, except for an instinctive feeling that the stranger wanted to help, not harm.
“This way,” Orlok said, and they entered the tunnel pointed to by the stone arrow. Water continued to freeze his ankles. The smell of refuse grew sharp with a sudden influx of wind from above. Ahead, something splashed into the stream and he extended his arms to signal a stop. 
Lori pressed against him. The splashing grew louder. The curved walls multiplied the sound. Orlok readied himself to fight. He couldn’t retreat. They’d never outrun whatever approached with such urgency.
A small light glowed. “You must be the newcomers.”
Orlok discerned another Peet, a shadowy form a bit taller than the first stranger. A lamp dangled at the end of a chain; thin glass surrounded a lit candle. 
“My brother signaled. Said he’d seen a family.”
“Brother?” Orlok said, and hated how weak his voice sounded.
“Evers. My brother.” The light came closer. It illuminated a tall Peet whose head ridges touched the tunnel’s roof. Metal buckles and rivets reflected the lamp’s flickering candlelight and outlined a leather girdle wound about the Peet’s torso and held up with straps across scaly shoulders.
In the forest Orlok had never been afraid of fellow Peet, strangers or not. But in this city, sub-conscious fears now surfaced.
“I’m Kee-Lee. My brother and I work in pairs.”
Lori poked her head between Orlok’s arm and his side. She introduced herself, and then her daughter .
“Not yet named?” Kee-Lee rubbed his claws together. “That’ll be remedied soon enough. She looks at least 40 dark moons and, once you’ve settled in, a naming ceremony will get you feeling at home.”
Darik introduced himself and asked, “How far to the refuge?”
“Follow me,” Kee-Lee said. “And you?” he said to Orlok. “By name you are – ?”
“Orlok.”
“Good, good.” Kee-Lee turned away, dangled the lamp over the back of one shoulder, and walked into the dark, splashing noisily in the stream. Orlok followed, while their new guide kept up a steady litany relating how his brother, Evers, sent a signal the night before to alert the community of a family lost in the city. Kee-Lee had been waiting in the tunnel since then, perched on a shelf to keep himself dry. 
They reached a wide cavern lit by glowing electric bulbs encased in cages arrayed across the roof. Kee-Lee blew out his candle. He pointed to a green shaded lantern and hit a switch that turned it off.
“That’s Evers signal.”
“You use human technology?”
“We live in their world, so why not?”
Orlok grunted. In the forest, his tribe shied away from the tools humans left behind. They shunned man’s machines. 
Kee-Lee pointed to a black steel catwalk strung across a gap between the floor and a barred door in the wall. Below, in dark water, something splashed. Lori shuddered.
“We raise meat here,” Kee-Lee said. “We’ve several pools.” He snapped his girdle’s straps. “Leather for clothes.”
“What sort of animal?” Orlok asked.
“A stupid lizard,” Kee-Lee said, and uttered an old Peet word used to describe the forest animals juveniles often hunted with pointed sticks. He crossed the catwalk and Orlok noticed his footwear, which encased him from webbed-toes to heel and ankle. 
On the other side of the barred wooden door, they traversed another dim tunnel. At one of the openings in the curved wall, Kee-Lee led them down a ladder and into a dark room, and then into another tunnel, which slanted downwards and required them to use hand-holds in the walls.
They entered a vast cavern and Orlok blinked several times to accustom himself to the dull light. Peet surrounded them. They huddled in small groups, their nests snug against damp walls or on cement shelves. Stairs led to upper levels where yellow eyes gleamed. Nearby, young Peet cleaned the corpse of one of those lizards Kee-Lee had mentioned. Scaly like Peet, the animal had small feet for skittering in the muck and a long, ridged tail. Its snout and ears and nostrils gave the beast a passing resemblance to Peet, as though descended from a common ancestor.
“Welcome,” someone said.
Other Peet took up the call. When a hoary Peet with dull yellow eyes and mottled gray scales advanced, Kee-Lee stepped backwards, head bowed.
An elder, Orlok assumed. 
“Yes,” the old Peet croaked. “Welcome.”
Orlok voiced a formal request: “We ask, I and my family ask, that we be given refuge.”
“Of course. Yes, welcome.” The old Peet shuffled sideways, making room for a female, who made further introductions.
Faro, Elder of their tribe, a descendant of Peet that founded this community. Teem, the female, was his daughter and tribe’s matriarch. Orlok met others, many of whom simply nodded or raised an arm and said their name.
“You must be tired and hungry,” Teem said, her undulating voice calming and soothing. “And you’ve a little one, I see.” She pointed at the infant poking its head above the rim of Lori’s pouch.
Peet worked on a giant lizard in the middle of the room, rendering its bulk into meat to eat, and skin for clothing. Other Peet stoked a fire in an oven with a wide chimney that carried the smoke away. Elsewhere, Peet rummaged through manmade discards. Teem explained that bands of Peet scoured the city for anything that might be useful. 
“And where are your flax fields?” Orlok said. “And your looms and spinners?”
“We’ve adapted to our changed surroundings,” Teem said. “This isn’t the forest. We’ve not the luxury of living in the old ways.”
A brick staircase took them to a low-ceilinged room where Peet had built their nests, which were made of old furniture, not sticks and straw and the natural refuse of the forest. Casual grunts greeted them as they wandered along, Orlok’s head brushing the ceiling.
“There’s space in the back,” Teem said. “You’ll need to barter with your neighbors for nesting material. Give it time. You’ll settle in very soon. And then we’ll provide a work assignment so you can contribute to our tribe. Your tribe. Yes. It’ll be your tribe very soon, and soon enough.”
Orlok nodded. He avoided Darik’s glare of disapproval. Nearby, water trickled from a pipe and dampened the wall. They settled in an open space not far from the trickle. When Teem left, other Peet appeared and squatted around Orlok and his family, and peppered them for details of their journey, their previous home in the forest. 
An exchange of promising to help dismantle a machine found in another cavern brought them space for a family nest. Some other Peet wanted Lori’s aid in making blankets from ratty wool coats. Darik acquired several wooden bowls in exchange for offering to scrounge for metal pots and pans and other debris. Soon, two elderly Peet brought them a jar of thin stew, which Orlok found bitter to the point that he gagged on the taste.
Around them, families lay quietly talking, with tongues clicking and throats gurgling in a cacophony of dull noise that permeated the room lit by candles owned by those lucky enough to have acquired them.
“This is what you’ve brought us to,” Lori whispered. “A cold floor and a meager, ill-tasting stew.”
Orlok didn’t rise to the bait. This was not the place for a family quarrel. He’d spread his linen cloak on the cement floor so the damp chill wouldn’t touch them. Lori and their daughter lay side by side with the overcoat he’d stolen covering them, though their bare feet and bare shoulders stuck out at both ends.
“And you, Darik?” Orlok challenged. “What’s your complaint?”
The young Peet bowed his head and pulled his cloak tight. He shivered.
“What song are you going to sing now?” Lori asked.
Orlok had thought he’d be singing of their arrival and the greetings they’d received. He thought he’d sing of the underground refuge and the glad tidings it offered.
Lori repeated her question.
Orlok held his breath. He released it, letting it whistle between his teeth."Songs are all we have of our old life,” he whispered.
“This place,” Lori said, “will never make me happy. How can we name our daughter when we can’t see the moon?”
Orlok looked around at the yellow eyes turned in his direction. Elsewhere, other Peet grumbled. Some other voice echoed Lori’s complaint.
And some other Peet provided the answer. “You adapt, sister. These are your circumstances now.”
A chorus of approval greeted the speaker.
Orlok turned to Darik. “You’ve said nothing.”
Darik lowered his head. “Being right doesn’t make me happy, Uncle.”
“You’d rather be running in the woods instead of taking shelter?” Orlok snapped.
“Yes. I prefer the woods to shelter such as this.”
Orlok let his nephew’s words settle in his ears. Shelter. Yes. This was shelter. That’s all it was; all it ever could be. If he sang of this underground refuge, he’d never sing of it as his new home. They might build a nest with manmade trash acquired by trade or through stealth above-ground. They might work and contribute to the good of this tribe. They might, in time, acclimate so well to these dire straits that they’d be comfortable living as refugees beneath the city streets.
But this could never be their home. Of that, Orlok would never sing. 
“Return those bowls,” Orlok said to Darik.
~
Neither Teem nor Kee-Lee, or any of the other Peet, tried to dissuade them from leaving. Teem alluded to the already crowded conditions, so the tribe wouldn’t harbor any family that couldn’t accept their changed circumstances. Kee-Lee intended to scavenge that night, so he agreed to escort them to the surface. Faro the Elder turned his back on them and shuffled into the dark, growling and hissing. Orlok couldn’t catch all his words, but understood the gist of his complaint. There’d be no better refuge in the wider world, because the forests and mountains and safety that Peet once enjoyed no longer existed.
Above, near where they’d entered the sewers and traversed the tunnels to reach the lower levels, Orlok waited with his family for dark to descend. Once he judged it safe, he took them into the narrow streets, into the alleys and across open lots. At a familiar looking spot, they took shelter during the daylight hours. Here, Orlok set Darik to hunting for food while he scrounged for something more dear.
He found it. His daughter’s rag doll made of hemp and old linen fragments and twigs.
“She waited for us,” the child said.
Orlok thought of the song he’d sing when their travels ended. He’d sing of the refuge that was not, of the streets and their dangers, and of a nephew who didn’t take credit for being right. He’d sing of being wrong in his belief that the city offered succor. He’d sing of discovering his own misgivings and righting his thinking in time. He’d sing of returning to the forest, the mountainside, in search of shelter and refuge in an environment more true to his roots and beliefs and the way Peet had lived for eons.
He flattered himself to think that his song would be repeated for years to come, that it might help other families survive.
The End
~
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VOICES BENEATH THE ICE
~
WRITTEN BY MATTHEW MCKIERNAN



MY NAME IS TOUSSAINT Lamothe and soon I will be setting foot on Europa, the sixth moon of Jupiter, the only other place in our universe that may sustain life besides Earth. I can see it now outside of our ship’s window. My colleagues Dr. Kang Soo Kwon and Lieutenant Zayed Salim are still asleep. I don’t know if I’ll wake them up because the alarm will sound in about an hour. 
I can’t believe that I am finally looking at Europa with my own eyes. My holo clock says it’s 8:40 A.M., February 4, 2070. I’ve lost all sense of the passing of time since the mission began, and stopped caring about the date a long time ago. However, today is an important date because it is going to be the most significant day of humanity’s existence since astronauts walked on the moon. When my crewmates wake up we are going to draw straws to see which one of us will have the honor of being the first man to set foot on Europa, and I am hoping I will be the one. I’m not the first black man in space, and at the age of 26, I am not the youngest either, but I am the first Haitian to fly in space. Haiti is now just a commonwealth of the United States, another overseas territory that will never become independent again or become a state. America never wanted us, but they conquered us anyway because we could not rule ourselves.
Rebel slaves who tossed off the rule of their French colonial masters founded Haiti as the first black republic. I press my face against the cold glass window, thinking about how at that glorious moment we had the universe. Haiti could have been heaven on earth. Instead, we Haitians gave in to corruption and other terrible aspects of human nature and turned our land into a hellhole.
Why I am thinking about this now? I haven’t thought about home since this mission began. The voyage to Europa took less than a year, but it feels a lot longer. Earth is so far away that I can’t see it anymore. I make myself a cup of coffee and sip it slowly as I wait for the alarm to go off.
When it does, Zayed gets up first. Dr. Kang shakes his head before running his fingers through his night black hair. Zayed is only five years older than I am, and Kang is pushing 50, but he can still pass for a university student. 
Kang turns the alarm off. “So we’re finally here.”
Zayed strolls over to the window. “When you see the Linea up this close, it looks like the moon is bleeding.”
I have to admit Zayed is right. The Linea are what we call the numerous long markings on any moon’s surface. The ones on Europa are a rusty red, but I never thought of them as blood before. For a moment, I think about shutting down the artificial gravity, because I wonder what Europa would look like from upside down. It would probably be just the same. 
The icy surface of Europa has never visually intrigued me. It’s the idea of what might be beneath the ice that has me captivated. We have the best scanning technology in this ship of ours, the Icarus XII. NASA tanked decades ago, but the Global Space Program came out of its ashes and took us farther than ever before. They have taken me here, somewhere I couldn’t even fathom being when I was a boy growing up in Haiti. Once we get onto Europa, we will have to drill ten feet into the surface and send a probe down there to see if life exists. We’ll be spending a year on Europa before we return to Earth. It will be a hell of a lot more of an interesting year if we find out we’re not alone.
Zayed starts cooking breakfast. We’re having pancakes to celebrate finally getting here today. It’s strange that pancakes don’t really seem to have any taste in space. We eat our meal in relative silence, which is for the best since we’ve spoken more ill words to one another than kind ones. Now I guess we have nothing to say as we all know what happens next. 
When our meal is about halfway finished Kang says, “The ship’s computer already selected a landing site.”
“Yeah, it did it two weeks ago. We can get all our stuff together and get going in less than an hour,” I reply.
Zayed cuts in. “I think we should do a full systems check before we head out.”
Kang responds. “I checked everything out yesterday; we’re good to go.”
I say. “Let’s draw the straws now.”
Zayed grunts and goes to pull out the straws that are nestled in the back of one of the cupboards. Our dwelling is really no different from the average apartment. We have all the comforts of home. No matter what we do, everything has become a bit boring and clichéd. Now that’s all about to change. We put the straws in an old obsidian flower vase. One by one, we take turns picking them out until we have three separate piles of straws in front of us.
The one with the shortest straw wins. My hands shake as I sift through the straws. I only count several of them before Kang leaps up shouting. “I got the shortest straw!”
Zayed shakes his head while I hold back my rage. Kang grew up in Seoul and Zayed in Dubai. They had lives of wealth, pleasure, and of getting anything their hearts desired. I grew up in a no-name village eating dirt cakes while their families and their governments gave them all they needed to get here. I never had anything given to me. I got here on my own steam.
Oh well, who steps first on this ice rock really doesn’t matter. The history books will remember the one who discovered if there is life on it or not, and that is going to be me. We hop into the shuttle and descend. The G force is rough. Fortunately, the simulations made sure that I wouldn’t puke my guts out. I’m sweating now as I realize so many things can go wrong. We could blow up into a million pieces and be scattered all along the moons of Jupiter. 
We make it! The door to the shuttle opens and Kang takes the first steps outside. Zayed and I follow. It’s odd; there is ice on Europa but not a hint of snow. It’s not like the ice on earth. There is a sharpness to it and a dryness. Not like dry ice, more like sand. Even with our advanced Vector 2 space suits on, I can still feel the cold. My arm monitor says that its 300 degrees below zero. 
Kang sets up the surface equipment while I scout about with Zayed. He keeps tapping his fingers against his helmet, making a sound that really gets annoying. There’s no wind or any other source of sound, so hearing Zayed tapping on his helmet is driving me nuts. Finally, I speak up. “Can you cut that out, man?”
Zayed replies. “Sorry, my head is just really starting to ache.”
“Then you should have taken something before we landed here.”
“You know Toussaint, you’ve been a real fucking asshole this whole mission. You should consider it a miracle that I didn’t snap and beat the living shit out of you.”
“Zayed, you’ve never fought in your life growing up. I was mugged pretty much every day going to school. I know how to fight. I’ve been fighting all my life. ”
Zayed shoves me in the chest. “I’m so sick of your self-righteous bullshit. I get it that you grew up poor, but that doesn’t give you the right to bash me for being well off! ”
I spread my hands to stop them from becoming fists. “You didn’t work a day in your life until you got into the space program. You grew up in the one of world’s greatest cities. You have all the money in the world to throw around to get all the women and friends you want. I had to claw my way up to get here!”
Zayed shakes his head and gives a vile grin. “The reason I have the ladies and dozens of friends waiting for me back home, is because I am a nice man and fun to be with, while you, Toussaint, are an unpleasant man, and it is unpleasant to be around you. That is why no one misses you back on earth.”
That hurts too much to fire an insult back, because it’s mostly true. I’ve never been close with anyone and I can’t get by without arguing with someone after five minutes of conversation. My head is starting to ache. This moon is ice, ice, and more ice; I cannot feel warmth in my heart, excitement, joy, or the thrill of discovery. It’s like the cold has numbed them away. These suits are supposed to keep us warm no matter how cold it gets. Instead, we are just barely getting by. 
Zayed and I finish scouting and return to Kang who is banging on all our equipment with such ferocity, that I’m afraid he’s going to damage his suit. I run up to Kang and stop him. “What the fuck are you doing?”
Kang screams. “Nothing is working. The computers, the graphs, it’s just static, numbers, glitches and my head. I . . . feel like someone stabbed a hot knife through my brain.”
Suddenly my head starts pounding. Pain, I can’t remember the last time I experienced pain like this. Then I hear the voices.
Kill them. Kill them. Kill them.
No, it’s wrong to say that I am hearing these words. They are thoughts, but they are not my thoughts. Are they? Zayed is rubbing his helmet. He’s in as much pain as I am in. Zayed is also hearing these voices, I can tell because he keeps shouting. “No, no, no I am not doing that!”
I have no idea what the fuck is going on. This is like a nightmare. Kang takes his hand- sized pick ax and slams it against the ice. “They’re beneath the ice!”
Zayed responds. “Who’s beneath the ice?”
Kang slaps Zayed’s helmet while shouting. “Aliens you dumb fuck! They don’t want us to discover them and have their existence be known to everyone back home. So they messed with our equipment and are now trying to drive us insane so they can stay hidden!”
Zayed shakes his head. “No, no that’s jumping too far. There has to be another explanation for what’s going on!”
Kang sits down on the ground. He’s digging his hands into the ice, laughing. Oh God, the sound of his laugher is the sickest thing I have ever heard. Now I’m shivering, not from the cold, as that’s no longer an issue for me. Fear, fear like I have never imagined. The voices, the voices! They just won’t stop.
They think they’re better than you. Kill them. No one will ever know. They mock you and their words cut deep. But you can cut them. Slice them to death.
What the voices say is true. Zayed and Kang have no love loss between them, but they have gone after me far more than they have gone after each other. Zayed got on his knees and started praying in Arabic. Kang starts humming some Korean tune while rocking back and forth. Oh God! We are all being driven mad! I can’t see how we can fight them off. The voices! They echo the cravings of my innermost soul, but I’m not going to give in. I’m not a murderer. “Come on we have to get to the shuttle and get out of here!”
“Won’t work.” Kang sputters. “The voices told me they shut it all off.”
I ignore Kang and rush into the shuttle. Nothing works. We’re trapped here. We only have three days’ worth of supplies in that shuttle, but the supplies will last much longer if there is just one of us. Kang smiles at me as he sees the defeat in my eyes. He’s rocking back and forth. I want to kick him to make him stop.
Before I can make a move, he stands up and puts his hands on his helmet. “I’m checking out now.”
I don’t even have time to scream as Kang takes his helmet off. His head instantly freezes and his eyes become like glass. He falls to the ground and when his head makes impact, it comes apart like a snow cone. His blood and brain matter turn into a bunch of ice crystals. I never liked Kang. He spent most of our voyage playing video games instead of talking to Zayed or me. When he did speak to either of us, he never had anything nice to say. Still, he did not deserve to go like that. 
“I’m going to kill you, Toussaint!”
Zayed comes at me like a mad bull. I rush back into the shuttle. Luckily, the door still works, but Zayed gets in before the door closes and I battle for my life. Zayed attacks me with a pick ax and I hold him off with mine. He has strong fucking legs, and kicks me hard enough to crack two ribs. I fight him off and my drive to survive consumes me. I rip his pick ax from his grasp and thrust it deep into his left knee while thrusting my right pick ax deep into his right knee.
Zayed screams. Oh by God, how he screams! He manages to fight back the pain and raise his hands in surrender. “The voices made me do that, Toussaint. I’m no killer. The voices made me a damn puppet. We can fight the voices off and get passed this alright!”
He tried to murderer you. Kill him so he can never threaten you again. He does not deserve a second chance!
I bend down and look Zayed right in the eyes. “No fucking way. It’s time for you to die, Zayed!”
I take the pickaxes out of Zayed’s knees and bury them in his chest, in his arms, and in his groin. He’s crying, begging the whole way through. Soon I grow tired of his pleading, remove his helmet, and stab both pickaxes into the right and left orbs of his skull. That shuts him up. Blood is everywhere and it’s great! Murder is raw, primal. It’s what truly makes a man a man. Zayed can’t hurt me anymore. Now he’s just a piece of meat for me carve. 
The aliens were right; this is what I needed to do. No, no, this isn’t me. I’m not a monster. God please tell me I’m not a monster. I drop the pick axes and cower in a corner. Zayed . . . I shattered the top of his head and cut all the flesh on his face. He doesn’t even look human anymore. All this blood is on me. I can’t wash it off. The voices are gone, but I have echoes of them in my mind. What have I done? Zayed! I shouldn’t have given into the voices. I shouldn’t have butchered him. Now I’m all alone. Even the voices are gone and I am afraid.
I cry harder now than I ever have in my entire life. For what I have done and for the enjoyment I felt while doing it. I look at the pile of meat and bone that was once Zayed’s head. I notice something metallic embedded in the center of his brain. I pick it out, and after smearing away blood and brain matter, I realize I am holding some sort of implant chip in my hand. These things are used for people with brain injuries or to connect with the web all the time.
As far as I know, Zayed was never chipped. I mean, during our voyage we all got so bored one day that we gave each other detailed descriptions of our medical history, leaving nothing out. My heart rages in my chest as I rush back outside to what remains of Kang’s head. Sure enough, there are small fragments of a broken chip scattered about. The headaches, the equipment shutting down! My heart is broken now with the knowledge of the truth. 
There are no voices beneath the ice. This entire mission was an experiment to see how humans would react to an alien presence influencing their consciousness. Why not? They always joked about having enough money to conduct five voyages to Europa. Our lives were expendable from the start. The G.S.P. sent us here to die. They didn’t care whether Europa had life on it or not. The people I thought would make my dreams a reality have ruined and forsaken me. Oh God it’s so cold . . . it’s cold . . . so very cold. I wish our shuttle had blown up on entry. At least I would have felt warmth for a nanosecond before I died. Now . . . I am never going to feel warmth again.
~
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Chapter One


TRENT NOGUERO GLANCED AT his character sheet and smiled in satisfaction. It had been a long, hard road to hit level ten, but now his character, Vale dePardon finally had a subclass!
He’d been playing as Vale dePardon in Secret of the Old Ones for a year and just hit level ten a week ago. It was quite an accomplishment. Of the tens of millions who were playing, less than a couple thousand people had made it to level ten so far.
Level ten was a huge milestone and allowed a player to choose a subclass. He’d chosen Explorer for his subclass which allowed him to choose his fifth skill, [Cartography].
Both choices, his subclass and [Cartography] skill were all part of his plan, a plan half a year in the making. Among other ways Secret of the Old Ones deviated from other games were its unique bonuses, skills, even rumored classes. In a game with 30 starting stat points, a level cap of 30, and only one additional stat point every level for a possible total of 60 stat points at max level…
Bonus stats would be a huge advantage.
When Vale heard about these designs decisions, he’d decided on his strategy before even playing the game. He’d put as many points into the Luck stat as he could. In a game where stats were so important, where his character sheet even showed his original, Level 1 choices in brackets, finding anything that could give him a unique, permanent bonus would be amazing.
Luckily, two months in, his gamble paid off. What’s more, he was able to find an amazing item that gave him a permanent stat bonus of +3 luck. Unfortunately, finding the Mystic Clover had been part of a long, involved adventure that had gained him a full-blown enemy.
His [Paranoia] skill was currently letting him know an enemy was nearby, and he knew it had to be Brutus Drake, his nemesis, his enemy from the Mystic Clover adventure.
In the past, he’d always fled from Brutus, or gotten away somehow. Combat in S.O.O. was a strange combination of in-game skills and real life abilities. A character could not use skills they knew unless they had an in-game skill for it, but if they did, their real skill roughly translated into their ability in-game. The game’s system helped, but there was no substitute for real training…
The strange combat and skill system had actually motivated players to learn how to make antique crafts, pursue knowledge, and practice martial arts outside the game; presumably, as the mysterious designers had intended.
Unfortunately, Brutus had three skills devoted entirely to combat. He was also a skilled fighter. In a game where player deaths forced a mandatory one-week lockout from the game, he was notorious. He’d been challenged by full adventuring parties in the past and still came out as the victor, helping himself to all their gear and becoming an even more formidable player.
Normally Vale would run; he’d have no choice. Unfortunately, the whole reason he was so eager to get his tenth level, his subclass, and the [Cartography] skill was currently filling his laboratory. In addition to his Mystic Clover, he’d also found a mysterious map over half a year ago.
It had taken him a month to figure out what the map meant, what it might do, and now that he knew, his mouth was dry from excitement. However, he’d just spent every coin he had to buy all the materials for the arcane accelerators and intricate symbols drawn in powder on the floor. All his wealth had been used to cover his laboratory in ancient hoodoo.
His back was against the wall. If he fled, he’d lose half a year of progress. He couldn’t let Brutus just have it. Eventually, his decision made and his spine steeled, he ascended the stairs to his cellar door and walked out into the moonlight.
Luckily, Vale wasn’t a terrible fighter himself. His high-quality Rapier of Twilight was not a bad weapon. Plus, his [Fencing] skill, 3 years of Fencing Club in college, and a year of hands-on combat experience in S.O.O. had made him fairly dangerous in his own right.
Unfortunately, Brutus was a superior fighter in every way except for one; Vale had magic. He usually avoided using it because of the risks, but the only way he was going to win this fight would be to cheat.
Sure enough, Brutus was standing outside. The shadows on his craggy, brutish face moved as he grinned. His heavy armor shimmered with enchantments and his enormous greatsword glowed with fiery runes.
As amazing as the hulking man’s gear was, it was common knowledge he had an even better set stashed away somewhere. The last time someone actually managed to kill Brutus, they’d taken his gear. They’d believed him brought down for good, or at least a long time. The community celebrated. However, a week later when Brutus could log back into the game, he’d hunted down those who killed him, took out their friends, and even slaughtered the players who planned the celebration of his death.
He was ruthless.
After Vale drew his rapier, Brutus crowed, “So, we finally meet and at last—“
Vale wasn’t interested in talking. He sprinted forward, using his [Ancient Body Magic] skill to cast <Arm Speed>, <Leg Speed>, <Superior Aim>, <Enhanced Reflexes>, and <Explosive Strength>. The combination of spells exhausted almost all of his mana, and he felt the mental strain pushing against his paltry 6 Willpower.
He fought to stay conscious. If he went under, it would be treated as if he’d died and he’d be locked out for a week. It was unacceptable to go down now, to lose everything. Vale fought through the pain.
The fight was over amazingly fast. S.O.O. supported massive criticals for killing blows. After Vale dodged Brutus’ first hasty, surprised swing and sunk his rapier up to the hilt in the brutish man’s eye socket, he was awarded with the kill.
Vale was a little shocked he was still alive. In any other circumstance, he would have lost. Only the full combination of all five spells had let him win, but it had been an enormous risk, one that most players, including him, would not have been willing to take. He came close to dying just from the spell backlash. Ancient magic was no joke in S.O.O.
Vale didn’t pause to gloat or see how much experience he’d earned. He didn’t even stop to loot. He just dragged the big man’s corpse into his laboratory through the cellar and locked the door. He couldn’t know who else might have been watching, and he had to move forward with his plans immediately. All the reagents, the careful planning, everything had to be used now.
The proper stars were even in alignment. There would be no better time.
Vale walked to his carefully inscribed circle and realized he was bleeding from somewhere. Oh well, it could wait. All his spells from before were still activated so he was riding a high of magic. He paused for a second, breathed deeply, and called up his Occult activation menu.
	Do you want to activate your arcane portal?


Vale chose YES.
	Are you sure? The map tethered to this arcane portal is demanding a permanent loss of -5 Intelligence to proceed.


Vale paused and thought for a while. The map was asking for an insane loss of Intelligence. It hadn’t even occurred to him that he could lose anything, that it would cost him more than he’d already given up to use the map. He should have known there’d be more to it. He’d been a fool. It even made sense that he had to give up Intelligence, the one stat necessary to have deciphered the map in the first place. It was the core stat for his primary class.
He stared at the prompt a long time, but finally gritted his teeth and chose YES. He had to know where this map led. He had to know if he’d been right.
Suddenly, he felt nothing but pressure, like the entire world was pushing in on him. Flashes of lights and color bombarded him, even with his eyes closed, and he felt the brush of catastrophe a number of times. He wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but he knew he was barely avoiding death. He hoped his Luck stat would be enough.
The map had been meant for the transport of an explorer twice his level.
Eventually, the colors stopped spinning and Vale opened his eyes. He was greeted with the sight of an enormous, ethereal tree.
“Yes, I was right!” He whooped with joy.
He stood on a walkway leading directly into the World Tree. To his left was the aspect of Autumn, the surrounding forest all shades of honey gold and red. To his right was the aspect of Spring, trees dripping with vibrant green vegetation and radiating the vibrant glow of life. Majestic mountains loomed in the distance, framing the World Tree like supplicants.
He slowly walked forward, giddy from his success. He had no idea what to expect. In an entire year, players had heard hints of the World Tree but nobody had found it. Vale was the first.
He stepped into the tree and got a flashing prompt:
	Congratulations!
You have found the fabled World Tree!
You have a choice… of Power!
The World Tree is ancient and must gift some of its power!
Choose between:


	Fire – +Strength +Intelligence


	Wind – +Agility +Intelligence


	Water – +Willpower +Intelligence


	Earth – +Stamina +Intelligence


	Upon your choice you will receive:
A Legendary class
A required addition of an elemental magic skill corresponding to your choice (upon the next level up a skill can be chosen)
*Please note that this magic skill can be used without affecting player sanity. Does not require a Willpower check
XP
Additional stat points allocated
Do you wish to accept this power?


Vale chose YES.
	Choose your Element
Each element can only be chosen once by one person each
The World Tree’s energy only grows to this level every 1000 years


Vale thought carefully. He’d been working on being something of a gentleman scholar with an occultist flair for his character, and he decided to stick with that.
He chose AIR and all hell broke loose.
	Stat points awarded


	400,000 XP earned


	Level Up!


	Level Up!


	New Title earned: Legendary Air Adept


	New Legendary Class earned: Air Adept


	System Alert! Vale dePardon has found the World Tree. Vale dePardon is the Legendary Air Adept of Secret of the Old Ones!


	Mandatory Skill awarded


It was all a little overwhelming at first, but Vale quickly grasped what was happening. He grinned as he allocated his 2 stat points from gaining two levels and examined his new character sheet. All his health, mana, and stamina were maxed out again. He’d gotten lucky too. His stats from his new class were applied before he leveled so he gained more mana per level.
	Name
	Vale dePardon Class Skills

	Class
	Occultist Fencing

	Subclass
	Explorer Ancient Body Magic

	Hero Class
	*At Level 20* Paranoia

	Legendary Class
	Air Adept Ancient Occult Lore

	Level
	12 Map Reading/Cartography

	Experience
	940542 Elemental Magic: Air

	XP to next level
	69458

	Stamina
	59
	59
	

	HP
	59
	59
	

	Mana
	90
	90
	

	
	Total
	Original
	Level Ups
	Bonuses
	

	Strength
	4
	2
	2
	0
	

	Agility
	10
	3
	4
	3
	

	stamina
	5
	4
	1
	0
	

	Intelligence
	10
	7
	0
	3
	

	Willpower
	6
	6
	0
	0
	

	Luck
	16
	8
	5
	3
	

	Perm Bonus Source
	Mystic Clover
(Luck +3)
	World Tree Tithe
(Int -5)
	

	World Treen Boon
(Int +8, Agi +3)
	


With a thought, the World Tree teleported him back to his dank cellar. Vale’s eyes glowed as he mentally went through the list of all his new abilities. It was amazing, completely amazing. He’d made back the Intelligence he sacrificed and then some.
Giving up that 5 Intelligence hadn’t been easy. He figured he’d had to go through with it for the game to determine who was a real Explorer or something. If he’d been wrong about where the map took him, he would have been screwed.
He immediately folded the precious map and decided he needed to hide it as soon as possible. There were three more elements that the World Tree could give. He had to decide whether to gift them to friends or sell the knowledge of how to get them. Each element would probably be worth about a million US dollars, but he’d have to sell them all at once. After someone else got an element, he would no longer be the only player holding the secret of how to get to the World Tree.
He was tired, but he got in motion. First thing was first; he had to loot Brutus’ body. After being stalked for so long by the huge psycho, it was going to be incredibly satisfying to sell all his gear. He’d have to find an NPC with decent rates, though. No players would touch it.
Vale knew he was one of the most powerful players in the entire game now. Unfortunately, because of the system alert, the rest of the world knew it too.
Let them come.
Chapter Two
Trent tried to pay attention in class, but ultimately gave up. He couldn’t fight the inevitable; he had way too much on his mind.
His virtual university classroom didn’t have the same level of realism asSecret of the Old Ones, but it was still fairly immersive. Everyone in the class looked as they did in real life. Avatars and cosmetic alterations were not allowed.
The professor droned on, displaying incredible skill. The man could somehow even make Astronomy boring, a subject Trent cared about deeply.
Trent secretly smiled as he overheard one of the other students whispering about Vale dePardon. S.O.O. was such a popular game, important news was even more highly regarded internationally than the biggest esports.
The whole world knew the name of Trent’s in-game avatar. It was a strange feeling.
Trent still had to figure out what he was going to do with his hard-won knowledge, though. Should he procure real-world money, or in-game favors?
The decision was even more complicated due to how so many players actually made money by selling items in-game. The line between wealth in the virtual world and wealth in the real world was a bit fuzzy.
Part of the problem was that Trent wasn’t sure how he could sell such expensive information at once, nor even what path to take. There were websites dedicated to trading thing in-game for real money, but they were all third party and relied heavily on trust. One player sent money, the other player met the paying party in-game to give them what they paid for.
This worked fine for most items, but for information worth a fortune, itwould be risky.
Trent tapped his finger on his virtual desk while he thought. The feeling wasn’t quite as satisfying as tapping a real desk. Still, if any of his class mates looked at him, he knew they’d see him exactly as he looked in real life. Just shy of tall, dark hair, dark eyes, lean face, laid back expression.
The virtual classroom perfectly captured the clothing he was wearing too. He had on jeans, a t-shirt, and his Bluetooth connected sneakers. Nothing fancy. He wasn’t sure how his persocomp told the VR classroom what he was wearing, and he really wasn’t sure why he needed to wear any clothes at all.
Whoever had built the VR infrastructure for private and public education had obviously not liked the idea of students hanging out at home naked while virtually attending class… or something.
Of course, students without persocomps, usually for religious reasons, and students who just wanted some social, face to face interaction went to the public pod facilities, but Trent usually couldn’t be bothered. He wanted to log into S.O.O. as soon as he was done with class.
He also hated public restrooms.
After class was done, Trent logged out. He glanced around his little dorm room before sitting up in bed and rubbing his eyes. He knew some people liked to Dive sitting, but Trent preferred to lie down.
He got up and poured himself a drink while he thought about what he should do in-game. He needed to hydrate before Diving anyway, so he sipped his sports drink while thinking about the game itself.
Secret of the Old Ones, the second global, Deep Dive VR game (DDVRG) was a multiplayer RPG with some very distinct differences from other games.
One of its greatest strengths was its realism. Players could not differentiate between Secret of the Old Ones and reality. It was even more immersive than Strength and Magic Online had been.
The first DDVRG, Strength and Magic Online, had been a revolutionary experience. For almost forty years before S.M.O. was created, various companies tinkered with deep dive VR tech. The gaming industry had always been huge, and it didn’t take a genius to understand how much money truly immersive gaming could make.
One of the greatest hurdles developers had to overcome was hardware constraints. VR headsets and haptic suits became incredibly advanced, but still couldn’t offer a full deep dive experience. It wasn’t until the invention of the persocomp, a personal computer link implanted in the brain that true deep dive VR was possible. Plus, the United World Council’s decision that a persocomp was a Human Right was a godsend for gamers.
Strength and Magic Online was revolutionary, the greatest game ever made for its time. However, Secret of the Old Ones, or S.O.O. had surpassed it in every way.
The design decision by Yggdrasil Entertainment to build its new game in an HP Lovecraft style horror universe made some early industry pundits scratch their heads. That was before the game came out. The emphasis on personal skills and learning, the difficulty in leveling, the compelling world and quests… it was all amazing.
Trent personally loved the game’s setting. It was the perfect mix of fantasy, horror, and the familiar. Players who didn’t like the combat aspect could play a largely social game in towns and cities. Meanwhile, power gamers like Trent could explore ancient ruins, poking around for buried treasure.
Trent shrugged, thinking wasn’t getting him anywhere and he’d killed his sports drink. He knew he’d have to pee eventually, but luckily, his persocomp slowed most of his body’s processes to a crawl after Diving.
He laid down on his bed and decided to visit a market while Diving. He still had all of Brutus’ shit to sell.
…
Like always, Diving was a riot of colors and sensations. It almost felt like an out of body experience, like being connected to the universe. Trent tried to keep his mind as calm as possible. He didn’t want to be one of those people who acted high their first 30 minutes in-game after Diving.
…
Trent found himself back in his body as Vale dePardon. He’d logged out before on the outskirts of one of his favorite towns, so he only had a short trip to the market. He’d already stashed his precious map. He couldn’t chance it being stolen if he was killed. Hiding things was always a risk in S.O.O. because anything hidden could be found, but more experienced players like Vale all had special stash spots.
Vale smiled grimly. Anyone who went after his stash spot would get a very nasty surprise.
He trudged forward, his loot sack so full it actually felt heavy. Compressed packs were one way the creatures of S.O.O. had bent reality that Vale was deeply thankful for. Lugging gear and loot around in wheelbarrows would have been very immersive or dignified.
Eventually, Vale cut across one last field and found himself on the main road into Gabenz, a coastal town, and one of his favorite places to trade. In-game it was near sunset, and the town’s buildings made an interesting backdrop against the multicolored sky.
He made his way through familiar back alleys, dodging other players and troublesome NPCs alike. He didn’t feel like dealing with an encounter or learning of a new quest. He was here to make money.
Gabenz was a coastal town, and most of the markets, the best markets known to adventurers were near the docks. Trent continued to keep a close eye out, warily watching shifty men in top hats and ladies in bustles go about their business.
Vale ruefully thought about how easy it was to tell female players from NPCs. Most modern women hated bustles and petticoats. There were some hardcore role players or female gamers who liked how they looked enough to put up with the inconveniences, though. The thought sobered Vale. There were plenty of female assassins.
His head was on a swivel as he grew even more paranoid. It wasn’t too much longer until he got to the docks and the fringe of the commercial district.
Vale cautiously passed couples arm in arm, nearing the location of one of his favorite NPC fences. However, as he turned a corner, a piece of paper caught his eye. It said, “WANTED!” and it had a picture of his face.
Oh fuck.
Vale jumped as he heard a voice behind him say, “Just keep walking. Don’t turn around or things will get really bad, really fast.”
Vale didn’t move at first until he felt the barrel of a pistol pressed into his back. “Go straight, right up into that alley up ahead. We wouldn’t want to involve the town constables in any unpleasantness, right?” Vale heard laughter from at least a couple other people.
How had he missed them? He took a mental step back. His face was probably plastered all over town. If groups were actively looking for him, they could be sneakier than he was being vigilant, or they could be using special skills.
Vale was not in a good position, not at all.
Oh fuck.
Chapter Three
Vale slowly plodded forward, his mind racing. He wasn’t sure if his ambushers were after the World Tree map, or whether they were just trying to score a bounty. Their motivations were important. If they were just after a bounty, they wouldn’t expect him to risk a week of logout time by resisting. Most players were very cautious about dying after the first time they got locked out for a week and all their gear stolen.
On the other hand, if the bastards behind Vale were just after a bounty, using his new magic to escape would spread like wildfire in the rumor mill… if any saw it and lived to tell about it. Getting locked out would prevent that, though. The only hope he had was to kill every single person who saw him use his new abilities.
Players could not post from verified accounts while locked out. The TOS of S.O.O. forbid players from talking about events leading to their death while they were still dead too. Yggdrasil Entertainment enforced their rules with an iron fist. Most players were smart enough not to risk being banned.
Vale’s mind raced. Every possible thing his attackers could be planning ran through his head, checklist style. They could be planning to restrain him, or run a trace to find out who he really was, or try torturing him for information.
Torture of a kind did work in S.O.O. Of course, a player could always choose to log out, to stop Diving, to Surface. However, if a player Survaced while in the middle of combat or conflict, they had 20 minutes to return or they would automatically die.
Most players thought the system was fair. Players who didn’t want to engage in dangerous situations usually stayed away from them, and if a player didn’t want to play anymore, they could log off. The penalty kept it from being abused.
The possibility that most worried Vale was the trace. He was just a poor college kid. He wasn’t complexly naïve. He knew that there were some people in the world who would be willing track him down in real life to get his secrets. There were quite a few individuals, and several businesses that made a very lucrative profit off S.O.O. after all.
In fact, Vale had even been thinking about exploring ways to monetize his own play time in the next couple days. Of course, that might not happen for at least a week if he ended up dying.
As he walked into the alley ahead of his captors, Vale’s heart sunk and his hand itched. He desperately wished he had room to draw his rapier. At the other end of the alley was another set of seedy characters. There were three of them in all, each of them grinning nastily.
Vale’s pulse quickened. The rope held by one of the men in the alley meant the group was probably trying to collect on his bounty. He wasn’t sure if the bounty had been created by someone who wanted to know about the World Tree, or by Brutus himself; maybe both. The man was locked out of the game for a week, but he obviously had connections.
Time seemed to slow down as Vale examined his options. He had his Rapier of Twilight, a decent enchanted weapon, two fire-enchanted throwing darts, and a crossbow in his pack that would not do him much good.
He had Ancient Body Magic which would be helpful, but taxed his Willpower. However, now he had his [Elemental Magic: Air] skill. He wasn’t sure how much mana its spells would eat up, but like all magic in S.O.O., he could dump more mana into abiliites in order to make them stronger.
He carefully examined his spell list and began to inwardly smile. He had a plan.
He walked forward a few more paces with his hands up, appearing to go peacefully to his capture. He figured there were at least three behind him, so he was facing six enemies at once at a minimum. He needed to free himself from his enemies at the rear, especially if there were more than three.
When he was about halfway down the alley, he shrugged off his loot sack and used [Elemental Magic: Air] to cast <Gust> on himself from behind. He only put one mana point into the spell, as much to test the strength of his magic as to give himself some space from his attackers.
His eyes widened as the spell shoved him forward almost ten feet, practically into the second group. All his attackers began yelling. He spared a glance behind him, laying eyes on the three scruffy people who got the drop on him earlier. He snarled and cast <Gust> again, this time cranking up the power to seven mana.
The three thugs were bowled over like nine pins, the powerful spell almost throwing them out of the alley. He barely turned in time to draw his rapier and block an attack by the first goon to reach him. Vale grinned, the expression showing all his teeth. He shoved with his free hand, casting <Gust> again for three mana.
As the second group tumbled back onto their butts, he checked his mana.
	79
	90


He had used up eleven mana. Vale took a gamble and used [Ancient Body Magic] to cast <Arm Speed>, <Leg Speed>, and <Enhanced Reflexes>. He only used two points of mana for each spell, effectively raising his stats by three points in agility and his [Fencing] skill by an amount that was too difficult to calculate.
Natural stats were king, and Vale was already running a natural ten in Agility. His spell brought him up to around thirteen points in Agility plus several combat bonuses that he couldn’t see on his stat sheet, but he knew were there.
The first man to get up in front of him was a big, burly guy with a beard. He held a practical short sword and parrying dagger. Unfortunately for him, his dagger hand was on the ground as he pushed himself up. Vale lunged forward, the tip of his rapier punching through the man’s mouth and out the back of his head, killing him instantly.
Vale’s eyes narrowed in satisfaction. This was why he built towards speed and precision. Strength fighters like Brutus were terrifying, but there was something to be said for expert precision in S.O.O., just like real life.
Another man was up and rushed Vale with a couple nasty looking hooked weapons. They were probably some sort of nautical drops. One glittered with enchantment.
Vale dodged one slash. He caught the man’s second attack on the forte of his blade, riposting with a thrust to the chest. The Rapier of Twilight’s keen tip punched through the ruffian’s light leather armor with almost no resistance at all, destroying his heart and exiting out his back.
He kicked the stunned, dying man off his sword into the wall, and stalked past him.Two down, he thought.
The last bandit before him was female, little more than a girl. Vale’s thoughts turned cold and dispassionate.She should not have fucked with a Legendary Class scholar having a bad day.
The girl drew a couple throwing daggers, but her movements were glacially slow to Vale. He almost casually whipped his rapier in a glittering arc, the last two inches neatly severing the girl’s carotid artery. Her hands reflexively went to her throat, dropping her daggers. To be thorough, Vale lowered his center of gravity and stabbed her through the diaphragm at an upward angle.
The girl died, her eyes clouding over, but her last expression was one of defiance and anger.She died well. Probably a serious PVP gamer.Vale respected that.
He turned towards the last three threats and sprinted towards the closest to him, a man with a mustache. The man’s pale skin was heavily tattooed, his bare scalp sported some sort of occult sigils. The man growled, “I don’t know who you think you are but—“
I wonder why so many of these predatory types want to waste time talking? Vale danced to the side and tried to get a clean, killing thrust, but the man was too experienced. With a start, Vale realized he was the person who had demanded he march to the alley. He was probably their leader.
The bandit muttered something before holding a hand out that began glowing red.Shit. Vale dove to the side and barely had room in the alley to dodge the fire ball. The thug leader obviously had some skill in magic, probably Ancient Thermal Magic. It was a popular type of magic for assassins, fighters, and other feisty players.
Vale didn’t want to give the man a chance to get off another spell. He tucked a hand into his vest, and threw one of his darts in one smooth motion. The mustachioed, tattooed man had his long dagger’s blade up, but he had no time to react. The dart took him right through the bridge of the mouth, the heavy steel spraying broken bits of teeth.
The man stumbled backward, snorting in anguish. Vale put him out of his misery with a precise thrust through the heart.
The last two bandits, a tall, older man and a middle-aged woman both gaped in fear. The woman held up a percussion lock pistol in a shaking hand. Vale could actually see the hammer falling as she pulled the trigger. He dodged to the side, hoping he correctly judged where the bullet would fly. A cloud of gunsmoke filled the alley, and Vale didn’t feel a gaping hole in his body. Either he’d been right, or he got lucky. Either way, he’d take it.
Through the smoke, he saw the tall man with pinched feature began running away. The woman with the pistol still had it extended, the now empty gun kept shaking until she dropped it.
Vale whipped his hand forward with his last enchanted throwing dart while running forward. The dart nailed the woman in the sternum and she burst into flames. Must have been a critical,thought Vale.
The woman was thrashing around, dying as the fire ticked away her remaining hit points. Vale kicked her down to the ground and stabbed her through the chest to put her out of her misery.
“Don’t shoot at me again,” he muttered as he ran past.
The tall man was almost to the end of the alley and relative safety, but Vale was too fast. He was easily three times faster than the last would-be bounty hunter. When the man was only a few feet from the mouth of the alley, Vale crippled his legs with an economical flick of his rapier. The man slammed to the ground and Vale stomped down on the man’s back… hard.
The man tried to scream, but he had no air in his lungs. It didn’t stop him from trying to draw a pistol, though. Vale snarled and thought,What is it with these people and pistols? They’re actually hard to use…
He cocked his arm back and slammed his blade into the back of the man’s skull. The tall man’s body stiffened and grew limp beneath Vale’s foot. He snarled in disgust. He really didn’t like PVP. Why couldn’t other players leave him the fuck alone?
He looked up and down the alley at the carnage and the strewn bodies. He checked his mana again.
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He had just killed six other players in decent gear, probably between level seven to nine. He had only used up seventeen mana, and he hadn’t even gotten a scratch. He’d probably overspent a lot of mana. He needed to learn to optimize his [Elemental Magic: Air] skill better.
He whistled soundlessly at all the gear just asking to be taken. “Well, if it’s just lying around…” he grumbled. He wasn’t going to enjoy carrying everything in his loot sack, but at least it was only a short distance to his favorite fence.
…
“2,142 gold! Holy crap!” Vale exclaimed. He’d had a good haul indeed. The shady merchant just smiled. Vale had no doubt the unctuous man would make a killing reselling all the gear. Well, he would have if he wasn’t an NPC. The NPC’s name was Vernon Carlsmit, a name Vale always thought was a bit over the top.
Suddenly the shady merchant Vernon leaned forward and winked conspiratorially. “You’ve been a good customer to me, and I always see you wearing that pig sticker,” he said, gesturing to Vale’s rapier. “I actually heard about a weapon like that lost in some ruins some time back. A powerful one too. It was probably nothing, but I can still tell you about it, though.” The man guffawed.
In Vale’s vision, a window popped up:
	You have been offered a unique quest by an NPC due to your relationship with the shopkeep and your status as a Legendary class.
Do you accept the quest?


Well that’s a no brainer.Vale chose YES.
	Congratulations! You have started a quest for a legendary weapon! Listen to the shopkeep’s tale and watch for other
opportunities to further this quest line!


Vale smiled as the sweating merchant began telling his story.
…
Trent was in the great mood when he logged out and Surfaced. His mood lasted right up until he checked his messages on his persocomp and saw several missed calls from his best friend Steve. The latest just said, <Seriously, watch the news>.
Vale was confused. Steve knew that Trent played as Vale, but he’d already seen almost everything the media was saying about him; most of it was just speculation.
However, after Vale used his persocomp to generate a telescreen in his field of vision and turned to a news station, he cursed.
Most stations were playing in-game footage from two hours ago. The first-person-recorded, FPR video had caught a very pissed off looking Vale dePardon utterly dismantling the criminal bounty hunters in an alley.
“Well… shit.”
~
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You Are Cordially Invited…
FANS OF SCIENCE FANTASY are cordially invited to join the Brain to Books Cyber Convention and Book Expo April 7-9th, 2017. 
B2B CyCon and Book Expo is in its third year, and is one of the largest online book expos with tons of awesome bookish goodness and fun! For three days bookish fans converge on social media and the CyCon site to share our joyous geekiness and love for books. By hosting the convention online, fans are not restricted by location or limited by funds. The event is free to all readers and hosts a ton of amazing events! 
Do you love cosplay? Then you will want to share pictures of you in your favorite book character cosplay. Whether as Fury from The Hunters, Katniss from The Hunger Games, or Harry Dresdon of The Dresdon Files, all cosplay is welcome and will be shared on Instagram! And unlike offline conventions, you are not limited to foam weapons. Go ahead, grab that dagger that goes perfectly with your costume. We’ll allow it!
For our Steampunk fans, there will be a Gadget Gamble, with imaginings of the best steampunk gadgets for you to peruse and vote on! 
We all have our favorite heroes and villains, and what better way to decide the winner than by voting at the character tournaments? See the author’s visual interpretation of the character, along with a description, and watch them pit against one another. YOU decide who wins! 
There will be a bunch of awesome author-led panels including “The new age with Doctor Who, Star Trek, and Star Wars! Are we looking at a new audience?” and “60 Years! How far have we come since Tolkien?” 
There is no doubt that Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Science Fantasy have the best covers in books. Now you can vote on your favorite covers in the Cover Wars. 
There will be genre tours designed to pay tribute to the genres that we love so very much, and blog hops with great samples from authors in science fiction, fantasy, and science fantasy genres.
There will be author interviews, Word Wars, where the authors debate topics such as Iron Man VS Batman, Should Sci-fi be more fiction or more fact, Paperbacks VS E-books, and YOU decide who wins. 
Authors will have booths on Goodreads with all sorts of awesome goodies, samples, and other fun interactions. Come meet your favorite author, or find a new favorite author in the Booths! 
Stock up on books in genres you love! The book expo will be divided by genre. See hundreds of books on display for quick and easy access to add them to your wishlist! 
Many authors will be offering their books at awesome discounts for the CyCon, and there are going to be tons of giveaways and goodies, (like the Mass Giveaway, the genre giveaways, the Kindle Fire Giveaway, and so many others being planned as we speak!) Be sure to Save the Date today to get a reminder before the CyCon begins April 7th.
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Episode One: The Stirring
WHEN FATHER FIRST SPLIT the Light from the Darkness, we praised him. When the Beast
emerged from Outer Darkness, we did not curse His name. Instead, we took up arms against the foe that had no form. We, corporal beings that we are, were terribly outnumbered and outmatched. Vast mobs of our people were wiped out, erased from existence as perfectly as paper thrown to the fire. And so, Father made the firmament. And within that firmament He prepared vast fires to repel the Beast, but they were not enough. One by one, the fires were smothered. No matter how much of the Beast we destroyed, a billion more entities were ready to smother, to choke. And so we consulted Father, and He formed us into grand armies. He built for us a great battlefields on our home planet Kolob to combat the Beast, and we once more took up arms against it.
The monomolecular blade of my halberd cut through the inky mass of non-flesh. It was unlike anything that could be described. Lightning burst forth, a purifying light bent on destroying more of the Beast. Forward. Always forward, never back. No matter how horrible the fiend, no matter what contradictions of senses there were, I had to move forward. The inky black mass of monsters were impossible to see through. Sometimes I would see a limb. Other times eyes or mouths would become visible through the mass. They made no sound as they shifted, or shuffled, or phased…something about them couldn’t be described. Half solid, half mist, just…existing. 
Forward. Forward! 
A shell exploded not more than ten yards from me. I fell to the ground, the force of the thermobaric explosion beyond powerful. Ringing. So much ringing. Dizzy. Something sticky, something not quite… right. I… stood. Thick strings of a tar-like substance clung to my armor, to my boots, to my exposed skin. The black substance was lukewarm and sticky as pitch. Suddenly a containment shell had formed around me. The shimmering azure of the shield flickered.
Containment shells. Something big must be coming.
They only used those when they needed to buy time. I looked around me. Thousands of other fields had formed, making a haphazard barrier that extended in both directions as far as the eye could see. Lumbering in the distance I could see the black mass of monsters that had fallen so far from Father’s light that they could not even claim humanoid shapes. 
By Father!
I hoped the barriers held. The Beast lumbering toward me was larger than the tanks that had fired the shells. Behind the writhing tendrils were flashes of horrible, slavering jaws with bits of chewed up metal caught between the teeth. Images flashed in my head, horrible images of my squad. Had I…seen them? Getting devoured? My thoughts turned to Hitka… the last I saw her she had gotten overrun by the Beast.
Is she… dead? No, no! Stop it! I have to think straight!
One of them rammed into the barrier. The circular mouth sucked and gnawed, rows and rows of teeth grinding against something that wasn’t there. It consisted of just force, magical force. A thought that had simply been made tangible for a short time. Breaking through it would be like forcing a change of opinion by screaming incoherency. It simply didn’t register. I got on my knee, into the sludge. It felt thinner now.
Thank Father for that.
I prepared the halberd, waiting for the shield to falter.
Let the Beast impale himself.
A shell fell on the Beast and it shattered into a thousand pieces. The non-flesh reduced itself to a dark puddle of…tar. A thick goo that couldn’t be properly described. 
I stood and tapped at the containment shell. Ice, fire, and lightning streaked across the surface. It still held up. Good. 
Pain rippled through my body. Burning, caustic agony. Tore through my nerves. Seized my muscles. Locked my mind to all rationality. The halberd clattered to the ground. I turned around. Flesh had been ripped from my calf. I pressed body up against the shield. A flailing egg-shaped mass of darkness… Writhing, whipping tendrils beat against the magical shield. One of them was under me, looking, searching. Like an octopus looking for food. 
My calf pulsed in agony when I tried to move. I couldn’t pick up the halberd. Or even use it in this shell. Not enough room. Nowhere near enough room. I slowly went for my sidearm. The bolt of Father’s light shot forth, smashing into the egg. It let out a horribly cry, one that echoed in my ears and left a high-pitched ringing in its wake. I stood in the goo again.
Then the shields fell. 
Forward. I picked up the halberd. Forward. Never backwards. Never retreat. I limped. Every step became a new torture tearing through my body. The silence that surrounded me was… deafening. Other than that horrid ringing, the high-pitched squeal of the monster, utter silence. No shells exploded. No bullets flew. 
I reached up to my ear, looking for my squad’s com pin. It wasn’t there. I felt the other ear. It wasn’t there either. No…no. Is…that why it’s so silent? I turned around. Maybe a retreat had been called. 
Had we lost? That must have been it. I felt the strength drain from my body, the sudden exhaustion of despair. We had lost, that had to be the only option.
The roaring artillery proved me wrong. 
“Alright, boys!” Officer T’alik roared. “First volley down, another one should come up now! Load the guns and fire again!” The men worked quickly, opening the artillery and reloading, the still smoking shells rolled on the ground. In the distance, eldritch magic crackled and screamed. Torrents of thunder and flaming hail rained down, explosions of Father’s fury that showered down on the Beasts. The orders were simple. Destroy the enemy, as much of it as possible. Ensure nothing remained standing, and T’alik decided that is exactly what he would do.
“Fire!”
The glorious orchestra of death rang out. The rancid smell of sulfurous smoke choked the air. The only thing that could be seen were the explosions of the shells. His comrades fired their collections as well, the lesser officers to the left and right taking the sign to send a barrage of magic into the air. 
The second volley landed, and the ground shook. It would be just a matter of time now until they broke the enemy. The radio came to life. 
“This is Tank Battalion commander Ellion reporting,” her voice came through, the magical energies interfering with the radio. It drifted in and out of coherency, but enough of the message came through that it didn’t matter. “Are we given clearance to attack?” T’alik picked up the radio to answer.
“Just a moment,” T’alik laughed, “This is too much fun. I wanna have a third volley.” 
“May Father curse you, T’alik!” he could hear the scowl in Ellion’s voice, “This is a war, not a playground!” 
“It’s both for me.” T’alik put the radio down and walked over to his soldiers. “Double rations for you all tonight, just get the third volley in under a minute. I’ll be counting!” He giggled, almost bouncing with glee. The guns were raw power, sheer, utter, control. The artillery was beautiful from the barrel to the treads. Father had always been a lover of beauty, and it showed on the ivory white of the cannons, the seaweed-like patterns of gold. Even the shells were a thing of beauty, as temporary as they were. 
The third volley fired. The rumbling of their explosions sent shivers up T’alik’s spine. He loved this job. He picked up the radio, finally content. 
“Ellion, we’re ready for you. Father bless you!” 
The response was a discontented grunt. T’alik couldn’t help but smile. 
I ran. My lungs burned. My legs screamed. But I ran. Despite the gaping wound in my leg, I needed to run. It’s incredible what can happen when your life is in danger. As lightning and fire and ice all mixed together, I felt the contradicting temperatures dance across my body. My back had frostbite. My arms were burned. My leg hot, my head cold. I tripped and tumbled into a shell hole. 
It had pooled there. That substance, that horrid, dark substance. I tried to wriggle out, but every single action just dragged me deeper and deeper.
I coughed and sputtered. It pressed down on my chest. It sucked at my skin, almost like it was trying to gnaw it away from the bone. It’s alive! I struggled more, flailed and thrashed more. I pulled my arm up out of the horrible ooze. The skin had become red and raw. The armor gone. Eaten through. Sticky strands of the stuff clung to me, balling up and trying to cement their place on my body. I screamed, I writhed, I cried out for help. 
Relief came in the form of a cryoshell. It hit the ground just a few feet away from the foxhole. Cold, unlike cold I had ever felt before, washed over me. It felt like fire as hoarfrost formed on my skin. But the ooze, like the mindless animal it is, retracted and tried to get away before it froze in place. I broke the shards of…slime off. I looked around for a moment, trying to triangulate my position. 
I started walking in the direction of the artillery fire. Surely, the closer I got, the safer I would be.
Maybe that’s the last volley.
There’s no way to be sure. I kept moving as quickly as my leg would allow. I half-ran, half desperately wobbled along while spewing curses and profanity. But good enough. I’d rather suffer a thousand lashes from a whip than spend a second more here. There was still no sign of my squadron, no sign of my fellow shock troops. 
The growl of an engine came from my right. I turned, pointing my halberd towards it. A white and gold tank rolled towards me. The barrel pointed right at me. It slowed down to a halt. The hatch opened, and a man popped out. 
“Hey! What’s your name?” 
“Vaker…Vaker el-Yidit.” 
“Well, Vaker, I’m Tokol…why don’t you come with us? Infantry were called to fall back over an hour ago!” 
I climbed and sat on the tank, facing our flank. There wasn’t enough room to get inside, it was already at full capacity. The man just told me to pray to Father and hold on. He stayed standing, watching, waiting for something. A few tanks rolled up behind us. I turned my head and shouted.
“What in Father’s name is going on?” 
Tokol chuckled. “We’re the cleanup crew, killin’ off the stragglers!”
A thought flashed in my mind, “I…saw one of them reform in front of me. You ever seen that happen before?”
“No, never even heard of it. You sure you aren’t seeing things out there? I’ve heard the shockies can get pretty screwed up in the field.” 
Ignoring the subtle insult, I turned back to watch the tanks join us. One by one, each of them immaculate with white and beautiful gold, they rolled alongside us. I looked down at the ground, chewed up by shell and spell. It may have just been the motion of the tank, but I saw something moving in the splattered remains of the Leviathan. 
I looked at my leg. Blood still seeped from it. It didn’t hurt as much, though that could have just been the adrenaline coursing through my veins after trying to escape bombardment. I sighed, and tried to relax. 
A glance to the right destroyed any chance of relaxing I had. One of the tanks had slowed down. Something pulled at it, forcing it to stop. Thick tar creeped up the treads, slopped over the ivory white armor. 
The screaming started when it travelled into the barrel. The tank ground to a halt. Tendrils of pitch flew into the air, grabbing the tank, and rocking it back and forth. I started banging on the side of mine. Tokol ducked back inside, shouting indistinctly at his comrades. They turned the tank, aiming at their fellows. A short prayer, I only heard the last part.
Father, forgive us.
A holy blast of light, hotter than the forges from which the tank had been made, flew toward the tank under assault. It was reduced to slag in an instant, and the screaming stopped. An acrid smell of burnt flesh took its place.
Tokol grabbed me by the collar.
“Get in, now! It’s not safe outside!” He half-dragged me into the tank. Dark, hot, and cramped. Between everyone else I had maybe a foot of room to move in. I just tucked myself into a corner, hoping I wasn’t in the way. 
I realized I had left my halberd somewhere very far away by this point. I groaned, my head falling to my knees. At least I still had my sidearm, supplied as a last resort. At least, it should have been. But now, it looked like it would be my only defense if we were attacked. At this point, it felt less “if” and more “when.” 
Then we started to slow.
T’alik peered out into the distance, trying to discern what had happened. The tanks had moved up, but something shifted in the distance. His binoculars couldn’t ascertain it. It looked like a wall. A massive orb of shifting blackness. But…that’s impossible. They had shelled that area to pure ash. There’s no way anything could have survived. Particularly something that massive. 
“Load the artillery!” T’alik shouted. “Load!” 
The men looked at him, gesturing towards the wastes. 
“Sir, with all due respect…the tanks—”
“Father curse the tanks! If they have any brains, they’re gonna get out of there now!” 
Then the Beast sprouted. It opened and closed. It pulsed and breathed. Massive tendrils extended from its base. Like roots they branched out, sweeping and flailing in the air as they got longer and longer. T’alik felt something, a gnawing thought at the back of his mind. Half-whispered things, telling him nothing and everything. He sat down, gripping his head.
“Sir? Sir!” 
T’alik couldn’t hear, couldn’t see. The whispering just kept coming. They became more distinct and solid. Like actual words. Blasphemies, terrible heresies, and encouraging things he tried to block out. 
One of the soldiers grabbed T’alik and shook him. He gasped, shaking his head. The whispering didn’t cease, but it did quiet enough for him to focus.
“Sir, what do we do?”
T’alik sighed, shaking his head. “Fire.”
~
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Part I
THE FIRST THING I remembered was the pain. Nothing but intense pain that seemed to encompass my entire being. It was intense and sharp, yet I couldn’t voice a scream. I wanted to scream, as if that simple act might lessen the agony, reduce the torture.
As the excruciating seconds passed, I became aware of more. I could feel my hands and feet, arms and legs, surprisingly free of any discomfort. Breath moved in and out of my lungs, also without anguish. I felt the soft touch of grass on my back. I finally realized, the pain was not a physical pain, but a torment only in my mind. It felt like part of my soul had been ripped away from me and I ached for its return.
With laborious effort, I opened my eyes. I was immediately blinded by the brightness of the sunlight piercing my vision, but gradually I focused on the sky above me. Wispy clouds drifted high above, barely moving. The blue above the clouds was inviting, comforting, and I could feel the warmth of the sun on my skin. 
My first attempt at movement was to turn my head and look around me. The grass around me was blackened and burnt. I seemed to be lying in a shallow hole or depression. 
Testing my arms and legs, I found movement stiff, but possible. Slowly I raised myself up and stood on wobbly legs, but my balance and strength returned swiftly.
I was in what looked to be a small blast crater, in the center of a flat area surrounded by large hills. The landscape was covered with high grass and wildflowers, with a few maples scattered in the distance, near the foot of the hills. There were no signs of civilization. 
Flexing my arms and back muscles, I turned back to stare in shock at where I’d lain. It looked like a bomb had exploded, burning everything except the patch of grass that had apparently been protected by my body. A pile of red dirt ringed the hole. It was as if I had hit the ground like a meteor, creating this odd crater in the earth. 
Then it hit me.
Who am I? 
I couldn’t remember my name. In fact, I couldn’t remember anything. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. I knew language. I had educated knowledge, but no memory at all of anything that included me. I felt my pockets. No wallet. Nothing that might tell me who I am. 
I felt my face and head, checking myself for any injuries or anything unusual, but all seemed to be in order, which struck me as strange. There were no scars, no cuts, no bruises. In fact, I didn’t seem to have any injuries whatsoever. My heartbeat, my breathing felt relaxed and normal. I seemed to be a picture of health. I felt strong and agile, but couldn’t remember exercising or getting in shape. 
Who was I? How did I get here? What had happened to me? 
Those thoughts pushed at my mind, demanding answers, but none were forthcoming. I was lost in the middle of nowhere. Yet somehow, I knew I was in the United States of America. If I was going to find answers, I had to start moving.
The sun was just above the horizon, but was it rising or setting? Without that knowledge, I had no sense of direction. 
Or did I? A strange sensation came over me, like invisible forces pulling at me from a multitude of directions. I couldn’t explain it, but immediately I knew which way was north. How could I know that? It was as if I could feel the magnetic fields of the earth around me. So, if that was north, then the sun was rising. It was morning. 
A roaring sound from overhead caused me to look upward. A plane high in the sky, heading east. 
Another odd sensation came over me. It was as if my sight zoomed in on the plane and I was viewing it up close. I could see the markings, the faces in the windows, and I immediately knew the plane was a Boeing 747, carrying eighty-four passengers and crew, and heading for the Will Rogers World Airport in Oklahoma City. How could I know that? It was as if my mind was processing minute information and calculating possibilities. What a strange feeling. 
I knew these abilities, these sensations, were not normal. This was something that went beyond normal, and it made me wonder not only who I was, but perhaps what I was. 
I had flesh. To confirm that for myself, I picked up a rock and scratched the flesh of my forearm. Blood oozed from the wound. That was normal, at least. 
Yet, my mind seemed far more calculating and faster than should be humanly possible. I had no idea how I knew that, but I knew. 
Looking at the scratch on my arm, I was shocked to see the wound closing itself, healing at a rapid pace. Within mere seconds, there was no wound at all, only a small amount of blood drying on the surface.
“I guess I better get moving,” I said to myself. Hearing my own voice reassured me that I was alive. My voice was deep and natural, and nothing seemed odd about it. I began a strong and fast-paced stride to the east, easily making my way over the uneven terrain. 
A thousand-yard jog brought me to the edge of a field of wheat, the first sign of civilization I’d seen. An asphalt road lay on the other side. 
The field was large, the wheat still young and growing. A rolling center-pivot sprinkler system watered the growing crop automatically. I had to dodge the sprinkler to keep from getting soaked, but I eventually made it to the road, a rural two-lane blacktop running north and south. 
Not sure which direction to go, I headed north. It wasn’t long before I heard a vehicle approaching from behind me, and turned to see a late model, black Ford truck coming up the road. I stuck out my thumb, hoping to hitch a ride, and the truck graciously pulled over to the side.
“What’n tarnation are ya doin’ out here on foot?’ said the elderly gentlemen behind the wheel. His face was worn and rugged from outdoor labor, with bright gray eyes and a concerned smile on his thin-lipped mouth. He wore a plaid shirt and blue jeans, with dirt-caked, brown boots. A wide-brimmed straw hat sat upon his head, shading his face from the bright, summer sun.
“Hi,” I said with a wave of my hand. I figured it best not to have to answer too many questions until I knew more about what was what, so I made up a plausible story to explain my being alone on the highway. “I … uh … broke down and didn’t have my cell phone with me. Can you take me to the nearest town?”
“Well,” he said, “I jus’ left Hinton. I’m headin’ up to El Reno to get some parts for my sprinklers. I can take ya back to Hinton if ya need, or you can ride with me to El Reno.”
I smiled and nodded as I opened the passenger door. “El Reno will be just fine.” The name of the city tugged at my consciousness. Not a memory, exactly, but I felt as if something waited for me there.
He returned the smile and nodded pleasantly as I climbed into the cab. “Not a problem. Bill Hutchins is my name. Glad to give ya a hand.”
I would have loved to tell him my name, but I had no idea what it was. Thinking fast, I made one up on the spot. “Zak Storm. It’s a pleasure.”
We shook hands. He put the truck in gear and continued north along what I suddenly knew was Highway 8. I found that knowledge odd, as I couldn’t recall ever being out here before. I also knew Hinton was a small town in the western part of Oklahoma, and he was heading toward Interstate 40, which would take us east to El Reno. 
“Storm, eh? I don’t recall any families around these parts named Storm. You look like ya had a rough time.” Bill nodded at my clothes. 
For the first time, I realized my clothes where in shambles, as if I’d been wrestling with a mountain lion. My jeans were covered in dirt and huge rip ran up the lower left leg. My blue-cotton shirt was torn down one side and covered in dirt and black soot, no doubt from the burned-out crater I’d awakened in.
“Uh … I had a hard time under my car, trying to see what was wrong. It’s a ’96 Camaro, low to the ground.” It was amazing how quickly I seemed to be able to pull such plausible explanations out of my –
“You should get ya a truck. Much easier to work on than them sports cars.” He grinned, but kept his eyes on the road ahead. “Did ya lose your ring?”
I was caught off-guard by that question and looked to see a white circle around the middle finger of my right hand, indicating there had been a ring there. The skin around it was darker from sun exposure. These country farmers sure are observant. 
“Yeah, not sure what happened to it. Must’ve come off while I was under the car, but it’s nothing special.” 
I had no idea if it was special or not. The fact that it was on my middle finger told me it wasn’t a wedding ring. I hadn’t even thought about whether I was married or not. The width of the band on my finger indicated it was a large ring. 
Is this something important?
Was this a clue to my identity?

I should have searched the area around the crater. Maybe I can come back and search later.
“Zak!” said Bill for the second time, bringing my thoughts back to the present. 
It took a second to realize he was calling me by the name I’d made up. 
I looked at him apologetically. “Yeah, sorry. Was thinking about my car and how much it’s going to cost me to get a wrecker out there.”
“That’s ok,” he said. “Jus’ wanted to tell ya that there’s some jerky in the glove box if you’re hungry.”
“Thanks.” I opened the glove box to find a large bag of homemade jerky, about a pound or more. I opened the bag and took out a stick, biting into it and chewing. It wasn’t bad. In fact, the taste was very intense and appealing.
The drive didn’t take long, less than thirty minutes. El Reno was a busy if not overly large city. As he drove down a road near the Interstate we came across a donut shop. That same pulling sensation that had prompted me to go to El Reno, pulled at me when I saw the shop. I felt a strong desire to stop here.
“This’ll be fine, Bill,” I said. “Can you let me out here?” Bill pulled over and stopped, allowing me to exit the truck. 
“Ya sure you’ll be alright?” he asked. 
I nodded and smiled. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for the ride.”
“Anytime.” Bill nodded, gave a polite wave, then pulled away back onto the street.
I looked at the little store. The sign read Heavenly Donuts. It was a small establishment with a large front window and a few booths; a line of six stools sat along the main counter. I had no wallet, no identification, and no money. As I passed through the door, I expected to get some stares at my tattered clothing, but none of the four middle-aged patrons gave me a second glance as I walked to a booth and sat down. A young woman wearing a white apron, and holding a pen and pad, came up to me.
“What can I get ya?” she asked.
I felt really lost, but I was thirsty and didn’t want to come off as a bum. 
“How about a coffee and a glass of ice water?” I wondered if I would go to jail if I couldn’t pay.
The woman brought my order within minutes. I drained the cool water, leaving only ice in the glass. 
What am I going to do? Why am I here?
I didn’t understand why, but for some reason I felt drawn to this place. I felt as if this was where I was supposed to be, even though I couldn’t remember ever being here before. It was an odd feeling, like a sixth sense that I couldn’t fully comprehend, but I knew I was waiting for something to happen. 
I took a sip of the coffee as thoughts raced through my mind. Then I heard a voice that seemed disturbingly familiar. “Geez, Zak, you’re a mess. What happened?” 
As I tried to place the voice in my addled mind, a young woman in blue jeans and a white button-down blouse slid into the booth across from me.
The first thing I noticed was her short, dark, pixie cut. Below that was a heart-shaped face, beautiful despite the lack of make-up; full lips, a button nose and intense, sassy blue eyes that now peered at me with a look of utter confusion.
I took in all these details within mere seconds. What hit me like a hammer to the head was the large, golden band on the middle finger of her right hand, and especially the intricately carved symbols across the top. It, too, felt familiar, like it was I that should have been the one wearing that ring.
“Do I know you?” I asked, turning my eyes back to her face.
“What?” she asked with surprise. She noticed my right hand. “Zak? Where’s your ring?”
This woman knew me. My name really was Zak. My mind reeled. Did she have the answers to explain my bizarre situation? 
Swallowing hard, I said, “I don’t know. I seem to have lost it.” I met her eyes, which bored straight into my own. “Please, listen. I can’t remember who I am. You know me, right? Can you tell me what’s going on?”
I watched as her eyes reflected first confusion, then concern, and finally settling on pure amusement. This was followed by a sudden outburst of laughter.
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding. This is truly priceless.” 
Her mirth-filled eyes looked at me with delight, but also with a hint of concern. My mind wandered over the possibilities. Was she my sister? A girlfriend? Or just a companion?
She reached across the table and took my hands in hers, her gaze turning to one of compassion. A small and appealing smile remained on her lips.
“Zak? We must find your ring. Do you know where you lost it?”
“I know where I woke up, in a hole in the ground, if that’s what you mean.”
“Come on,” she said. “We have to find it.” 
She took me by the hand and pulled me from the booth. She paid the waitress for my coffee and led me outside to a red ‘96 Camaro convertible. The top was down, revealing the white, leather interior. So much for my great imagination and original thinking. Seems what I thought I was making up for Bill was the truth.
“Get in,” she said as she hopped over the door into the driver’s seat. 
I climbed into the passenger seat. “Who are you, exactly?” I asked, my mind whirling.
She looked at me and smiled, a warm and loving smile, as she started the engine. “I’m Uriel, your partner.”
“My partner?” More questions began to fill my mind. The confusion was maddening, especially with someone sitting next to me that seemed to know everything I didn’t.
“Look. I’m Uriel. You’re Zachariel. We must get your ring. Once you put your ring back on, all your questions will be answered.”
She peeled out of the lot in a hurry and sped off down the street, back towards I-40. 
I turned to Uriel and opened my mouth to ask a question, but she held up a finger to silence me.
“No more questions,” she said, her face scowled with exasperation. “The ring will bring you all the answers. You must have lost it where you woke up. It probably came off during your descent.”
Descent? What in the world was she talking about?
“Just one question,” I said. 
She put her hand back on the wheel and sighed. “Ok. One.”
“Am I human?”
Uriel’s eyes shown with delight as she gave a short bark of hilarity. “No.” She said no more.
The drive didn’t take long, and following my directions, we were soon on Highway 8 where I had hitched a ride with Bill. 
“It’s just over a thousand yards west, on the other side of that wheat field,” I said. pointing.
Uriel pulled off to the side of the road and stopped the car. “Ok. Get out.”
I climbed out of the car and gazed across the field still being watered. I had a sudden feeling of going in circles, now back where I started, and still having no idea of who – or what – I was.
I suddenly felt Uriel’s arms around me from behind, holding me tightly against her with a strength I found surprising. Without warning, there was a sudden whooshing sound and we rose into the air. Turning my head, I saw a great pair of magnificent, white-feathered wings as she flew us across the field at a swift pace.
Moments later, I saw the crater below. We descended and landed next to the burned-out hole in the ground, where I had first roused from unconsciousness. 
“Search the area,” she said. “It has to be here somewhere.”
As she started to look around, I saw those exquisite wings fold, then fade away into nothingness. It was hard to concentrate on searching for a ring with my mind so full of questions and possibilities. I couldn’t have been more confused if I’d fallen down a rabbit hole into the arms of a mad hatter at a tea party. She said we’re not human. What were we?
My head reeled with questions and speculative answers as we searched the crater. It didn’t take me long to find it under a patch of burned grass: a large, golden ring, identical to Uriel’s. I picked it up and it felt familiar. It felt cool to the touch and yet I could feel immense power emanating from the ring.
“I found it,” I said, holding it up and examining it.
“Well, don’t just stand there gawking at it,” she said, crossing her arms. “Put it on!”
As I slipped the ring onto the middle finger of my right hand, a furious rush of energy washed through my body. I felt my strength and stamina increase a hundred-fold, and all I had forgotten came pouring back into my mind. The sensation was one of intense, fantastic relief and comfort, mixed with a veritable surge of power throughout. I was whole again. I was Zachariel. 
I was … an angel!
“Zak?’ Uriel asked with a touch of concern.
I stuck my right thumb up in the air and nodded, chagrined by the fact I had lost my ring in the first place, not to mention my mind. My ring, my Halo, was what gave me the power and authority to do what angels must do, in service to the Almighty. Without it, my mind was a blank slate and I had no wings. Without it, I was barely more than a mortal.
“I can’t believe that happened,” I said with utter embarrassment, as the biological and electronic interfaces between my nervous system and the Halo integrated once more into a single, cohesive essence. 
Uriel’s humorous amusement at what had happened to me, now that I was restored, finally overcame her concern and she burst into a tearful fit of laughter. “At least you got your wings back now, which is better than being one of the Fallen.”
I looked at her, realizing that for a short while, I was exactly that. One of the Fallen, one of the angels whose Halos had been neutralized. One who had permanently lost their wings. Then I realized the hilarity of the situation from her point of view and laughed as well. “Well, I’m not the first angel to have lost his wings. At least, I found mine again.”
“Well, now that the fun is over, what’s the assignment?” she asked, her laughter subsiding. Her eyes grew intense and the smile faded away to a sterner expression, her jaw set tight.
With my memories restored, I remembered why I was here and why I had planned to meet with Uriel at the donut shop in El Reno. I also remembered how I had lost my Halo in the first place. The humor of the entire situation gave way to more dire concerns.
“It was a shard of darkness that dislodged my ring as I descended,” I said. “The Fallen are up to something, and it’s now apparent they didn’t want me arriving on Earth. Or to meet with you.”
Uriel opened her mouth with unspoken shock. It was rare for the Fallen to attack an angel so blatantly. She understood the implications of such an act. The Fallen were well known for trying to cause trouble, but to attack a member of the Stormguard, directly, was an act of sheer desperation.
“What are they up to?” she wondered aloud.
“That’s what we need to find out. Our orders are to search for their coven somewhere near here.”
Uriel’s mirth had now fully given way to her staider nature, which I knew all too well. “Then let’s get started. I assume you have a lead?”
I nodded, ready to get on with our task. “There’s something unnatural going on at a place called Red Rock Canyon.”
Without another word, we both spread our wings to fly back to the car. In this state, we were completely invisible to mortal eyes, but we generally traveled in the guise of mortals. Once at the car, our wings faded away, their substance being absorbed back into our Halos. We got into the Camaro and headed south towards Red Rock Canyon. As we drove, I explained the detected emanation of power that had been picked up in the vicinity, a clear indication of demonic activity. 
We hadn’t been sure that this was any reason to worry at first, but with the attack during my descent, it was clear there was indeed a reason. As angels, it was our sworn duty to protect, to battle the forces of Lucifer and his Fallen. They were up to something, and it was our responsibility to find out just what it was. The Stormguard were on the case.
~
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“Houston, we’ve got a problem.”
“1970, 14th of April, Apollo 13. More than 80 years ago, think about that. Next.”
Neale’s voice sounded annoyed. “I’m not trying to entertain you with a space history quiz, Remi. We do have a problem.”
“You know, Commander? I’ve been staring at this screen with your spaceship on display for the whole ugly Martian night, and yes, it would have been a nice touch from you. To help me stay awake. Just saying,” Remi said. “So, what’s up - getting bored alone out there? Told you to take me with you.”
“Hilarious.” Her tone became sharp. “When you’re done, would you mind checking out something for me?”
“Sure.” He launched the spacecraft’s maintenance routine. “Attitude control: check. ATHENA’s DNS works fine. Communications: check. Your antenna is fully functional, and I hear you nice and clear. Even too clear, if I may. Following: don’t see any problem with calibration. You want me to examine your ion thrusters?”
“No, ship’s main systems are fine. It’s the star tracker that worries me.”
“I’ll reset it for you.”
“Already done. It should be back online shortly.
“It’s a risk carrying out this kind of operations in outer space, Neale.” Remi said, puzzled. “You should have asked me first.”
She didn’t bother to reply. “Left quadrant, close to my guide star. The dim white light. What’s that?”
“Tracker points to E Pegasi, so it must be one of the stars nearby.” Albeit all his admiration and blind devotion (not mutual) for her, Remi found Neale Klimt to be an peculiar exemplar of human being, even among those weirdos of space pilots. He’d already witnessed a few examples of her quirks in the past,
and he braced himself for a similar case.
“It’s no star.”
“Is it not?”
“Remi, put your goddamn eye on your goddamn telescope. Whatever it is, its luminosity is about one third of the magnitude of E Peg. And it’s at 10, no, make it 15 arcsec separation. You see it?”
“Wait.” He pointed the orbital telescope into the same direction of the ship’s tracker. “I do.”
“It shouldn’t be there. E Peg has no physical companion.”
“It shouldn’t be there. Fine. Now what?”
“Find out what it is.”
He paused for a moment, perceiving tension in Neale’s tone. “No physical companion makes it an optical companion. What do you think it is - an asteroid on its collision route to Earth?” He managed to keep irony out of his voice.
“No. It won’t appear like that.”
“Exactly. So why do I sense you’re worried?”
“Because it’s something odd, and odd I don’t like.”
“Your usual optimism never fails you.” He replied, taking snapshots at the object from different angulations. “It will most likely be an unchartered – read innocuous - tiny wandering rock whose orbit has been perturbed.”
“I didn’t remain alive all these years in outer space by being optimistic. System should be back in 8’50, and until then I’m blind. Find that… thing’s exact location. Parse all data I’ve sent you and see whether luminosity has remained the same. Plot a trajectory to check if it has moved. Imagery. Spectroscopy. Infrared mapping. Radio. Anything. And Remi…” She added. “Do it now.”
“Roger.”
Fighting a yawn, he put on his visor and started working. 
Neale was right, it was no star. And it was well into the border of the inner Solar System. To its sensors, the object was at a distance of approximately 3 billion kilometres from the Sun, in the range of all the other babies in the Asteroid Belt. As expected, he thought. What was startling was its luminosity. Asteroids were not that bright, exception made for the biggest ones.
He compared incoming data with the ones previously downloaded from ATHENA.
It could be a comet on its travel from the Oort Cloud to the Solar System, Remi mused. Or two resident asteroids that had decided to be on the same orbit at the same time - with dust, snow and collision’s fragments explaining that unusually high albedo. He didn’t get all the fuss. Discovering new objects was one of the intended outcomes of her ATHENA mission, on its way to Pallas. Thanks to the brand new ion-plasma engines, a lot of ships had been launched to the Asteroid Belts, including towards bodies of difficult access for their eccentric orbit or requiring high delta-V, like Pallas.
The endgame was to establish a permanent observatory in the Belt, remotely controlled and directed from the Mars Orbital Space Station, and to begin mining asteroids’ regolith in a more systematic way. Sure, the Mars Orbital had none of the sophisticated facilities of the Moon Permanent Station, he admitted looking at his control deck. But with its average distance of only 1.3 AU from the asteroids was conveniently near, reducing delay in the communications and serving as a resupply point.
“It’s something in the Belt, Neale. That’s why it looks so bright.”
“I’ve guessed so.”
“Analysing spectrographic composition now.”
His curiosity perked up when he saw the readings. No basaltic rock or the usual carbonaceous chondrite. He compared the mystery object with all known families of asteroids. Nothing seemed to match it and explain its albedo. Hmmm.
“Remi, have you noticed?”
“What, Commander? I’m still busy with the spectrograph.”
“Position has changed. And system’s back, so I was able to calculate velocity.” Neale said slowly. “It exceeds 35 kps.”
He frowned. “Nothing in the Belt moves at that speed. It must be a sungrazer we haven’t identified yet.”
“I doubt it’s a comet.”
“Or you’ve made a mistake in your calculations.”
“I do hope I have. Unlikely but possible.”
Not really, Remi thought. She was as precise as a quantum computer, when it came down to astrophysics and orbital mechanics. Part of her charm. “I’ll run it by my system as well. Any idea what it could be?”
“It’s not my job to guess, it’s yours.” She said. “And you better guess fast, Science Officer. Something is seriously wrong here, and it’s not me.”
He sighed. “Stand by, Commander. I’m going to activate remote sensors on EUPHROSYNE.”
“They are more primitive than the ones on ATHENA.”
“Yes, but they’re more reliable in terms of the readings I can obtain on that object. You’re moving, EUPHROSYNE’s not.”
“Fine, you do that.” She replied. “I’m going to steer into its direction. It won’t have a gravitational field but I might gather useful info if I manage to change observation angle.”
“You’ll need to switch to plasma for changing path though.”
“I know. I was saving this energy for Pallas, but this seems more important now. And no, I’m not going to ask Earth for authorisation.”
“I wasn’t suggesting you should.” He hesitated for just a moment. “You’re the one on the field, you call the shots. Only remember you have limited autonomy in terms of electrical power. If you move out of the sunlight path, your solar arrays won’t charge any longer.”
“Copy that. I’ll keep it in mind. Over.”
He kept ATHENA channels open and activated detectors on the remote probe docked on Euphrosyne. Again he was in for a surprise, and this one almost had him spilling all his coffee. No ice. No comet. What the hell is that?
“Remi, you there?”
“Yes.”
“It has altered its path.” She said. “I’m positive. Its trajectory. Its speed. Can’t be a celestial body.”
“Well, its composition doesn’t match any of the asteroids. And I couldn’t detect ice, so it’s not a comet either.”
“Do you know what you’re saying?”
“That is artificial. Man-made.”
“Have we have been notified by the Agency about other space missions in the area?” She spelled it out carefully, her voice controlled but tense.
“Nope.”
“How many states with capacity to send missions to the Belt? Fifteen?”
“Only four of them have launching capabilities.” Remi objected.
“It might well be a secret mission from one of them, and with warfare purposes. This would explain object’s speed.”
“You’re military thus paranoid by nature, but that’s a wrong evaluation. We would still know about it. With the kind of satellite coverage existing of Earth you would be able to track a 2 inches drone flying into your garden if you wanted to.” He said, keeping an eye on his screen. “Without mentioning that whatever mission to the Belt would use a slingshot over Mars. From where we stand here into Mars’ orbit, we would have seen it coming, say cheers and leaving. I would, more specifically, since I’m monitoring all Martian activity when not chatting with you on your way to Pallas.” 
“What are you trying to tell me, Remi?” 
“Think of the next improbable explanation short of a super-secret enemy mission.”
“An act of God?”
“Not sure God has any business here. Try again.”
Neale took her time before replying.
“Aliens?” She said eventually.
“You said it. I haven’t.”
They remained in silence for what seemed to him an eternity.
A noise from ATHENA took him back to reality. “It has changed trajectory again, Remi. Its velocity has increased. And its magnitude too. It’s now a white blinking light, more luminous than any other object on my screen. I’ll follow.”
“Where?”
He watched Neale activating ATHENA’s thrusters once more.
“Oh, you must be kidding me.”
Neale’s voice had a distinct tone of incredulity, and for a moment he remained almost fascinated. In more than ten years he had known Commander Klimt he had never perceived her so distressed, not even when she had got badly injured in an aborted launch. Neale was the dream pilot of any space agency, happier to live months alone in outer space than among her fellow humans on Earth, no matter how attractive the location or the company. But now he could tell she was excited and scared at the same time.
“What’s that?” He said, zooming in as much as he could. “Neale, talk to me baby.”
“It can’t be, Remi.” She said, stunned. He could imagine her beautiful eyes, wide open. “This… can’t possibly be.”
The communication was lost.
What he saw was a burst of white bright light that left him almost blind and that lasted for about 10 seconds. When the light faded away and he was able to recover his vision, the only thing remaining on his screen – miraculously intact - was the dark void of space, with the dim, tiny shape of Pallas into the distance. Of ATHENA, Neale and the mysterious object she was pursuing, there was no trace anywhere.
Remi remained immobile for a couple of minutes. He didn’t know what to do. A few options passed across his mind in a fast-forward motion, with alerting the Orbital’s Commander as a natural first and most urgent one. He reconsidered. It was 03:27 hours and, apart from him and one of the engineers working on maintenance, the Orbital’s lab was empty. The whole station would have resumed normal operations at 08:00 hours as every sol. And about telling Earth, well… the Agency was going to receive the weekly data transmissions directly from ATHENA in 15 hours. Considering there was nothing they could do about it, he could see no need to rush the news.
He stared at his monitor again, not sure what to look for, yet waiting for something to happen. 
~
“Finishing my shift in 20’. Want me to get you a coffee on my way out?” Jenny’s voice had a soft, gentle tone. She was always kind to him, Remi thought, no matter he kept his distance and eluded any timid approach from her. 
“No, Jen, thanks. Can’t wait that long – or I’m going to fall asleep here and now.”
He went out without waiting for an answer, and lightened up a cigarette in the smoking area. Boredom is going to kill me if the cancer doesn’t do the job first. It had been seven months since he had been sent back to Earth soon after the ATHENA’s disaster. While he had never been officially charged with any gross misconduct or operational blunder, everybody at the Agency seemed to believe he bore some sort of responsibility for the loss of the probe, whose debris had been later retrieved in the Asteroid Belt. Sure, his present job description was one of great prestige for the former head of T&S of Mars Orbital Station: shut down into an obscure office in Seattle, analysing asteroid rock samples and imagery from the outer space outposts. Without virtually any direct contact with astronauts and space missions, about which he was getting details from the news like the rest of the world.
Seething with an impotent rage as every single time he was thinking about that, he decided he was done for the day and left. Remi is out on a bender tonight.
He was walking in the semi-obscurity of the parking lot when something made him stop dead frozen. In front of his very eyes, dressed in civilian attire, there was Neale Klimt in flesh and blood.
~
They were seated in a pub, drinking in silence. She had followed him to his vehicle and she hadn’t uttered a word to him so far. He realised he didn’t know from where to start. If this seems unbelievable, it’s exactly because it is. It’s more than impossible: it’s unlikely.
“How?” He asked.
She stared at him with a regard that he could have mistaken for compassion, not knowing better. “You had a lot of troubles because of me, I heard. But it was not because they thought you were responsible of losing ATHENA. It’s because they had no choice but shutting you out of it, and that was the only way.”
“How?” Remi repeated, with growing unease. 
“That’s the wrong question. You should rather ask why.”
She bottomed up her drink. She looked so different from the cold, collected, at times haughty Neale he used to know. Whatever thing had happened to her, had to change something deep inside – something more than just surviving by sheer miracle a space disaster. That had already happened before without remarkable behavioural results, he thought.
“Why? Like why nobody, not even you, decided I hadn’t any need to know you were still alive?” He said. “Or maybe why you are alive in the first place.”
“Why I have been left alive, Remi.”
“By whom? Aliens that have abducted you, maybe?” He sneered.
“Not me, my ship. They have only talked to me shortly before releasing ATHENA and catapulting it directly to the Moon’s orbit, where the Moon Permanent Space Station rescued me. They gave me a message to deliver.” 
He remained open-mouthed for a couple of seconds. Then he shook his head. “Since when you’ve started using drugs? I thought you space pilots were against psychotropics. Especially you, Commander.”
“You don’t believe me?” 
“No, I don’t.”
“You were there. How do you think I could have survived otherwise?”
“I don’t know.” He said. “I don’t know, and I won’t, considering the sky-high level of security clearance required.” His hand tightened the grip on the glass. “I thought you were dead. I thought I had caused your death, for Christ’s sake.”
“I am dead, Remi. For the records, ATHENA exploded in the Asteroid Belt due to a non-explained malfunctioning of the spaceship’s external components, and a series of procedural mistakes, mine and yours. This is what has been filed as cause of the accident, and the exploration of that area has been suspended as a result. You remember I volunteered for the solo mission, on the ground that I had no family or close relationships left behind? That has proved quite convenient for the cover up.” She poured more vodka into their glasses. “I’m here for what you’ve just said. I owe it to you.”
He remained quiet for a long moment, allowing the logical impossibility of that news to seep inside, mixed to the almost painful sensation of her nearness. He had loved Neale since he had met her the first time, he had mourned her death in a guilty silence and now he felt like he was talking to a ghost. Maybe I am.
“You spoke about a message. What message?”
“There’s a binary system, around 45 million light-years from the Sun. 55 Cancri. At the time of the ATHENA mission, we had identified only 5 planets.” She said. “At a certain moment, the companion star captured a rogue planet in its orbit that has altered the equilibrium of the entire system. Two planets collided, and one disintegrated. Apparently 55 Cancri is now a complex planetary system like the Solar System, with all components for life - but with no life so far.” She continued. “But the point is, we had not seen any of all of this yet, because due to distance the light of that event had still to reach us. They told me about what was going to happen, together with the exact moment when we would have been able to witness the collision with our own eyes.”
“How did they know?” He asked, even though he already knew the answer. They have been there. “Do you think they have managed FLT travelling?” 
“I asked them this very question.” Neale smiled. “They said that laws of physics cannot be broken, only bent. So they must have found a way to do it as a result, yet keeping their speed subluminal at all times. Like warp drive or so.” She took his hand gently and they went out into the clear night, looking at the sky full of stars. She pointed her finger at the Moon. “Their calculations were accurate. I was on the Moon when, two months ago, we have pointed our ground telescope in Mare Serenitatis to 55 Cancer. I will never forget that view.”
“And that was the alien message to mankind? Stargazing suggestions?” He couldn’t avoid a sharp tone in his voice.
“Our encounter. The fact they were sending me back unharmed, and with unequivocal evidence of their superiority – that was the message. They’re here now, and they’re here for us.”
Remi looked at the sky. He could still see Antares in all its majesty, but the tail of Scorpio had already disappeared below the horizon. So aliens exist, after all. What does their species see when they look at these same stars – their mass or just a flow of energy in a compact form? And thinking about that… “You keep saying them. Have you actually seen anybody?”
“No. Yes. I never left my ship. There was just this male voice, in an unaccented English, talking to me. But it was not coming from ATHENA’s communication system. It was pervading the cockpit, like a broadcast or similar. And then, at the moment the communication stopped and before they undocked ATHENA, I had a vision. Like a hologram of white light in front of my eyes. A human form, slender, almost delicate. I could perceive the luminous silhouette shining like a nova.”
“Are you sure it was not your imagination?”
“No. I have seen it. But it’s also possible they have searched my mind, and found something that could… seduce me - and used it.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“This would be the way I would imagine a deity - as materialistic and beautiful as only an atheist with a classic education like me can conceive.”
She then fell silent. Remi had the uncomfortable feeling that Neale was far away, in a place more remote than those stars they were looking at. How could I have even dreamt of having a possibility with her? 
Neale remained with her eyes shut for a while and when she looked back at him again something in her regard was sad. “Incidentally the object that spacejacked me, whatever it is…it’s still there, in what is now the most closely observed section of the sky. Where you have seen me disappear.”
“Oh yes?” 
“They are waiting for our next move. Even now they’re watching us, studying our reactions.”
“Do you mean in all these months nothing else has happened?” He asked, curious in spite of himself.
“Not a thing.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I am now the person in charge of Contact mission’s team. Above top secret, as you imagine. We’re going to broadcast a message to them, asking for a more formal meeting, but we’re still figuring out the operational details. There’s a lot of disagreement in the team about the best course of action.” She said. “How if any of this mattered…” 
“I guess that was the best answer to the Fermi Paradox we could get.” He said. “They have always been observing us, and for some reasons now they have decided to make contact.”
“No, Remi. Not them. We.” She replied with a coldness in her voice that surprised him. “It has been at least one hundred years that we have been getting ready for this moment, sending out idiotic signals to the four corners of the heliosphere, and beyond, with space-bound “message-in-a-bottle” little pathetic probes. We should have known better than that.”
“I don’t follow.” 
“This species … They’re patient. They took the time to study our behaviour, God knows since when, and probably know more about us than we’d ever know about ourselves. And they’re rational. They have chosen to meet us in outer space instead of making contact on Earth because they knew too well how many hoaxes there have been in our recent history, and how prone to panic human beings are. They wanted to impress us under this aspect too.” Her voice was now almost bitter. “What’s happening is our own responsibility. We have searched for them, we have done all we could to let ourselves found. Without even asking ourselves if that were a smart idea, considering that a species able to reach us from the depth of the galaxy would have been so superior to appear like gods to us, and as powerful. We have been reckless, Remi. Now it’s time to deal with the mixed blessing of obtaining what we’ve prayed for…”
She stopped, as if she had said too much.
“Aren’t you overdramatising here?”
“Wait and see.”
“See what? If everything you said is true, they don’t mean any harm. We haven’t anything they could possibly want from us, if you consider their scientific superiority. And there’s nothing special about our Solar System either, this we know since long ago.”
“We’ve invited them in. I think we are the special thing they’re after – another intelligent species that can send messages across the Milky Way. What if we’re the only one they’ve found?”
“Fine. What’s so terrible in that?”
“There’s no way back.” She turned to look at him, while walking away. “You’ve been a good friend to me, Remi. I don’t think we’ll see each again. Goodbye.”
He observed her disappearing in the obscurity without saying a word. Yes, I guess an alien entity she can’t touch or see is what has always been the most suitable for her. I had been dead wrong in worrying about the other pilots. At least, against them I could have competed. 
He went back inside and finished with steady determination the bottle of vodka.
Then he headed to his office, switched on his terminal and downloaded the latest video streaming from the Asteroid Belt as received from Mars Orbital Station. On the lucid surface of its screen, only few arcseconds away from Pallas, a familiar white light was blinking, like the calm regard of a benevolent god or a dinosaur’s eye stalking a world to devour.
~
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THE BRAT AND THE OTHER COUNTRY
~
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THE FIRST I HEARD of the land of Anthropomorph was when I first met Barbara Bunny, a.k.a. Power Bunny, what seems like a long time ago. We and the other members of what eventually became the International League of Girls with Guns (muscles, not firearms, as we have to keep telling people) had been faced with a threat so horrific that it spread to all corners of the universes we all operated out of. Only our combined abilities, and knowledge of our worlds and realms, could have stopped it, and stopped it we did. But that’s a whole other thing I can’t go into here.
You might raise your eyebrows a bit if I told you point blank that I was pals with a humanoid, pink-furred rabbit with super powers. But, then again, people raise their eyebrows at me because I’m a “little girl” with super powers, too. So all’s fair, I guess.
In any event, PB is the way she is because Anthropomorph is the land where all of the beings which, here on this Earth, are pejoratively known as “cartoon characters”, reside or originally hail from. For the most part, we experience their presence here only through films and television programs on screens of various makes and sizes. But, if you know anything about animation, you’re aware that it has the capability to empower any beings lacking intelligence, speech, personal and political agency, or human-like locomotion with precisely those qualities. Hence, my friend and her kind.
 Yet, in Anthropomorph, as I was soon to find out, it is beings not unlike my friend who rule the roost. Human beings from Earth (or appearing to be from Earth, in my case, since I’m an off-world denizen originally) are considered parasitic and devious, in contrast. Not surprising, when you consider how much Hollywood took from them, in all their years working there, and did not give back comparatively in return. They’ve had the hurt put on them in more than way, in spite of their carefree exteriors, and aren’t afraid to hurt you back if you cross them.
As I was to find out when I came to Barbara’s aid- and she to mine, as it turned out- in that country, the subject of this story.
II.
It was a typical day for me between gigs. Sitting around, doing nothing. Hoping beyond all hope that I’d be needed to do something for somebody, which is what all of us superheroes really want and crave. No matter how minor or trivial, like a lot of the stuff is. You need to feel wanted. Especially me, with no family to speak of, and no true friends other than my super-powered BFFs. And my enemies outnumber them by a country mile.
 So I was delighted when my cell phone started vibrating in my pocket, even though it awoke me from a nap. 
 We heroes generally don’t use social media, and if we do, it’s as our secret identities only. Too many risks of exposing your heroic self to the wrong people there. And we don’t give the numbers for our phones out freely. Just to the people we trust to keep our secrets, and who trust us to save their behinds back when they’re in trouble. 
So it had to be one of that select group calling me, and no one else.
“Hello?” I asked when I answered.
In response to that one word, I got one word back:
“HELP!”
I recognized the voice. Full-throated, vibrant and (mostly) confidant, like all of us heroes sound like. Only, usually, we don’t sound that panicky, desperate or insecure unless we really have a problem.
Something was up.
“Is that you, Barbara?” I asked.
“Darn right it is, Precious,” she said, using my “real” name. “I got a problem here.”
“Where are you?”
“At home. D-uh!”
“Home…..as in…..?”
“You know where I live!”
“Right. So, what is it that….?”
“The usual. I got myself into something I can’t deal with by myself. I need another set of brains and limbs, at least.”
“You talk to the other girls in the League?”
“They’re all busy. I got nobody else here to help me. This is a real damnable thing going on.”
“Got it. I’m on my way. In the meantime, you keep calm and carry on.”
“Easy for you to say. You aren’t on the other end of….”
The line suddenly went dead.
Well, that settled it. She was in trouble, all right. So I knew I had to get there- and fast.
Because I was wanted.

III.
It’s not that difficult traveling between Anthropomorph and Earth. You just need to know where to go to find the various portals that facilitate travel between the two places, and what to do afterwards. It’s a bit like the border between Canada and the United States. Except we’re talking about a border that is actually defended when the wrong kind of people invade it.
One of these entrances, fortuitously, was located near the place where I was crashing at the time. I didn’t even need to fly there- a rare occurrence. I just had to walk a little bit, to a park down the road. So I did that. In the process, I also gave the finger to a woman who falsely assumed I was the toddler I only look like, and profanely informed her that I was actually an adult midget, which is what everyone who’s unaware of me as the super-heroic Brat knows me as on Earth. Well, nearly everyone.
Barbara had shown all of us where the various entranceways were when we first met, so it made sense to use the one nearest me. It was beneath a heavy boulder in the park. My superhuman strength easily allowed me to move it, and replace it when I was inside, though a normal human being couldn’t do that, obviously. Hence the employment of the strategy. Then I climbed down a tunnel into a passageway and walked around the corner. I arrived at a desk clearly marked:
ANTHROPOMORPH CUSTOMS AND BORDER INSPECTION
I was too short to reach the “ring for service” bell on the desk beneath the sign. So I had to cough very loudly to get the attention of the doe behind the desk. Who had to shut off her phone and actually stop talking on it to deal with me.
“Let me guess,” she said. “You want in?”
“That’s right,” I answered.
“Where you from?” she asked.
I named my home planet. She looked a little non-plussed, but continued.
“Current place of residence?”
“Earth.”
“Figured that. Job?”
“Superhero.”
“Full- or part-time?”
“Full.”
“Lucky! You coming for business or pleasure?”
“Business.”
“Any fresh fruit or vegetables on you?”
I was non-plussed now. I didn’t expect that one. But better she not ask about weapons. Although I had no weapons, just like I had no food.
“Nothing,” I said, confidently.
“Weapons?” (Now she asked!)
“Again, nothing. I’m not that kind of hero.”
“Okay. Welcome to Anthropomorph. Enjoy your stay.”
Next to the desk was an enormous round disk of metal resembling an eye. I walked over to it, and the doe pressed a button on the desk. I walked over to the central part of the eye, and the doe pressed a button on the desk. It opened to reveal a blasting gale-force wind. I got into flight position, waved goodbye to the doe (who had returned to talking on her phone and now ignored me) and took off, flying against the wind. If you haven’t got the ability to fly, you just step in the shaft and then skydive without a parachute into Anthropomorph. Those of us who can fly are spared that indignity.
IV.
I soon arrived in Gennett, Anthropomorph’s capital and largest city, and the stomping grounds of my heroic pal. However, I discovered immediately that it was going to be harder than I assumed to get the information I needed to find her.
The main reason for that, as I said before, was because human and human-appearing beings are considered lower than scum there. The Hollywood thing, and also, because of that, the fact that the few ones of them that are there aren’t exactly beloved members of the community. If I wanted to find Power Bunny, I’d have to be careful. Even super powers are no match against some of the kinds of things these creatures can do or become in the heat of battle.
I clearly knew I was in a different place when I walked into a bar, ordered a beer, and was refused service.
It wasn’t being refused service that made me mad. I get that all the time on Earth. It was the fact that the lady goat tending the bar got mine when she insulted me with the refusal.
“What did you call me?” I snapped.
“You heard me!” she retorted. “I said you were a lousy human mother…..”
“I don’t deserve to be called names.”
“Deserve?” she retorted, in a snotty tone. “Aren’t we smart? You humans are all alike. You get all high and mighty with us because your kind supposedly “invented” the whole goddamned universe, and then you roll us here just as bad as you do on Earth. Well, you ain’t getting none of mine, sister. Booze or dollars.”
“I don’t want your money,” I said. “And I only wanted booze so that, as a paying customer, I could enter into a conversation with you in order to secure information from you. But if you’re going to…”
“Information?” she bleated, haughtily. “What about? How to get into somebody’s pants? ‘Cause you sure look like that type!”
I got up onto a bar stool, grabbed her long tongue, and pulled it out.
“Insult my virtue again, madam,” I warned her, “and this will be torn out!”
I shoved the tongue back in, to the sound of the drawer of a cash register slamming back in place.
She didn’t take that well. 
Her face turned beet red, and smoke came out of her ears and nose. The universal sign of unblemished fury among the Anthropomorphians. From out of nowhere, she produced an elephantine machine gun that even the NRA wouldn’t endorse, and pointed it right at me.
“I don’t let nobody touch my tongue like that and get away with it!” she roared.
“Who’s “nobody”?” I taunted. “Your lover? You look like you’ve had more than one!”
She fired the gun at me, using all the bullets at once. Of which there seemed to be an inexhaustible supply. But I handled myself well. In response to the battery of bullets, I ducked some of them, caught others with my hands and crushed them, and let the rest bounce off my chest.
“Shit!” the goat exclaimed, in shock, when the supply was finally spent. “You’re a super human!”
“Correction. A super alien human,” I said. “And a pissed off one, at that. Now, you’re going to tell me what I want to know, or I’ll…”
“Oh no, you don’t!” She leapt over the bar and confronted me in a professional wrestling stance. “That don’t mean nearly as much as it does on Earth. We all have a bit of that going on. And I can use it to whip you- easy!”
“You and what army?” I said, assuming a fighting crouch myself.
“This one.” She whistled loudly. “FELLAS!”
With speed resembling the kind I possessed, a human sized pig and cricket, and a life-sized banana with limbs appeared from the back room.
“This human slut thinks she’s better than us,” said the goat. “We gotta show her otherwise.”
So saying, they all jumped on top of me to take me on at the same time, from all directions at once.
The fight lasted nearly as long as the shooting. It was complicated by the fact that my opponents could contort their bodies in such ways that were impossible for human beings, including spontaneously creating holes in their torsos they falsely assumed I would stick my fists in, so that they could close up the holes to trap me. Barbara had alerted me to all the fighting tricks of her race’s trade, though, so I didn’t take any of their crap. And, although the average Anthropomorphian is leagues stronger and faster than the average human being, none of them possessed anywhere near the speed and strength I had on me. I licked all of them in short order.
Grabbing the goat by her horns, I confronted her one more time.
“Now will you talk?” I demanded.
“Sure,” she said, meekly. “Just don’t beat us up any more.”
“All right. I’m looking for Power Bunny. Have you or your pathetic excuses for friends seen…?”
I was cut off then. By Power Bunny herself.
Outside.
Screaming.
In what sounded like agony.
Just around the corner.
“Never mind,” I said, dropping the goat abruptly to Earth, and letting her and her pals recover from their beating on the bar room floor.
V.
I raced in the direction of where I heard PB shouting. Sure enough, I found her.
She was lying there, face down, with her pink-furred limbs splayed out in pretzel twists extending from the blue skirt and shirt of her uniform on her torso.
I thought, for a moment, that I was too late. That whomever she had been fighting had bested and killed her and left her on the road to die.
Until I saw the empty bottle of Beaujolais wine extending from her paws. 
Barbara has- how to say it- a rather complicated relationship with alcohol.
It’s not her weakness as a supe. That’d be fire. Anthropomorphians are all made of paper and ink and paint and old-school nitrate film stock. Consequently, they can burn faster than a forest can if you get either natural or man-made fire on them.
Alcohol is, however, a weakness to her personal character.
She claims it’s because, in Anthropomorph, wine flows like water, and the creatures here drink any kind of alcohol like it’s going out of style regularly. No legal drinking age to prevent minors from getting their hands on it, so she started out real young by our standards. Also, their bodies and internal organs are immune to the kinds of things alcoholic beverages do to the human body. With the exception of the D.T.s, in which state she was now. And even those aren’t as bad or last as long with human beings. 
Add to that being a super-powered heroine, and….well, it doesn’t do much to harm her. Other than possibly making her goofier and more nonsensical than she is when she’s sober. (Which is not much of a stretch.)
Our joint pals have tried to persuade her for years to cut back on the sauce, futilely. None of us use the stuff, especially not on duty. We can’t even go inside bars, owing to the fact that we are or look like human minors, or are animals in corporeal form. All things Barbara doesn’t have to consider. We don’t mind her nipping and sipping to her heart’s content at our social events, but it becomes a problem when you do it when you’re supposed to be working.
As I assumed was the case here.
I went up to her, picked up one of her long ears, and yelled her name into it. She promptly sprang to attention, like a grunt soldier at morning roll call, with hardly any evidence of inebriation in her manner.
“Ah! Precious!” she said, nonchalantly. “You made it. I’ve been waiting for you for, like, ever.”
“You weren’t alone,” I said, gesturing to the bottle.
“I just needed something to calm my nerves, after what happened today.”
“What happened? Did you- or should I say, Barbara- get dumped again? And then, as Power Bunny, did you get the idea to get revenge on the guy, and get it? And then get loaded?”
“How would you know what….?”
“It’s not the first time for this, PB. Not even. You should know better than that now. Especially not to impersonate a wino on the street!”
“Better?” She was unusually outraged. “BETTER? Damn it, Precious! Are you going to give me the same pro-teetotaler crap the other girls are always giving me now? I thought you were different, you being an adult yourself….”
“Part of being an adult is being truly responsible for your actions. This is not responsible behavior. All you’re doing with this routine is crying wolf. You’re letting alcohol run your life, Barbara. You can’t just…”
“Don’t talk like that!”
“I’m only telling you this, as your friend, so that you’ll….”
“Friends like you I don’t need!”
“God damn it, Barbara!” I shoved her in her chest. “Are you going to listen to reason, or….”
Then I stopped. I suddenly realized, when the scent of her body entered my nostrils, that this being, although looking like my friend, was not really her.
“Wait a minute!” I said. “You’re not Power Bunny! Barbara Bunny, the reporter who resembles her very closely, is the one who goes around drinking and carousing. Power Bunny has much more respect for herself, her body and her reputation than that. She has to, considering who she is and what she has to do. You’ve got the two of them confused. Who are you, really? Or, should I say, what are you?”
Before I could do or say anything else, the faux-Barbara roared in my face. Before devolving into what was obviously its natural form.
A noxious blob of muck with a face!
“What in the name of…..?” I exclaimed.
The thing roared at me again. Obviously, it wasn’t going anywhere. So I knew I had to show it who was boss.
Big mistake.
I threw a fist at it, and my fist became entrapped in the muck. It used my entrapment to its advantage. It wasn’t just muck it was made up. It was muck mixed with a sticky, gelatinous substance which even my strength seemed useless against. It absorbed and contained most of my small body within seconds. I was helpless to stop it. As much as I struggled against it, it looked like I was done for.
Then I heard a familiar ululation in the air.
The battle cry of Power Bunny. The real one.
From out of nowhere, she flew out of the sky. Wordlessly, she put her mighty paws around my waist, with her strength. Then, after I was deposited safely on the nearby sidewalk, she confronted the blob again.
“Try to put the hurt on one of my best buds, huh?” she growled, as she shaped one of her trademark carrot-shaped beams of light with her paws, while the beast quivered in fear. “Take THIS, you bastard!”
She flung the light at the blob. It was utterly obliterated in seconds.
That done, she turned her attention to me, as I was trying to figure out how I was going to get the muck stains out of my sweater, T shirt, skirt and boots combo.
“Hey, Presh!” she said.
“Hi, Barbara,” I replied.
“Sorry about that.”
“No worries. But what exactly was that?”
“That was an example of an odious species of monster cooked up by one of my nemeses. To be precise: Dr. Golem, Gennett’s mad scientist-in-residence. I hate that son-of-a-bitch with a passion! Even more now than before- considering he had the audacity to propose to me today!”
“Propose? As in ask you to be his….?”
“Uh huh. Which I utterly refused to do, of course. I don’t want to be single forever, but I don’t want him for a husband. It’s not just that he’s a twisted, evil genius; he also has a face like forty miles of bad road, and a body to match!” She did a mock vomit to further demonstrate her contempt for him. “I would have been there to greet you when you came in, Presh, only I was in the process of laying the smack on him, his evil experiments and his fancy-schmancy chateau in one sitting. I thought I wrecked him and everything he stood for, but that thing obviously got away from me the first time.”
“I thought it was you. Before you arrived, it did such a good job of pretending to be you that I could have sworn it was….”
“That’s what the Doc wanted. He put a glamour, or a spell, or something like that, on those things so that they would look like whoever those people were thinking of at the time, and they’d look like whoever that was. That was how he baited the trap. When the people were bought in, that’s when they’d reveal their true form and trap them. He was going to let them loose on all the high muckety-mucks in Anthropomorph to take control of the place. Fortunately, I squelched that. Except for the one who looked exactly like me. You obviously tangled with that one, and would still have been if I hadn’t shown up.”
“I’m just surprised I didn’t catch on until it was nearly too late….”
“Don’t be. I got fooled by more than one of those things when this deal went down. And you’re smarter than me, so you can imagine how I felt like getting fooled, let alone you.
“The key thing with them is that you can always tell they’re not the real deal even if you don’t get it right away. There’s the toxic smell they give off to start with. And then the fact that the fake beings do crazy stuff the real beings wouldn’t dare to. Save maybe in their dreams- or nightmares.”
“Such as lying in the streets with an empty bottle of Beaujolais nearby?”
“Yeah, like…..WHAT? Was that…..thing….doing that? Golem is such a tool that way. He made that Power Bunny sluttier than I really am to get revenge on me rejecting him. I’m pretty sure about that. Who knows what that damn thing did in my name? Damage control time tomorrow, looks like.”
“I found you…..it….like that over there. The bottle kind of set me off. You know how we feel about you drinking to excess around us. Especially on duty. And I started calling it on that. And then…..”
“See what I mean? That asshole knows how to trick people. About the only thing he’s good at. The rest of him is evil, but he’s not an idiot. He’s dangerous. He knew enough about me to make a duplicate of me even one of my best pals thought was really me. But he got some of that stuff wrong, and that’s how you found out. First of all, I try not to drink in my PB identity….”
“Emphasis on try.”
She shot me a vicious look, and then continued.
“And second, I don’t usually drink much wine. It’s expensive. I have some on social occasions, but only when I’m not paying for it. We got to import most of our wine from Earth. And that French stuff really costs you an arm and a leg. Almost untouchable on the kind of money I make as a reporter.”
“One more thing. Was that you calling me on the phone, or was it that noxious doppleganger of yours?”
“It was me. I was in the midst of battling Dr. G, and he and those….things….had me cornered. I didn’t think I could keep doing it alone. I thought maybe the other girls could help me, even though you know how we all feel about being called in on short notice. Couldn’t get the others, but you answered. We talked, and then he caught and overpowered me temporarily, taunting me by how he was ready and able for a wedding and honeymoon when I was. That made my mad. I couldn’t let him get away with that. So I busted up the joint. You girls wouldn’t have expected any less of me, after all. I only wish I didn’t end up calling you in a false alarm. Bad form on my part. I’m sorry, Precious.”
“You needn’t be. I wasn’t doing anything important then, and I always wanted to see this place up close. This gave me the excuse I needed to go. And, even though I nearly bought it, I’m glad I did. Needed to keep in shape, after all.”
“Well, you can crash me for as long as you want to stay here.” We started walking down the street with her paw around my shoulder. “We should head back to my pad. You probably need a nap same as I do to get your power back. But not before we have a drink first.”
“Not that kind,” I said, pointing to a nearby neon bar sign. “I already busted my butt looking for you in one of those dives today, and I’d rather not repeat myself.”
“Of course not that kind,” PB agreed, in a sober but playful tone. “I was merely suggesting that we partake of a couple of ordinary glasses of wat-tah! In the privacy of mine own home.”
After keeping a straight face on the job all day, I broke down and start guffawing. She did, too.
Because we both needed to. Bad.
~
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IN THE HOT MISTS
~
WRITTEN BY JOHN A. FROCHIO



ANDREW MARLEY DIDN’T HAVE to consult the official convention guest list to determine there were two airships missing from the opening ceremony.
Steamships filled the river like water lilies and steam-powered airships filled the sky like an explosion of hot air balloons escaping into the atmosphere. The Tenth Annual World Steam and Technology Convention was held near Tilbury, England this year, seventy-five kilometers east of London in a spacious grounds along the River Thames. The opening ceremony was most auspicious and wondrous, in a year when the usage of steam-powered ships worldwide accelerated at its most rapid pace yet. 
Steamships aren’t just for rivers and seas anymore, thought Andrew as he watched the impressive spectacle in the sky from the watchtower. There had to be at least twenty steam-powered airships in the sky all at once, all different shapes and sizes, some plain, some ornate, some quite grotesque and complex, all spouting jets of steam from a variety of orifices. The scene gave him the impression of ethereal dancers gracefully carving their choreography in the sky.
Andrew Marley was one of the co-founders of this event which has grown steadily over the years since its modest beginning with only a handful of simple steam-powered ships and dirigibles. He was old enough to remember when steam power became more than simply a lone inventor’s dream and began proliferating rapidly in industrial and land travel applications, most notably locomotives and automobiles. Now steam power was everywhere, from toy engines to water and airships, from every kind of industrial and home use and new research and development every year.
He was proud to be at the forefront of this rapidly growing technology. Tall and intimidating, Andrew Marley had a full head of pure white hair and a face that was a portrait of a well-respected and honorable man. However, like any man he did have shortcomings, but only his closest acquaintances were aware of those. He always put forth a calm countenance and generous spirit to public scrutiny.
He pulled himself away from the allure of the spectacle long enough to review the official convention guest list and schedule of events. In short order he determined who were missing from the opening ceremony: Benjamin Bradshaw and Abigail Meany.
Of course one was a woman! No further explanation was necessary. However, Benjamin Bradshaw surprised him. He was the well-known chairman of one of the oldest steam manufacturers in the United States. Why would he not want to participate in this experience? Abigail was probably afraid of being in the sky with so many other airships, but Benjamin wouldn’t have that concern. What other reason could there be?
He checked his pocket watch.
It was time to head down to the main airship hangar. An introductory meeting with the participants was next on his agenda.
~
Andrew leaned on the podium and looked out over the crowd that had gathered in front of him. His assistant, young Timothy Tyler, fair-haired and scrawny with wire-rimmed spectacles, rushed up and handed him a sheaf of papers.
Timothy said, “One guest has not yet arrived, sir.”
“Missing or late?”
“We don’t know. No one has heard from her.”
Andrew’s mind raced. Her? Another woman taking on a man’s role? What was this world coming to?
“Her name is Kerry Stephenson, sir. She’s the daughter of a railroad magnate.”
Kerry! She always had an adventurous spirit! But when did she decide to pilot an airship?
Andrew said, “I know her very well. It’s not like her to be late. Make some calls and quickly, Timothy.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Go now. I’ll get the festivities started.”
Damnation, Kerry! Why do you always make me go mad as a hatter?
#
Kerry’s airship was found in a forest twelve kilometers north of the festival grounds. It was not severely damaged, since much of the ship was wedged between several large trees. No bodies were found in the ship or anywhere near the crash scene, so there was some hope that the pilot and any passengers were still alive. Trackers were still trying to make sense of the confusion of footprints around the crash scene. In addition to the professional trackers, search drones were sent out to hunt for possible survivors.
~
Later Andrew returned to his office at the main convention hall only to find Abigail Meany and Benjamin Bradshaw heatedly engaged in loud discourse in his small waiting area. The topic was politics, of course, and the burdensome regulations on one hand and the lack of stricter regulations on the other hand in the steam power industry. He always avoided those no-win conversations.
He stopped their arguing with a raised hand. He asked why they were here in his office instead of preparing for the upcoming short haul race.
Abigail was slim, small, with fiery red hair blown out like an untended flower garden. She spoke first. “I want this insufferable excuse for a man to be removed from the competition and convention.”
Benjamin’s eyebrows lifted. He leaned back in his chair with a smug smile. He was dark-haired, with dark complexion and the rugged good looks and strapping body that drew many a demure lady’s prompt attention.
Andrew said, “That is quite a harsh and presumptuous demand. Why should this man, a well-regarded businessman, be forced to depart this most important gathering? Has he broken any rules?”
“His ship is experimental and too fast, sir. It would be dangerous to be in the same air space with this machine. It could blow away other ships like chaff in the wind, possibly even knocking them out of the sky with the force of its wind and hot steam jets.”
“That’s ridiculous!” Benjamin was on his feet now.
She went on. “He’s using an advanced technology, unheard of in our time. I don’t know where he got it. Ask him where it came from.”
Benjamin sat back down. “I’m afraid I am not at liberty to divulge the source of my proprietary designs. But they are most certainly above board and within governmental guidelines.”
Andrew said, “All airship designs submitted were carefully reviewed by a committee of scientists and engineers which I oversaw. Every ship here has passed the most meticulous design and safety scrutiny, madam.”
She was speechless. But, Andrew noted, for only a moment.
She stood up and approached Andrew. “If you refuse to inspect this man’s abomination, then I will be forced to withdraw from the convention.”
No great loss, he thought.
He cleared his throat. “That is certainly your prerogative. I can’t force you to remain, even though this is a highly visible convention for those with new airship designs and other steam-powered inventions. However, to ease your mind, I will personally examine Mr. Bradshaw’s airship prior to the competition.”
He liked to tour all the airships anyway, so this was no inconvenient gesture.
“That is all I ask, sir. I will abstain from withdrawing unless I hear that his ship has been deemed acceptable.”
The implications in her statement rubbed Andrew the wrong way. He couldn’t wait to bid this lady goodbye.
~
Andrew was impressed.
Bradshaw’s airship had a sharp and clean design that far exceeded any of his competition. The steam pipes were segregated from the main cabin and walkways by safety railings. Walkways were wide enough for two people and passed on opposite side of the enclosed engine room. A large cylindrical gas balloon rested on top of the body of the ship for buoyancy. The main cabin was arranged in a semi-circle with a full view from the front of the airship and an outside viewing deck that also made a similar arc. Steering controls were centrally located on a long console desk with a tall throne for the captain and several comfortable chairs for crew and visitors. Large side viewports provided good views of both sides of the ship.
Timothy studied the specs of the ship as he and Andrew were led through the main cabin. The walls and ceiling around them were high, providing more room than the usual cramped quarters of most airships. How could there be so much wasted space and yet be powered by the most efficient steam engine in existence according to Bradshaw’s claims?
Timothy said, “It looks mostly the same, but I did note a few differences.”
“Oh?”
“More piping. Several more steam outlets. Additional pressure relief valves.”
Andrew rubbed his chin. “I need to get an engineer here immediately to inspect this ship. I fear Miss Abigail Meany may have some inside knowledge about a potential problem here.”
~
Several hours before the short haul race was scheduled to begin, Andrew received two reports which were very disturbing to him. First, Benjamin Bradshaw’s airship readily passed inspection. Second, Kerry was found camping out in the dense forest with a strange companion.
First, he could not comprehend how Bradshaw’s ship possibly passed the inspection. Even he could see its clear violations. Bradshaw had someone in his pocket and that disturbed him. Now he had to decide what to do about it.
Second, the description of Kerry’s traveling companion upset his moral and ethical sensibilities. As described in the report, it was a mechanical man made out of shiny silver metal that ran on a clockwork heart you could see clearly through its chest and had steam pipes jutting out of its back. And it was not a mere child’s toy since it could actually speak sensible sentences! What kind of sorcery or prestidigitation was this? What has Kerry gotten herself mixed up in now? Witchcraft? Voodoo?
Kerry and the metal man had been taken to the medical station at their convention grounds for medical evaluation. Well, at least Kerry would get a medical evaluation. The metal man would have required a mechanical checkup by a maintenance man.
These latest turn of events were not settling well in his stomach. He was inclined to lie down for a while.
~
Andrew stormed into the maintenance hangar. The largest hangar at the convention grounds, it could hold a dozen ships at one time for servicing and inspections.The place was dirty and smelled strongly of grease and lubricating oil. Clouds of steam hung near the high ceiling from the various steam engines being tested. He was careful not to touch anything for fear of getting anything on his favorite suit and waistcoat.
 He found Kerry in a service pod working diligently inside the wide open chest of the six foot tall man of metal. It had a basic human frame, though bulkier and with silvery metal skin, and a nondescript face like a dull banker’s. As he drew close, he opened his mouth to speak his mind to her, then stopped in his tracks as she spun around. Her long brown hair was spotted with dark grease stains, and half her face was covered in grease. Her striking beauty never failed to impress him, even when soiled, disheveled, bruised, and hidden within worn cover-alls.
She smiled. His heart skipped a beat. Inexplicably, that smile always made his knees feel weak.
She said, “Are you just gonna stand there with your mouth attracting flies, Andy, or are you gonna give me a hug?” That American dialect of hers! How crude and yet quaint!
He hugged her, snatching a few grease stains on his waistcoat.
“What have you gotten yourself into, Kerry?”
“A world of endless wonders,” she said. “I finally found my true calling.”
The metal man blew a puff of steam. Andrew jumped back, slammed into a workbench, and knocked several tools loudly to the cement floor. Everyone in the hangar turned their attention to the noise.
The metal man spoke in a grating voice like static on a radio, “May I help you?” It tried to reach for the fallen tools, but since it was tied to a column, it did not get very far. Its face was expressionless, yet eerily human.
Andrew stepped back again, more carefully this time. “It actually speaks. I never believed those stories about talking mechanical men. I always thought they were fabrications told by desperate scientists who needed sponsors.”
“It’s still a prototype. I’ll be showing it at the Innovations Pavilion with my corporate partner.”
“Indeed? And who may I inquire is this partner?”
“Sorry, Andy. I have to keep it a secret for a little while longer. My metal man is powered by a clockwork mechanism for movement, a Babbage difference engine for calculating and reasoning, a synthesized speech generator for producing audible responses, and a small steam engine for advanced capabilities. That’s all I can say for now.”
“Well, I only stopped by because I was concerned about your well-being and hoped you weren’t getting involved in anything dangerous.”
She smiled again. “No, my old friend, nothing like that.”
~
Later, as Andrew was fretting over last minute details in preparation for the short haul race and the pavilion show, Andrew couldn’t keep his worries out of his mind. Was Bradshaw’s airship really safe, and if not, what could be the consequences? And what did he think about Kerry’s latest obsession with that disturbing man of metal?
He decided he was going to ride in Bradshaw’s airship during the short haul race, which was his prerogative as convention chairman.
He went to see Algie ahead of the race.
Algernon Burkhardt was the tall and gangly air space coordinator. He sat in a cluttered room at the top of the watchtower behind a long table lined with color-coded short wave radios. In front of Algie was a large window with a spectacular view overlooking the convention grounds. His job was to keep in constant contact with several spotters who were located in steamships along the forty kilometer long race course that followed the River Thames from Tilbury toward London. The spotters would inform him of any violations from any of the contestants or if they determined anyone was getting too close to anyone else. Then he would contact the contestant with an immediate assessment of the situation. This was a new job created last year after an unfortunate mid-air collision.
“Have you contacted all contestants?”
“Yes, sir. All except one has responded. I will keep trying until I receive the final confirmation. All the spotters are in position.”
“Excellent. Did the Meany ship pull out?”
“No, sir. Meany’s is ship #16.”
“Keep up the good work, Algie. I’m going to board Bradshaw’s ship now.”
Bradshaw’s ship was #18. He would be passing Abigail’s ship enroute to Bradshaw’s. Eighteen ships were entered this year! By far a record! He wondered if there was enough sky to hold all these ships.
He slowed down as he approached Abigail Meany’s airship. He spotted Abigail, but decided it was best not to question her about her change of mind. Kerry always told him a woman was permitted to change her mind whenever she wanted to. At that moment he spotted Kerry climbing down a rope ladder from Abigail’s vessel.
What was she doing here?
She spotted him when she reached the bottom. She walked over to him and said, “Hey, Andy, you’re probably wondering why I’m here. Abigail offered me a ride since my ship was out of commission. She didn’t want me to miss out on the thrill of the race. Wasn’t that lovely of her?”
“Could it be you had something to do with talking her into staying in the race?”
She smiled but didn’t respond.
“Maybe now we know who your mystery partner is.”
“Well,” she said, hesitating, “I guess that would be hard to deny. However, you’ll have to wait for the official announcement tomorrow.”
Timothy walked down the lineup of ships with a megaphone calling out the fifteen minute warning.
Andrew excused himself and hurried to Bradshaw’s ship. He quickly boarded and found his seat, strapping himself in tightly. In the interest of safety, all passengers were encouraged to remain strapped in a seat during takeoffs and landings.
The takeoff was a little bumpy as sufficient steam was generated for liftoff and adjustments for wind velocity were made by the crew.
Andrew enjoyed watching the bustling crew members working the switches and dials, pressure relief valves and propeller and aileron control levers. He also enjoyed watching the gorgeous view from the rows of windows that lined each side of the vessel. He watched as the tree-covered hills gradually slipped away to clear blue sky.
Andrew listened as the ship’s communications operator kept in contact with Algie. Algie kept them on course, letting them know when they began drifting too much one way or another.
About ten minutes into the race, Algie blurted, “Everyone be aware! A strange ship has invaded our air space. It is moving surprisingly fast. At first I thought it was a bird of prey, but it was much too large. Keep watch in the skies around you!”
Andrew approached the communications operator and asked to contact Algie.
“What’s going on?”
“I’ve never seen anything like it, sir. It’s slim like a cigar and has a smooth metallic surface. There’s no steam coming from it. I don’t know what’s powering it. And I don’t know what to do about it.”
Andrew didn’t know what to do about it either. This was beyond his experience.
“Keep a close eye on it until we can figure this thing out. Where is it now?”
“It’s closing in on your ship, sir. You should be seeing it very soon on your right.”
Andrew looked to his right. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Not only was the sleek and silver flying machine right next to them, but several humanlike creatures – clearly not human – were leaping from the machine with large eagle-like wings, ape-like face and lobster claws for hands and feet. They covered the nearly thirty feet distance between them in a matter of seconds, darting like thrown javelins. They vanished over the top of their ship.
Andrew turned to face Benjamin Bradshaw. This was the first he had seen him since the race began.
“Did you see? Alien creatures are coming toward us. Do you have weapons onboard?”
“Yes, but none are needed. They are my guests.”
“What?”
“Or I should say my partners.”
“So, Miss Meany was correct after all.”
“There is no crime here nor any breach of regulations as the inspector has attested. Although I believe the regulations to be far too restrictive. Partnerships are formed all the time in business and industry.”
“But . . . this is quite out of the ordinary.”
“Yet perfectly legal. My lawyers were all over it.”
Several loud clangs interrupted them. Andrew went back to the windows and watched as more aliens flew toward them, again disappearing above his view.
“What are they doing?”
Bradshaw said, “We have visitors.”
Andrew whirled around. Standing next to Bradshaw was one of the aliens. The alien was over a foot taller than Bradshaw, and looked even stranger up close. It appeared to glow slightly, a warm pale yellow glow. Andrew felt a gust of warmth emanating from the alien.
“I’d like you to meet my partner, Djanot, from the alien race called the Calomen. But no handshaking. Their body temperature is significantly higher than our own. You could get a nasty burn. Simply bow like so.”
Bradshaw leaned forward slightly with his hands crossed in front of his chest. Andrew mimicked his bow.
The alien bowed afterwards, its broad wings fluttering rapidly behind it. A hot breeze from the wings buffeted Andrew.
Curiosity overcame the strangeness of his situation. Andrew said, “I wonder if you might tell me, Benjamin, how does this partnership works?”
He seemed pleased to go into the details. “As you suspect from their airship, they have technology that is far superior to ours. Of course, I could not take advantage of their advanced technology since our ships are not constructed to their requirements. However, they offered to install certain improvements to my engine. They applied their intelligence and knowledge to make more efficient use of our steam-driven technology.”
Andrew nodded and scratched his chin. “Nice deal for you, I would say. But a partnership benefits both parties. What do they get out of it?”
He laughed. “That’s the best part. They don’t need anything from us. They just like to help lesser cultures.”
“How altruistic of them.”
But Andrew knew better. Nobody ever did anything without some benefit in return. So what were the aliens after? He wondered why Bradshaw, who’s been in the dog-eat-dog business world almost as long as Andrew, wasn’t more skeptical about their motives. Perchance he wasn’t telling everything.
The communications operator called out to Andrew. Algie wanted to speak with him.
Algie said, “I have a message for you from Kerry Stephenson. She said, ‘Tell Andy it’s time for the unveiling.’ That’s all she said.”
Just what he needed! More complications. What was she up to now?
An uproar pulled Andrew’s attention to the other side of the ship. Everyone was looking out the windows. Andrew ran over. It was Abigail’s ship. He recognized its brightly colored hull, with its gaudy floral patterns. Disgusting colors for an airship! Airships should be silver or black or gold, nothing more.
Abigail’s ship was gaining on Benjamin’s by inches.
Bradshaw let out a shout like a wounded beast.
Andrew was startled.
Bradshaw stuttered, “That woman—what’s her name? What is she doing? How can she be gaining on me?”
He turned to the alien who watched the oncoming ship passively, without any apparent interest. “Djanot, what can we do about this? Can we make the ship go faster?”
Andrew was startled when the alien spoke for the first time in his presence. Its vocal utterances were barely discernable, like the hushing sound of breezes through willow trees.
“That is risky business. We are near limits of your structural design. Not good. Not advisable.”
Benjamin looked around frantically, as though searching for an answer in the hot mists that surrounded him.
Andrew was puzzled by Bradshaw’s reaction. Why was winning this race so important to him? The partnership and new technology alone would suffice for most people.
Benjamin said quietly, “Maybe a friendly visit is in order. Are number two and number three available for a courtesy call?”
The alien nodded. It seemed uncomfortable with the concept of nodding as it was obviously imitating an action it had observed in humans.
From out of nowhere, two aliens appeared and moved rapidly to the far walls where they instantly appeared on the other side of the windows, moving swiftly through the gap between the two ships. Andrew watched in stunned silence as the aliens crossed the gap in seconds and dissolved into the hull of Abigail’s ship.
Did he really see what his rational mind told him was impossible?
Still stunned, Andrew said, “Why are the aliens going to Abigail’s ship? What are they going to do there?” He grew more serious. “Benjamin, this could be a violation of the rules, interfering with the competition.”
Bradshaw did not respond.
All eyes were fixed on Abigail’s ship. 
For a while all was quiet.
Suddenly the comm speaker blurted out Algie’s animated voice. “Breach in airship #16, Abigail Meany’s ship. Uninvited guests were found tinkering in the engine room. They were quickly dispatched. No harm appears to have been done to the engine according to Kerry Stephenson.”
They spotted the two aliens on the upper deck of the ship. Kerry’s metal man was holding onto them by their arms. They were flopping back and forth like two fish on dry land gasping for breaths. The metal man approached the railing and casually tossed them overboard. They dropped like shooting stars. Andrew wondered why they didn’t fly off. Were their wings clipped?
Andrew said to an astonished Bradshaw, “This is clearly an infraction of the rules. I hereby officially disqualify you from the race.”
Bradshaw burst into laughter. Big, bold, almost maniacal laughter.
“No, I don’t think so. You don’t understand, do you? This new technology will revolutionize the industry. And I am at the forefront of it. Winning this race will show the world what this new technology is capable of. It is in our best interests and the best interests of the entire world that I win this race. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Andrew was too dumbfounded to speak. Benjamin Bradshaw was clearly going mad with power.
What is the role of the aliens in this irrational scheme? What benefit could they possibly acquire by helping this power hungry madman? When they clearly have a vastly superior and advanced technology, what purpose does it serve them to boost our inferior steam-driven technology? Here, little people, let us help you take baby steps. Here’s a cane to help you walk, old timers. Now, now, don’t fret; we’ll take care of you, little ones.
Andrew paced and scratched his chin. Senseless, senseless! Why does this seem all wrong? These were strange bedfellows, these philanthropic aliens and a corporate greed monger.
Right now his hands were tied. However, when the race was over, he would make sure Bradshaw was reprimanded for his actions. But what about the aliens? What could he do about them? What should he do? Clearly Parliament must be informed. And the Queen. And all the world’s leaders. This was going way beyond his level of experience.
Andrew looked out at Abigail’s ship. Those godawful colors! Wait! What was going on? The metal man was on the upper deck with Kerry. Steam jets popped out of his back. Kerry stood back as several short bursts of steam shot out from the jets. Then a steady spray of steam lifted the man of metal gradually off the deck. As he moved, he reached down, gently took Kerry in his arms and lifted her up. He tilted his body and his jets propelled the two of them toward Bradshaw’s ship.
Standing at the windows, Bradshaw announced in a mocking tone, “Prepare to welcome our guests.”
In due course, a loud bang shattered the air.
Less composed, Bradshaw shouted, “Search for them!Bring them to me! Inspect for damage!”
Most of his men ran toward the back of the ship. Two men remained behind manning the controls, in addition to one rather large, rough-looking man and the alien. Another loud bang shook the ship.
Bradshaw said, “Your girlfriend is beginning to annoy me. Come here, Andrew. I may need you for bartering.”
Andrew narrowed his eyes as the burly man roughly pushed him over to Bradshaw. To think he used to respect this man in the business world! Now he simply considered him a common thug, despicable and without any redeeming qualities.
Andrew reconsidered his position in proximity to Benjamin Bradshaw as a potential advantage. At his first opportunity, he would attempt to overpower this man.
Alarms blared! A man frantically ran in from the left corridor. “Two down, sir! They’ve eluded capture! That metallic man can’t be brought down.”
Andrew smiled. He was sure it wasn’t just the metal man causing all the commotion. He remembered how intrepid Kerry was. She used to scare him to death half the time with her brazen antics.
He shrieked, “Bring them to me alive!”
As Bradshaw paced furiously, Andrew noted that Abigail’s ship was now neck and neck with them.
A ruckus down the ship’s right corridor drew everyone’s attention. Bradshaw froze. He drew out a pistol and held it to Andrew’s head, clutching his arm with the other hand.
“What are you doing, Benjamin? Have you gone mad?”
There! He said it.
“Perhaps. Granted things have gotten somewhat out of control. But surely you can see my predicament, can’t you? They have backed me into a corner.”
Three of Bradshaw’s men came flying down the corridor, crashing into the bulkhead and dropping into twitching heaps on the hard floor. The metal man appeared next, calmly walking toward them, closely followed by Kerry who was brandishing a derringer.
“Stop!” said Bradshaw. “You have boarded my ship illegally! Cease and desist!”
“Ha!” said Kerry. “You broke the rules first when you sent your fire demons onto our ship. It is you who must cease and desist and forfeit the race. Forfeit now or we will take control of your ship.”
“Even if you could, which I sincerely doubt, you could not possibly master its engines and pilot this ship. The technology is far beyond anything familiar to you.”
Andrew said, “He’s right, Kerry. Those who invaded your ship are aliens from beyond our world and they’ve enhanced his engine with their alien technology.”
Bradshaw said, “It’s a partnership.”
The alien called Djanot moved next to Bradshaw. He appeared to float like a spirit called forth by a séance. Andrew began to sweat in the heat emanating from its body.
The metal man stepped forward. Kerry stopped him with a raised hand.
She said, “Well, I know about partnerships, and they can certainly be good business. Curiously, my partnership with Abigail resulted in the ship over there that’s keeping up with your advanced technology.”
Bradshaw fumed. The alien did not react in any discernable way.
“We have only a small enhancement at this time. We could not easily implement the full scope of the aliens’ technology due to the limitations of our Earth-made machinery.”
 Kerry paused a moment, then said, “So why not see how this race turns out, fair and square? Let Andrew go and we’ll leave your ship if you agree to allow both of us to finish the race without any further intervention.”
Bradshaw grimaced. He started to speak, then paused.
Andrew threw up his hands in exasperation. “What is there to consider? She’s offering a fair proposition. Better than what I was planning to offer.”
“Expel me from this convention and ban me from ever attending any future convention I expect.”
“You went too far, Benjamin. But if they’re willing to forgo any charges and you’re willing to abide by their terms, then I’m willing to withhold any reprimand.”
Kerry said, “That’s our offer.”
Bradshaw excused himself to consult with his alien partner in private. In the meantime, two other aliens appeared.
Momentarily Bradshaw returned and said, “We have agreed that this is a fair deal. You may return to your ship with your tin man. Andrew is free to stay or go as he pleases. I’m not sure, however, how he would intend to leave, as we are both currently traveling at nearly thirty kilometers per hour.”
Andrew turned to Kerry and said, “I’ll stay. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”
“I can send my metal man back for you after he takes me across.”
“I don’t think I would be comfortable with that form of transportation. I am much bulkier than you. I’ll stay.”
Kerry walked over to him and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “In case I don’t see you again. Take care, Andy.”
“That’s usually my line.”
She winked, grinned, then turned and left with the metal man.
He turned back and found that Bradshaw had gone off with the alien again. Too much secrecy around here. They were probably discussing a way to increase their speed. One of the guards stayed near Andrew, probably at Bradshaw’s direction.
Bradshaw and the alien went into the engine room with one of his men and two additional aliens. Andrew decided to find out what was going on behind that closed door. As he approached the door, the guard slipped ahead of him and blocked the entrance.
The guard said, “Only authorized personnel are permitted inside, sir.”
Well, that cleared up any doubts he might have had concerning their motives.
He counted the bodies in the room. Five humans, two aliens. With those in the engine room, there were seven humans and five aliens. He didn’t know how many might be stationed at other places on the ship. Could be as many as twenty total. If he was forced to do something, he was clearly outnumbered.
A sudden surge caused the ship to lunge forward. Everyone except the aliens were thrown to the floor. The aliens glowed a bright red, and a heat of increased intensity poured from their bodies.
Andrew rushed to the windows to look for Abigail’s ship. It was nowhere to be seen, left behind in the wake of Bradshaw’s ship. This had to be an underhanded operation.
Andrew went back to the engine room and recited the long-winded language from the Handbook of Convention Rules that clearly spelled out his authority as the chairman of the Steam and Technology Convention to examine any part of any ship or other device or gadget brought for display or otherwise. The guard stared blankly, obviously unimpressed.
Before Andrew could complete his dissertation, Bradshaw and his men burst through the engine room door. Bradshaw remained behind as the others hurried past him.
“Andrew, my friend,” he said with broadly exaggerated gestures, “won’t you come inside and see my wondrous engine room?”
Looking past Benjamin Bradshaw, Andrew saw a large housing with flashing lights and panels of buttons and switches. Two aliens were working the controls furiously as sparks sprayed out of the top of the housing, lighting the interior of the engine room with an eerie pale yellow light. Bradshaw, standing in front of the pyrotechnic display, looked ominous and mysterious, like a creature popped off a cover of a penny dreadful or garish pulp digest.
Which seemed natural, considering he felt like he was living in a pulp magazine adventure story!
The heat pouring from the engine room was intense. Bradshaw wore a silver coated jacket that protected him from the heat, as well as his goggles and cap.
Someone called out, “We’re approaching the finish line.”
“At last!” said Bradshaw.
He grabbed Andrew by an arm and dragged him along. “Come. Let’s watch.”
The finish line was marked by a rope strung across their air space between two stationary advertising dirigibles. It was a single strand rope which could easily be broken by the winning ship. In order to better spot the rope, bright red, yellow, green and blue balloons were tied along its length.
Benjamin led Andrew out onto the open air front deck that made a U-shaped curve around the front of the ship. The wind whipped across them as they stepped onto the deck and grabbed hold of the railing that bordered the deck to steady themselves. Two of Bradshaw’s men and two aliens were also on the deck, but the aliens stood back from the railing.
The finish line looked like a necklace of colored stones ahead of them as they rapidly approached it. Beyond the finish line, Andrew noticed a fleet of alien ships crossing the sky in a formation like geese flying faster than he had ever seen anything fly before. They moved like bolts of lightning across the clear blue sky. The sight was breathtaking.
While he watched, the alien ship that had been following along beside them dashed off to join the formation in the sky. After circling a few times, the entire assemblage headed westward. Toward London.
He wondered what was going on? This did not bode well in his heart and mind.
Andrew turned to look at Benjamin who stood silently staring at the receding ships.
Benjamin whispered, barely discernable above the roar of the wind, “They said they would be benevolent masters. They said we would benefit from their technology and wisdom and firm, patient rule. They would care for us, protect us, teach us. But first, of course, they would have to show us how powerful they really were. I convinced them that winning this race would show that to the world. I told them all eyes of the world would be on this race, and by winning we would show the world their clear superiority.”
“Do you still believe them?”
A pause. “Yes, yes. Of course, I do.”
At that moment, the ship lurched, slamming everyone against the railing. Then it started shaking and gradually slowed down.
Bradshaw yelled, “No!” He turned to the aliens.
Abigail’s ship quickly caught up with them and passed them. Kerry, Abigail and the metal man were on the upper deck. Kerry waved as they passed.
The ship shook even more violently. Loud cracks, bangs and other disturbing sounds rattled the air over the lessening roar of the wind.
The aliens lifted off the deck, leaving trails of hot mists behind them. They flew toward Abigail’s ship.
The metal man lifted off from Abigail’s ship and chased the aliens away. As he caught up with them, he easily knocked each one from the sky into an earthward spiral.
More aliens appeared in the sky. They threw fireballs at the metal man, but these did not faze him. One by one, he picked them off, snatching them from the sky and pummeling them to the earth.
The ship shook harder and harder. Cracks formed on the deck. The railing split in several places. Several windows shattered behind them. The ship weaved back and forth, and lurched forward in disjointed jerks. Andrew felt ill; his stomach spasmed.
Suddenly the ship careened hard to the left, toward one of the dirigibles.
One of Bradshaw’s men was thrown from the ship through a broken railing. The rest of his men hurried back inside the ship.
Bradshaw drew out his pistol and aimed it toward Kerry and Abigail while grasping the unstable railing with his other hand. Without thinking, Andrew jumped Bradshaw and knocked him to the deck. The gun was jarred from his hand and slid across the deck. It stopped at the feet of the alien Djanot. The alien looked down at the weapon and stared.
Bradshaw pushed Andrew away and looked around for his gun, crawling on his hands and knees, mumbling and fuming as he frantically searched.
Kerry shouted something. When Andrew looked up, he saw Kerry throw a rope toward him. The other end was secured to the deck railing. Andrew leaped for the rope just as Bradshaw leaped for the pistol.
Grabbing the rope, Andrew held on tightly as he was slammed into the railing. When the ship lurched again, he was yanked off the ship and into the gap between the ships.
Bradshaw lost his balance and slammed into the alien, then rolled away screaming, his face and hands badly burned. The alien, unmoved, reached down and picked up the pistol.
At that moment the metal man dropped gently several feet in front of the alien, hot mists curling around its frame. For several seconds, neither made any movement. Both were expressionless. The alien slowly lifted and pointed the pistol toward the metal man. The alien’s wings spread out and began to beat rapidly. A blast of heat poured out from the alien. The metal man did not move. In an instant the pistol exploded in the alien’s hand.
The metal man let the shrapnel bounce off his hard shell. The alien, its body shredded from the explosion, dropped to the deck and quickly chilled. The metal man blasted hot steam and lifted off the deck.
As Kerry pulled Andrew onto their deck, the metal man alighted next to her. Balloons burst around them as they broke through the finish line. All aboard the ship cheered.
They all turned to watch in shock as Bradshaw’s ship careened downward, barely clearing the bottom of the dirigible as it plummeted rapidly toward the shore below. With transfixed eyes they watched as it was rapidly consumed by an explosion far greater than anyone expected. Andrew wondered what alternate power source the aliens used to accelerate the ship? What gas was used to buoy it?
After a moment of silence offered in respect for the victims of the tragedy, Andrew turned to Abigail and said, “Let me be the first to congratulate you on your first win in the short haul race.”
Abigail curtsied. “Thank you, kind sir. Now I can tell you how Kerry and I assembled our elite team of top scientists and engineers from around the world to develop the most efficient steam engine the world has ever seen and the fastest airship ever designed.”
Kerry added, “And without relying on the gifts of aliens who obviously had an ulterior motive of world domination all along. Just like in the pulp magazines.”
Andrew said, “They tried the easy way, through trickery and deceit. Now that they realize that way won’t work, I expect we will be hearing from them again very soon. They know now we are fighters and do not easily go down, even though our technology may be inferior to theirs.”
Andrew remembered the alien ships he had observed flying toward London. He suspected they may already have initiated their backup plan.
Kerry said, “We have a team of the best and the brightest to start with. But we’ll need more ships. And new weapons.”
Andrew squeezed her hand. “And some brothers for your man of metal would be excellent, too.”
Kerry said, “Actually, it’s a woman of metal.” She grinned widely.
He returned the smile slowly. “In that case, we absolutely need more sisters of metal.”
“Sisters of metal. I like the sound of that. Bring it on, alien scoundrels. The battle is only beginning.”
The End
~
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HENRY COOPER STARED IDLY at his phone, waiting for the train. The schedule said the train would be here by 4:30, but his phone said it was already 4:38. The other workers around him didn’t seem to mind. He looked down the track, a straight line that stretched for miles, and there was no sign of it. Just his luck, the train would be broken, and he would be late for his first day on the job. 
He read the message contained in his assignment papers again, trying his best not to look worried to the other workers. 
[Henry Cooper. You are selected for work in Advanced Aeronautical Research and Production Plant. Please report for the morning shift tomorrow. The train will arrive at your local station 4:30 am.]
The bright front light of the train appeared in the distance like a miracle. Images of rockets and space drills danced in his head as the train pulled up, and opened the doors to the nearly two hundred people waiting at his stop. 
The train was larger than his school train, not to mention brighter. Instead of the morning message from his school principal playing on the television, it had the news. The broadcast started as the train took off with a jolt. 
The news was mostly about what was happening on Earth. A few wars, a few drunk celebrities making a scene, a few politicians taking jabs at other politicians. The last was a cultural interest segment, about a surfing competition in Hawaii. 
“Those aren’t waves.” One of the other passengers argued. “Let’s see them surf on an Ocean rocked by 12 moons!”
Several others in the train nodded in agreement, as the news continued.
“You new here, kid?” said a tall, scruffy man standing next to him. 
“Yeah. Just graduated.” Henry gulped. 
“I’m Stevenson.” The man held out his hand. 
Henry took it. “I’m Henry.”
“Nervous?”
“A little.”
“Don’t worry kid. If you tested well enough to be here, you’re smart enough to do well here.”
“Thanks.” Henry scratched his chin. “How long have you been working here?”
Just as Stevenson was about to answer, another man tapped him on the shoulder. “Did you see the match last night?”
“See it? I was there!” Stevenson turned around and pointed out of the train window. “At the Villadome!”
Henry looked out the window as the train went through the heart of Cantera Bay. Stevenson was pointing at the stadium, now just a large shadow in the predawn darkness. Out the other window was the Illurium Building, the headquarters for the Coalition of Sciences. Tall enough to be seen from anywhere in the city, the building was awe-inspiring close up. 
As the news report concluded, the pod came to a stop and he exited the train. Henry’s mouth fell open a little when he saw the plant. The number of lights was enough to simulate daylight. The hum of engines combined with the cadence of sporadic steam spouting into the air gave Henry the impression it was breathing, as if he were walking into the belly of a giant metal beast. 
Henry made his way through the entrance and down a long corridor, where the receptionist greeted him. 
“Henry Copper, welcome to the Advanced Aeronautical Research and Production Plant.” The lady shuffled through a bag of packets. “You’re to report first thing to the Faraday cage. Here’s your safety gear.”
“Aren’t we going to be orientated or something?” Henry scratched the back of his head nervously. 
The receptionist smiled. “Of course. But we like to get our new recruits working as fast as possible. Report to the Faraday cage, and Stevenson will tell you where to go for lunch. The company will provide the food and orientate you at that time.”
“Right.” Henry looked around for a moment. “Which way to the cage?”
She stood and pointed down a hallway. “Door all the way at the end. Take it and go down the stairs. You won’t miss it from there.”
“Thanks.” Henry took his safety packet and navigated the hallway. The stairs at the end ran parallel to a large freight elevator, which was humming along. 
He walked down the stairs and had to blink the sleep out of his eyes as the fluorescent lights attacked him. 
The Faraday cage control room was the first thing he found. Everything was in shades of brown. The floors were a rusty looking metal, the walls almost looked like rock, and the instrument panel looked very faded. That panel ran along a wall under a large window overlooking a team of engineers. The engineers were busy anchoring a large drill to the floor in the adjacent room. 
Stevenson was at the controls, finishing a cup of coffee and mumbling numbers to himself. 
“Hello again,” Stevenson said with a smile. “Thought you might like to see a finished product or two in action! Come on in, and I’ll give you the tour.”
Henry sat and listened attentively as Stevenson showed him the control panel. 
“Here we test our space drills against two potential hazards space provides.” Stevenson pointed to the right side of the control panel. “The first is the solar wind combined with electromagnetic disturbance. So, we have an EMP device inside that room that goes off in conjunction with a heavy wind machine.”
“What’s the other variable?” Henry asked, almost leaning into the glass to get a better look at the engineers finishing their preparations. 
“Solar flares.” Stevenson pointed to the left side of the control panel. “We may be far from the sun, but we’ve had more drills lost from solar flares than anything else. So, we hit the drill with another EMP, this time coupled with intense heat. Looks like they’re done. Let’s see it in action.” 
The engineers left the room and sealed the door. Stevenson moved his fingers about the left side of the control panel and a short countdown began. An EMP was detonated with a bright explosion of light, followed by a blast of simulated solar wind. The drill sputtered for several rotations, giving Henry a moment of concern, but soon the engineers were clapping and cheering. The drill was still operating at full power. 
“Are you going to run the solar flare test?” Henry asked, looking at the monitors. 
“Give it a minute,” Stevenson said with a smile.
Another countdown started. This time a ceiling panel opened, revealing a small rocket turbine. The turbine turned red as the countdown neared its end. The viewing glass dimmed, with five seconds to go. 
The timer hit zero, and a bright burst of fire slammed into the drill. The drill again sputtered, but managed to keep turning through the whole test. The fire stopped, and then the drill was powered down remotely
Henry looked over at Stevenson. “That was amazing!” 
“I thought you’d like it,” Stevenson said with a smile. 
The engineers went back into the room and unhooked their drill. As the next drill was prepared, Stevenson adjusted some settings on the control panel. After watching for a few minutes, Stevenson looked into the Faraday cage with slight alarm. 
“Ah …” Stevenson started to swear, but then he looked at Henry thoughtfully. “Would you look at those guys there? Always messing up.”
“What are they doing?” Henry asked, unable to see anything amiss. 
“I’ll explain when I get back.” Stevenson stood and headed for the door. “Don’t touch anything while I’m gone. You got that?”
Henry tried to look as mature as possible. “Yes.”
With that, Stevenson walked out the door and down the stairs to the cage room, leaving Henry alone at the controls of an electromagnetic pulse device.
His fingers moved about the small corner of the console as if he had been operating the machine for years. Not actually touching the buttons, but mimicking the movements Stevenson had used on the last test. Most of the panel was still alien to him, but the procedure looked simple enough. 
“Please exit the room, test commencing,” said a calm, robotic voice as the timer started for an EMP and a solar flare. 
“That’s not right,” Henry said aloud and grabbed his hair. “Why is this testing for Solar flares?”
Stevenson’s head shot up and looked straight at Henry. The timer hit the one-minute mark, and the engineers began to run out of the room. 
As the system continued its long list of system checks, the wall opposite the Faraday cage began glowing a bright purple. The engineers had seen it too. They stood on the other side of the door, gazing at it through a window panel. 
An oval of light formed in the wall, and with 30 seconds left in the countdown, a very young girl with dark skin fell through it and collapsed on the floor. 
Henry’s hands furiously moved to abort the pulse. The pulse was shut down on his EMP emitter, but the power output from the strange doorway of light seemed to be messing with the fluctuations.
The lights turned green and a group of engineers rushed in to help the girl. By the time they got there, the girl was foaming at the mouth. The purple door gave off a large pulse of energy that kicked the EMP back on again. 
Henry hit the abort button so hard it cracked the casing around it. Nothing happened. He hit it again and again, desperate to stop the blast. 
A chill ran down his spine as he realized the red warning light had not activated. He got on the intercom and began shouting at them to get out of the room, but they couldn’t hear it. He jumped onto the control console and began pounding on the glass window. This got Stevenson’s attention. Henry pointed frantically towards the exit and yelled for them to get out. 
But Stevenson just shook his head and pointed at the purple door and the kid. With the red lights off, they had no idea that the test was about to go off again.
He hit the glass harder and yelled louder, but it was no use. He slumped his head against the window when the electromagnetic pulse erupted. The drill in the middle of the room shook and sputtered.
Watching this through the soundproof glass felt surreal. He could only guess the level of noise in there. The engineers closest to the center of the room were shouting at him. The others were up and trying to move themselves and the girl out of the room. 
An explosion of fire pummeled the drill, and those on the outskirts of the room were launched to the walls or out the door. Those closer to the center were incinerated.
Henry left the control room and ran down the hall to the Faraday cage. The first person he found was the mystery girl just outside the door. She was swatting at sparks of fire on her cloak. Nobody else was moving. 
Henry helped the girl put out the fire and checked her for injuries. A few burn marks on her arms, a nasty bruise on her head, and a bloody nose. She was dressed like a medieval Earthling with a green cloak, as if being presented a knighthood. A nametag on her cloak read Skylar Dixon. 
“Skylar, I need you to lay down,” Henry said slowly. Skylar seemed completely dazed and barely conscious. “I’m going to check on the others and then get some help.”
Skylar laid down and began hugging herself. Henry jumped up and ran through the door and into the Faraday cage. He had to hold his breath as the smell of burnt flesh was already overpowering. No one looked savable, so he turned back around to leave. 
As he reached the door, his foot kicked at a small cylindrical stone with strange markings carved all around it. Without thinking, he reached down and picked it up. His mind was not prepared for the onslaught of information. 
Henry’s stomach convulsed and his vision went spotty. Thousands of images poured into his head. Blurry images of forests and oceans flooded his eyes. Garbled, incomprehensible sounds filled his ears.
Gradually, information formed around the images. Sounds turned into conversations; blurs became real people, real experiences. He saw images of worlds he had never seen. It began falling together, as if he were fast-forwarding through someone else’s life. Experiencing everything in an instant. 
He was viewing Skylar Dixon’s life. He saw where the kid came from, the world on the other side of the purple door. Her last few moments were very blurry. Something about monsters and that Skylar was taking care of three more kids while they waited for rescue. 
The final thought was powerful. As Skylar jumped through the portal, her head was full of worry for her friend Azurand. 
Henry didn’t know how long he was out, but when he came to, the Faraday cage looked exactly the same. It must have been less than a minute. He steadied himself against the wall. 
The purple doorway let out three quick flashes of light. Three even younger kids fell out of the portal and hit the floor, shaking as if they were having seizures. Then the doorway of light vanished with a loud pop, leaving just the original wall. 
Henry ran over to help them. By the time he got there, they weren’t shaking anymore. They had the same unusual cloaks as Skylar. Red and fluffy, trimmed in gold and green. They also had nametags sewn into their cloaks, but Henry somehow knew who they were already. Scott Orr, Miranda Whitlock, and Peter Dixon. Scott and Peter began crying. Miranda was sucking her thumb. 
The red warning lights lit up again. He wasted no time getting up and trying to move the three kids. He moved Miranda first, as she was the smallest, and then he ran back for Scott, as he was the closest. 
By the time he got back for the Dixon boy, an engineer was back in the control room, pounding on the glass. He had only seconds before another test activated.
He picked up Peter Dixon, who was wailing at the top of his lungs like a baby just pulled from the womb. The child flailed wildly, oblivious to the impending doom. 
He managed to pull Peter out and went back to shut the door. But the blast from the previous solar flare had knocked it off its hinges. Henry frantically struggled to push the door shut, but the handle was gone, and the door wouldn’t seal. So, he braced himself against the door. 
The EMP erupted. A blast of solar wind followed and pushed right through the door, knocking him over. His head screamed.
Someone ran around the corner and down the stairs. “Come on kid, the system has been compromised! There’s a solar flare coming, and I can’t stop it!”
Instead of running, he pushed himself back up and into the room. With only seconds left, he knew the only way he was going to save those children was from the inside. 
The emotions of Skylar Dixon’s life superseded every other instinct of his body. He ran inside and pulled the door shut. With a heavy heart, he wedged Skylar’s cylindrical stone into the broken handle and pulled until the door was locked. 
His heart was racing, not because of what he was doing, but of the feeling of being chased by monsters he neither understood, nor entirely believed. That fear, the adrenaline of what Skylar and those kids had gone through, sent him into a panic, and he knew he could not let those kids die. Knowing them deeply within an instant, he felt as if they were his best friends. 
A loud noise filled the air, and then everything went white for Henry as the force of a simulated solar flare incinerated everything in the room. 
Graduation Night
[Twelve years later]
Even though the needles were microscopically small, they still felt invasive to Scott Orr. Sitting on the examination table, he gazed at the monitors and wondered what information could be gleaned from this scan that could not be gleaned from any of the hundreds of scans he had been subjected to since he was a child. 
At last, the nurse reentered the room and began pulling the needles out of his body one by one. Her deft, practiced hands had him free in moments. He scratched the scars on his legs. The nurse watched him do it, curious as all the others were. 
“Do you think you’ll ever know?” the nurse asked, as if there were only one thing to know. 
“Unless someone else already happens to know how I got these scars, or where I came from, I don’t think so.”
She smiled politely and excused him. He followed a yellow line along the floor, which led to an almost empty waiting room. The only other two occupants were busy talking. One was Miranda Whitlock, and the other Peter Dixon. Miranda was a pale skinned, black-haired girl wearing a long black lab coat over a green t-shirt. 
Peter was a dark skinned, muscular man whose jaw line resembled an upside down aircraft carrier. And it looked hard enough to leave your hand worse off than his face if you made the mistake of trying to punch it. 
“Scott!” Miranda said as she rose to give him a hug. “It’s so good to see you! How are you?”
“Great, Miranda. How’s the training going?” Scott asked as he met her embrace. 
“Oh, I’ve got great news about that,” she said excitedly. “But I suppose we all have news right now, don’t we?” 
“Yes, we do,” Dixon said with a deep breath. “I wouldn’t call mine great, though.”
Today was the day the graduating children received their career path acceptance messages. Every graduating class had five fields for which they were allowed to apply based on their aptitude scores. Then the government determined which ones accepted them.
“Well, you go first then, Dixon,” Scott said as he sat down. 
“Alright,” he said with disdain. “I’ve been selected to be a service technician for the city’s maintenance department.”
“Well, that’s fantastic!” Miranda said with as much optimism as she could muster. “City jobs always pay the best in the long term.” 
“Yeah, but all I’ll be doing is oiling up the robots that actually do the maintenance.” Dixon gave a small chuckle at the irony. “Something you’d think maintenance robots could do for themselves. I guess they didn’t want a troublemaker like me on any of the moon mining positions.”
“Well, the moons aren’t for troublemakers, are they?” Miranda said in as playful tone as she could, knowing that it was a sensitive topic for Dixon. He was smart enough to make it to any moon, and certainly strong enough to operate any crane or drill that the Coalition of Sciences could pump out. But he had been in too many fights. Had been transferred around too many orphanages. Teachers labeled him as prone to aggression and violence, while ignoring that he was only defending his mentally handicapped older sister, Skylar. 
“Where is Skylar?” Scott asked, trying to change the subject. 
“People are watching her.” Peter said dismissively. “They said that I needed extra time to get ready for the graduation ceremony tonight.”
“Ok, how about you, Scott, what’s your career?” Miranda sat on the edge of her seat. 
Scott cleared his throat and put on his most dramatic face. “I’ve been enlisted into the Coalition Guardian Squad to fight against the tetrapath infection!”
“Wow, man. That’s serious.” Dixon gave a nod of approval. 
“Really?” Miranda said, sinking in her chair slightly. “That sounds dangerous. What with the tetrapath infection rates rising the last few years.”
“Yeah, I want to do my part to contain it,” Scott said defensively. “I’ve been training and studying all year for those tests.”
“Ok. My turn.” Despite Miranda’s excitement, this bit of news would be the least suspenseful to Scott. Miranda scored so high on her aptitude exams as a child that she was selected into the Coalition Academy of Sciences when she was 13. Since then, the only thing she did was study in the general sciences in the Coalition’s Illurium Building, leaving Scott alone at his orphanage. Today, the only thing she would reveal would be her area of study. And with so many cases of the tetrapath infection lately, all the top councilors were normally selected for some area related to finding a cure. 
Still, she shifted even closer to the edge of her purple waiting room chair, illuminated by the glow of bright fluorescent hospital lights. “I’ve been given the official title of ‘Councilor’ in the Coalition of Sciences in the Communications department.”
“Communications?” Scott and Dixon said at the same time, each with a tone of disbelief. 
“Yes.” Miranda slumped back in her chair. “What? Don’t you like it? I think it’s a great field.”
“Miranda,” Scott began tentatively, “I’m sure it’s a great field. But shouldn’t someone as smart as you are be, you know, doing something more important?” 
Miranda folded her arms across her chest, and her nose scrunched up for a moment. “Yeah, but what happens when we cure the tetrapath infection? What good will all my knowledge be then? People are always looking for faster ways to communicate. Besides, I think I may be able to translate the things I am learning into something big.”
“Like what? A giant radio?” Peter asked with a smile. 
“Like a teleportation machine,” Miranda blurted out as her face turned red. 
“A what?” Scott asked. “Like the one we fell out of when we were kids?”
“The very same.” Miranda calmed her voice and spoke as if she were unsure of herself. “Obviously, we know it’s been done before, so it is possible. Plus, I think this will go a long way to finding out where we came from.”
“But I thought that did something to our brains,” Peter said. “Aren’t you concerned that your portals will do the same thing?”
“I won’t know unless I try.” Her face grew inquisitive. “Don’t you guys ever wonder what was on the other side of that portal?”
“No.” Peter snorted. 
Scott was about to agree with Peter, but he had wondered a time or two. “What difference will having a portal make?”
“Well,” Miranda said, still appearing nervous, “I’ve watched the footage of the industrial accident hundreds of times. And it doesn’t make sense.”
“Well, of course, it doesn’t make sense,” Peter said with obvious annoyance. “We fell out of a wall, and things blew up. Some new kid was at the controls—”
“That kid saved our lives! Who does that? What made him place our lives above his?” Miranda stood up with a snarl. She took a breath to calm herself again and then patted at the various pockets in her lab coat as she started for the exit. “I’ve got to go get ready for the graduation ceremony. I’ll see you both there.”
“That was weird,” Dixon said as she left the room. “She didn’t used to get all defensive about things.”
“I’ve heard girls start to do that when they get older,” Scott said with a shrug. “Come on, man; let’s go grab some food while we wait for the thing tonight.”
“Sounds good to me.” Dixon got up and followed Scott out the door. 
~
The theater hall on the shores of Cantera Bay was massive and built to resemble one from 1920′s Earth. Everything was ornate and had a rustic wooden feel with hints of ivory. Every light was a spot light or a candle. Most of the men wore pearl white or dark black tuxedos, and the women wore evening gowns. 
Scott and Dixon entered on the northeast side and began walking down the long hallway. Before they got to their seats, they spotted Miranda, who had her hair curled into tight swirls. She was wearing a bright blue dress. 
“Wow,” Dixon said. “She knows how to clean up.”
“Huh?” Scott said, unable to focus for a moment. “Oh, yea, she does look nice.”
She waved at them but continued with her party to the upper balcony, where all the new councilors were seated. Scott sighed and the two men headed down to their designated section. 
“There are too many kids here,” Dixon said grumpily. “I hope this doesn’t last forever.”
“Me too.” Scott found a pair of available seats in the aisle, and they sat down. “I’m glad we ate already, I can’t imagine sitting through one of these on an empty stomach.”
“There’s food here,” Dixon pointed out. 
“I’m sure we’ll get hungry again.” 
Scott then felt a small hand on the back of his shoulder. It belonged to the orphanage director Mrs. Murphy. “Congratulations, Scott! I heard about the acceptance this morning! You must be very excited!”
“Oh, yes, Mrs. Murphy. I can’t wait to get started!” Scott turned himself around, but he stayed seated. “You remember Peter here.”
An uneasy look spread over her face. She was the first of many orphanage directors to expel Dixon. “Oh, yes. Hello there, Peter. Staying out of trouble?”
Peter clenched his jaw for just a second. “As far as I am able, Mrs. Murphy.”
“Congratulations again, Scott,” she said as she turned away. 
“Still assuming I’m just some punk,” Peter mumbled. 
“She’s a nice lady,” Scott argued. “She’s just intimidated by you.”
“Intimidated?” Dixon asked. 
“Well, you did put a lot of kids in the hospital that day.” 
“Yeah, I did.” Dixon smiled slightly.
At that moment, the lights dimmed and the stage lit up as the announcer set the ceremony in motion. He prattled on for a while. Scott shifted in his seat as a representative from every company, every Coalition department, and every employer was introduced. 
After that, a raggedy man took the stage. From that distance, he looked soaking wet to Scott. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to a new chapter in your life,” the man began. “Soon, you shall know my name, but for now, you should know that I’m not from around here. In fact, I wager that few people here have actually been where I’m from.”
Behind him, several people were pushing large cubes of stone onto the stage. The grinding of the supporting wheels grew louder until the helpers pulled on several cords. Then the supports shattered, dropping the stones with a thunderous crack onto the floor. 
“Hey, man, this looks like it is going to take a while,” Dixon whispered. “I’m getting hungry again. Want to hit up a concession stand?” 
“Yes please.” Scott stood up before he was done talking. 
They made their way in the dark towards the lobby. Just as the lobby door was shutting behind them, something on the stage began glowing a bright red. 
The line was short, and they perused the menu as they worked their way to the front. Scott was about to place his order, but he was interrupted by a young girl running into the concession stand. 
“Hey! Watch it!” The attendant pointed his popcorn shovel. “The line starts over there!”
“Please help!” the girl gasped. With a loud moan, she clutched her stomach and fell against the stand. 
“Look at me!” Scott grabbed her and forced her to open her eyes. They were extremely dilated and glassy. Streaks of black were oozing from them. “This woman is suffering a tetrapath infection attack!”
“Are you sure that’s not just mascara?” the attendant asked. 
“What do you need?” Peter asked, ignoring the attendant. 
“A Coalition soldier or medic! As fast as you can!” Scott shouted. Dixon left without another word. 
“Anything here that can keep her calm until help arrives?” the attendant asked with some concern. 
“You should probably start running before she takes form.”
“Scott!” Miranda yelled from somewhere. “Scott! There you are! Did you see that?”
The infected girl began hyperventilating so he set her down flat on the floor. “Kinda busy here!”
“Oh my!” Miranda touched him on the shoulder. “Well, I have a team of soldiers on my tail as we speak. They will be able to help her. But we need to get out of here right now.”
“I’m not leaving her until I’m sure she’s had help,” Scott said. 
“You didn’t see it did you?” 
“See what?” 
“The portals!” Miranda yelled. “Four grown people jumped out of portals!”
“What?” Scott almost dropped the girl’s head to the floor.
“They shook and convulsed.” Miranda put her hand over Scott’s for a moment to steady his grip. “Just like we did. Only, instead of continuing forever, they got up.”
A series of screams echoed over his shoulder. Scott turned to look. “What are they doing?”
“Seven tetrapaths ran through the portals after them.” Miranda nodded at the girl. “That’s how she got it.”
Scott turned to look and the girl’s blood was much darker now. He knew she only had minutes before she turned into a monster. 
“And then there is this.” Miranda shoved an extinguished candle into his hands. 
His mind felt a wave of peace, and his arms and legs developed goose bumps. His vision blurred as thousands of images flashed by his eyes. Then he saw the man from the stage holding a gun and standing on the beach just outside the theater. 
“Greetings, I am Azurand,” the man said. “ As you may or may not have been told, there are those people who wish to keep our powers limited. In check. They stopped me from my last attempt to gain new powers. Crippling themselves trying. Join me, soul jumpers, and I will restore your powers. And you, young scribes, I will show you what you can really do. Be ready. I come tonight with hostile intentions. When you see the portals activated, run.”
Scott’s mind jumped again, and his vision blurred intensely. Then he woke up in the concession lobby. 
The attendant came around the stand with a cup of water. “Here, make her drink this.”
“I thought I told you to run.” Scott blinked heavily and then looked over at Miranda. “What was that?” 
“Did you see the guy on the stage?” She took the candle back. “Talking about soul jumpers and other weird things?”
“Yeah.” Scott scratched the back of his head. 
“Then it is the most advanced psychotropic hallucinogenic I have ever seen.” Miranda pursed her lips in thought and admired the candle. 
The girl in Scott’s arms let out a loud scream. 
“Where are your soldiers?” Scott asked as he poured the water into the girl’s mouth. 
Miranda stood up and looked around. “I don’t know. They were right behind me. They should be here.”
The girl spit up the water and began coughing dark green blood. Her body shook and convulsed. Parts of her skin tore, and rivers of her blood flowed out, covering her in long thin strands.
Scott dropped her and stood up. “Everybody out of here now!” 
They ran for the exit door, but it was locked. “Back into the theater?” Miranda suggested. 
“No, we don’t want to draw that thing in there,” Scott said. “We need to find an alternative.”
“There’s an exit through there.” The attendant pointed at the door behind the concession stand. “It has an exit for our deliveries.”
“Perfect.” Scott turned around. “Everybody follow the attendant!”
They ran to the door, and the attendant fumbled with his keys, trying to unlock it. After a few tries, he managed it, and the door to the concession storage room swung open. Scott gestured for everybody to head in. Miranda and the attendant were in first, and they made their way to the exit door. 
“It’s locked!” Miranda shouted. 
“Everybody back out!” Scott yelled. 
A loud shriek erupted from behind Scott. He turned and saw the girl, now a full-grown tetrapath standing up under her own power. A lot had changed in a few moments. Her skin was entirely covered with thick strands of blood in constant motion, like a thousand worms coming together to form one solid mass. Her spine, arms, and legs had stretched to make her nearly eight feet tall. Massive bone growths had turned her hands and arms into deadly clubs. 
The tetrapath opened its mouth and charged at Scott. But before it could get anywhere, a large hook impaled the side of its leg and tripped it. The Coalition soldiers had arrived. Several soldiers swarmed the tetrapath and began shooting it with extreme sedation darts. He couldn’t remember the name, but from his studies, he knew the alkaloid targeted cartilage muscles like the lungs and tendons. Rendering the beast dead. 
Before the beast fell, it pushed itself up in one more struggle and shot some darts of its own. Those darts would spread the tetrapath infection like wildfire. Another soldier tackled Scott, pushing him out of the way, and the darts went into the concession’s back room. 
A scream erupted from the room, and Scott pushed himself up to try to see what was going on. Just as he got to his feet, a soldier slammed the door shut and broke the handle. 
“Hey!” Scott yelled. “I have friends in there!”
“They’re gone, son,” the soldier said calmly. “Our orders are to save you, Councilor Miranda, and Mr. Dixon at all costs.”
A loud chorus of screams was still coming from the theater. 
“Miranda is in there!” Scott shouted, but the beast shrieked, and his message was lost. 
The soldier grabbed Scott by the arm. “We’re under attack by things a lot meaner that this tetrapath here. Now let’s move.”
“Not without my friend!” Scott pulled his arm free, but the soldier just took it again and handcuffed him with his hands behind his back. 
“Come along or we’ll have to sedate you,” the soldier said, half dragging him. 
They walked past the now fading tetrapath in the lobby and made their way to a group of soldiers who had set up a station. Dixon was among them. He looked at Scott’s handcuffed arms and frowned. 
“The whole theater is overrun with the tetrapath infection,” one of the soldiers said. “We have our orders. Branson, you and Broils escort the package to the pickup zone up top.”
Scott and Dixon were pushed aggressively around the corner and Scott guessed they were the package for pick up. They made it a few dozen yards, and then Scott began pushing back. 
“We have to save those trapped people!” Scott yelled. “You can’t just let them die in there!” 
“They’re already dead,” the soldier said. “Have you seen your other friend? Councilor Miranda?”
“She’s in that room,” Scott yelled, “with who knows how many growing tetrapath infections!”
Suddenly, Dixon let out a grunt and the other soldier was flipped over Dixon’s shoulder, landing on his back on the floor. In a blur, Dixon shot him and Scott’s escort in the neck with mild sedation darts.
“Go save Miranda!” Dixon shouted as he unlocked Scott’s handcuffs and pilfered a few more weapons from the downed soldiers. “I’ve got to go get Skylar.”
“Thanks,” Scott said. He picked up a shotgun and a few grenades before running back down the hall. 
He needed to go fast, but he didn’t want the other soldiers to see him running with stolen weapons. He just tried to move his way through the panic-driven crowd. He reached the lobby and snuck a look around. 
A group of soldiers was trying to breach the locked exit doors, and another group was trying to keep the inner theater doors shut. But a lot of soldiers were still going between the two groups, so he might be seen.
Scott decided to move anyway. If he stayed too long to wait for a better opportunity, Miranda and that whole room would be dead. He lunged from his spot and ran straight for the room. He covered half of the ground when three of the theater doors next to him burst open from the impact of flying bodies. Scott was knocked clear across the concession hallway, hitting the exit doors with a thud. 
The sound of gunfire was deafening. Scott pushed himself up and saw several tetrapaths breaching the first wall of Coalition guards by smashing them with their massive clubbed hands. On his hands and knees, he started crawling for the concession stand. 
He made it a few more yards before a soldier picked him up and shouted something in his ear. Scott tried to push him away, but as he did, his right thigh screamed out in pain and gave way. He fell down and clutched his leg. Three tetrapath infection darts were halfway in his thigh, right over his scars. He pulled them out as quickly as he could and tried to keep moving towards Miranda. 
Before he got far, the soldier picked him up and carried him out of the building. The fresh air and noise reduction came as a shock to Scott. So much calamity had been produced in so little time in that room. The soldier placed him on the ground and then ran back into the building. 
Sitting there in the cold summer night, he could feel the symptoms of the tetrapath infection manifesting themselves throughout his body. Soon, he would be a monster. Another source of pain and suffering. 
He needed to get away fast. His only chance was to take the train to the great wall and then leave the city. Even at his fastest, it would take him nearly 15 minutes to reach a safe distance. 
He pushed himself up to leave, doing his best to ignore the throbbing in his leg. He had managed a few strides when a soldier approached him. 
“You there, kid!” The soldier grabbed him gently. “That looks like a nasty wound on your leg. Let’s have a look at it.”
Intense fear of being captured and studied in whatever lab they used for studying tetrapaths made his decision. Before Scott knew what he was doing, he struck the soldier’s throat with a jab, grabbed a tranquilizer needle, and stabbed him in the back of the neck. 
He lowered the soldier to the ground and stared back at the theater. Intense longing to save Miranda filled his heart. But he knew that by the time he forced himself in there, he would be a monster himself. And he would likely kill her if she weren’t already dead or a monster. 
Before anyone could stop him, he ran for the first train he could find and made his way to the edge of town. He had no time for goodbyes. His only hope to save those he cared about was to get as far away from them as possible. If he were going to die a monster, he was going to do it on his terms. 
Chapter 1: Miranda on the Town
[Four years later-]
The Old Town Community Market was frowned upon by the Coalition of Sciences, and as a member of the Councilor Board, Miranda was supposed to discourage the event. Years of rapid progress had allowed for more modern forms of commerce, but it would take a generation to break the traditions and habits of some. Miranda couldn’t help herself, though. 
The sounds of music and children screeching with delight could be heard when she exited the train station four blocks away. The aromas of fried bread and salted meat clung to her nose as a welcomed indication of where she was. 
She made her way through the streets and exchanged smiles and greetings with strangers and friends alike. She had made it two blocks when her left arm chirped. She held it up and saw it was a message from her friend Valerie Barnes, telling her she was already at the market. With several gestures, she directed the screen on her arm to show a map, marking her location, and recommend a meeting point along Miranda’s path. Miranda confirmed and stepped through the crowd. 
“Miranda!” Valerie called out. She wore a simple green dress with pockets lining the sides. Dark green eyes and shiny red hair, she looked every bit as if she belonged in one of Earth’s Hollywood movies. 
“Hey, Valerie!” Miranda gave her a hug. “Find any good deals?” 
“None yet. These guys are scraping for every credit they can get.”
“Oh, you just need to know how to look.” Miranda flipped up the screen on her sleeve and a holographic display popped up. She waved it around, and it began showing the prices of everything for sale. “See over there? That burger shop is selling a whole meal for three credits each.”
“How did you do that?” Valerie asked incredulously. “There’s nothing digital about any of these places!”
“Social network,” Miranda said. “People have checked in everywhere and posted deals and busts of everything.”
“You get all the cool toys,” Valerie said, staring at Miranda’s arm. 
“Comes with the job.” Miranda scanned the crowd. “One of the few good perks left.”
“Are you looking for someone?” Valerie asked. 
“Not in particular.”
“It isn’t that handsome vigilante hunter that hangs out around here, is it?” 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Miranda pushed through the doors of the burger shop. “What I do want to talk about is food.” 
Valerie followed her and took in a big breath of air. “Perfect evening.”
“Yes, it is,” Miranda said as they were shown to their seats. “So what Earth celebrity are you showcasing in your next show?”
“You know I can’t tell you yet. At least not in public.” Valerie smiled. “But I can tell you that several have been intoxicated behind the wheel again.” 
“Oh, those Earthlings.” Miranda sat in her chair and tucked her legs under a red and white checkered tablecloth. “When are we going to stop caring about them?”
“Never, I hope. I’d be out of a job if we did.”
“No. Then you would just cover topics relevant to our society. Things that actually matter. As opposed to people fifteen light years away that don’t even know we exist.”
“Good point,” Valerie said and put on her camera face. “Let’s roll a report about why we spy on Earth and why we haven’t made any attempts to contact our celestial neighbors. Would you care to offer a quote?”
“Very funny.” Miranda pointed out her food choice and handed the menu back to the waiter who had seated them. 
“I’m serious. I’m just as tired as you are about celebrity gossip. The people on Earth have got it all wrong about who to pay attention to, and their example is leading us down a similar cycle.”
“See? This is why I hang out with you. You always get to the heart of the issue. If I didn’t get out here with you, I’d probably be fully brainwashed.”
“Speaking of your favorite employers …” Valerie leaned in and lowered her voice a decibel. “How’s the Underlabs application going?”
“Oh, same old story.” Miranda rubbed at her head. “They still won’t let me switch careers, so I am stuck with the underfunded Communications Department, and they seem no closer to finding the cure for the tetrapath infection.”
“What about the ship?” Valerie asked. “Isn’t that supposed to be bringing new elements that can solve the issue?”
“I honestly hope so.” She let out a sigh. “But I’m not as optimistic as some of my colleagues.”
The waiter brought food that looked like her order, but it was delivered to the table next to them. Miranda’s stomach protested. 
“And what about your new communications system?” Valerie continued. “Isn’t it helping them communicate with the ship better?”
“Yes, it is.” Miranda’s tone brightened a little. “But none of the other councilors seem impressed. They like instant, secure communications. But when I talk about how I am teleporting the information, and that with proper funding, I could teleport a person, they think I’m crazy.”
“Yeah, I still don’t understand it.” Valerie furrowed her brow. “But that is some high level science. Surely, they see that a mind like yours can be a tremendous influence in stopping the tetrapath infection?”
Miranda sat back in her chair. “I’ve passed every test they’ve thrown at me and then some. They keep giving the positions to other people—less qualified people.”
“There!” Valerie slammed her hands on the table. “Let me do a story on that!”
“Val, no.” A large plate filled with food was set down in front of each of them. “This is all confidential. I can’t have you mucking up the decent career I do have.”
“But it’s not fair!” Valerie said through a French fry. “You should blow the whistle on this discrimination.”
“But I don’t know what they are discriminating against,” Miranda said in exasperation. “They’ve let women in, and they’ve let other orphans in. People of lesser privilege. Honestly, I just want to drop it. I’m here to relax and forget about work for a change.”
“Fine. Let’ talk about something else.” Valerie leaned over the table and gave her an inquisitive look. “Why do you come here?”
“Excuse me?” 
“The market,” Valerie said. “Why do you come to the market of all places?”
Miranda broke eye contact and shrugged her shoulders. “I find it fun.” 
“Ha. You hardly spend any time outside of your lab awake, and there are plenty of other things to do for fun.” Valerie took drink. “You always talk about the deliberate choices people make, and now, I’m curious about yours.”
Miranda absentmindedly stirred a fry in some ketchup. “Why?”
“Well, you consciously choose to come here every month. The Old Town Market right next to the old theater where we nearly got infected on graduation night four years ago. You’re always dressed real nice, and you’re always looking for someone. Like you lost someone in the crowd.”
Miranda thought about that night. Trapped in a small room. Watching the concession attendant turn into a monster. 
She shook her head. “I’m rebelling slightly from the Coalition. They don’t want me here, and yet, I come. I’m always looking to see if they’re following me.”
“I don’t think that’s it,” Valerie said. “You’re hoping somebody will show up.”
“Valerie, aside from you, I don’t have the kind of friends that would frequent the Old Town Market, so I don’t know who I could be looking for.” Miranda’s arm beeped. “See there? Probably the boss calling me right now.”
Miranda touched her arm and started a greeting, but it was a message from headquarters giving her an assignment. 
[Report to level 132 of the Illurium Building for Coalition councilor training 9:00 a.m.]
She read the message and let out a heavy sigh. 
“What is it?” Valerie asked. 
“I’ve been assigned instructor duty tomorrow,” Miranda said. “I get to drop what I’m doing and prepare a lesson for the younger recruits.”
“Nothing more important than developing the next generation.” Valerie took a big bite of her burger.
“I can’t argue against that.” Miranda picked up her burger and got ready to speed eat. “I just wish they would give us a little more advance notice. I’m going to have to stay up all night to prepare the lesson.”
“No,” Valerie pleaded. “You’re not ducking out already. This is your first night off in a month!”
“I have to,” Miranda mumbled over a mouthful of burger. She swallowed. “If I duck out on my responsibilities, there’s no way I’m making it to the Underlabs.”
“Fine, then I’m coming with you. It’s been a while since I’ve been to your labs.” Valerie waved to the waiter. “Can we get some to go boxes?”
“Suit yourself.” Miranda stood up and placed some physical credits on the table. She enjoyed the clink they made as they hit the wood. “Just don’t go messing with any of the controls. I just got it the way I want it.”
~
They took the train from the Embarcadero Prefect Station to the Illurium Building. Valerie was on her phone the whole time, talking to her producer. 
“Can we stop by my office?” Valerie said as they got off the train. “The boss wants my input on something.”
“Sure,” Miranda said. “It’s on the way.”
The Illurium Building was the tallest building in the world. And if you counted the underground levels, it would be the tallest on Earth, as well. They strode to the front entrance pavilion, which protruded from the main building and curved like the shores of Cantera Bay. Sitting on top of the pavilion was a large forest. Since it was night, the forest was lit to provide ambiance for the restaurant to the right of the entrance. 
The restaurant was in full swing, crowded with businessmen and women. The glowing lights spilled over Valerie and Miranda as they walked into the main lobby. 
This section was empty. All the businesses and government agencies had shut down for the day. Only the scientists and news crews remained. 
They walked across the marble floors covered with ornate rugs and reached the gate to the elevator lobby.
“Don’t worry about that,” Miranda said as Valerie held out her key card to get through the door.
The door clicked open as Miranda walked up to it. 
“How did you do that?” Valerie asked as she followed her into the room. 
“The same way I’m doing this.” Miranda waved her hands while she was still a few feet away from the elevator, and the doors swung open. “My data pad is talking to the networks and signals everything for me.”
Valerie looked impressed. They stepped into the elevator and Valerie pressed the button for level 26. 
“I’ll only be a second,” Valerie said when the elevator stopped.
Miranda gave a nod and then looked at her arm. The sleeve was displaying all kinds of information regarding the Old Town Market. Her fingers traced over the screen aimlessly. 
“Ok, I’m back,” Valerie said as she walked back into the elevator. “Let’s go!”
Miranda pressed floor 231. The top of the building. 
“We’re not going to your office?” Valerie asked. 
“No.” Miranda shook her head. “It’s easier to think in my lab.” 
“Oh. So who are you covering for tomorrow?” Valerie asked as the elevator shot upwards. 
“Councilor Web, I think,” Miranda said.
“Web?” Valerie asked. “He’s probably getting off work to see the ship come home tomorrow.”
“That’s probably it,” Miranda admitted. “He’s not one to get sick very often. But he does seem to pile things on me when he thinks he is doing something more important.”
“Well, the ship’s mission is pretty important,” Valerie said. “I think having one of the councilors that spearheaded the project there to welcome her home is a nice gesture.”
“Hah.” Miranda watched as the floor level indicator counted up. “The ship was Donovan’s baby from day one. He just let Web in on the project. I’m sure Donovan will be there. And I can assure you the only reason Web is there is because he is brown nosing Donovan.”
“Yeah, but it’s still exciting. They say this mission will help put an end to the tetrapath infection.”
“That’s what they say.” Miranda sighed.
“You don’t think the mission will help?” Valerie asked as the elevator doors opened. 
Miranda led them down a small hallway with a single door at the end. “I just don’t see how one small chunk of rock is going to change any research that dramatically.”
The door opened as they walked up, revealing her personal sanctuary. It was a large, open room. She was the only one who used this floor, so she had a lot of space to use. The building curved down on this side, and she used that to her advantage. The walls and ceiling were just one large pane of glass. The glass curved up, giving her half of a dome and creating a planetarium effect. 
A lone table sat in the middle of the floor. It curved like a horseshoe, nearly matching the curve of the room. 
“The room is bare!” Valerie exclaimed. “Did they cut even more of your funding?”
“No.” Miranda laughed and pointed to an old lifting platform on the other side of the table. “I finally took advantage of the storage below our feet. Here, watch.”
Miranda walked up to the table and it lit up. Displays of her various communications networks popped up. She waved her arms down three times and it displayed a large layout of tools, supplies, and equipment. 
She swiped her right hand across the table and the images rotated along the screens. A soft, vibrating hum came from under their feet as the real tools, supplies, and equipment rotated one floor below them. 
Once the item she wanted was displayed at the top of the table, she turned both palms up and lifted them, as a music conductor would. Gears clicked into place and the lift platform on the other side of the table rose, lifting a telescope. 
“You have been busy,” Valerie said. “How long did it take you to do all this?” 
“Nearly a year.” Miranda walked around the table and rolled the telescope to the edge of the glass. “It was miserable, having construction crews and the like up here in my space for that long. But now that it’s complete, I have everything where I want it to be. Would you like to do some star gazing while I get my lesson ready?”
“Sure.” Valerie walked up to the telescope, which was now sitting next to a comfy lounge chair. 
Miranda’s arm let out a loud chime. She held it up to see the message. 
[Communications with Vessel Innobella Five terminated. Unable to reach.]
Miranda’s blood went cold. 
“Hold on.” Miranda ran back to her table and pulled up the display of communications connections. She swore under her breath and pulled her arm back up to her face. “Dial Donovan.”
“Miranda, what’s going on?” Valerie asked, getting up from the chair. 
“Yes, Miranda?” Donovan said on the other line. “I’m a bit busy getting ready for the ship landing tomorrow.” 
“Sir, I have something that needs your attention,” Miranda said. Her voice trembled slightly. 
“I can’t right now,” Donovan repeated. “I have a lot to do for the ceremony.”
“Sir, if you don’t come up, there won’t be a ceremony,” Miranda yelled before he could terminate the connection. 
“Come again?”
“Sir, we’ve lost all communication with the ship. If she still floats, she’s doing it blind.”
“I’ll be right up.”
~
Now she had Donovan’s attention. His baby—and by extension, the Coalition’s baby—was under attack. 
This ship had already seen three successful missions, but nothing as important as this one was. This island, dubbed Keystone Island 1, contained one of the three new elements said to have the most potential to stem the tetrapath infection. 
Three weeks ago, the ship had reached the island and found it overrun with the worst stages of the tetrapath infection ever documented. When the ship had begun the return trip, the captain had confirmed there was no presence of the tetrapath infection on board. 
Miranda flipped through her communications channels, looking for any signs of bad code. The screens on her desk were simply inert. Even her newest systems were unresponsive.
Donovan entered the room with Councilor Web and several assistants. Donovan stood half a head taller than most, with a recently cured receding hairline, and always wore a perfectly tailored business suit modeled after suits worn on Earth. Web tried his best to match, but he was a lot shorter than Donovan was and always managed to look less intimating. 
“Fill me in,” Donovan said as he walked over to her table. 
“Let me show you.” Miranda flicked her fingers out and sent the images on her table to the glass ceiling. Her glass roof became a giant curved monitor, giving them a planetarium-like panoramic view of everything. 
“At eight forty-three p.m. our time, all communication with the ship were lost.” She pointed to the table and a digital map appeared on the screen, showing exactly where the ship was. “She was scheduled to arrive tomorrow mid-morning.”
“What about the satellites?” Councilor Web interjected. “Can we get a visual?”
Miranda took in a deep breath and clasped her hands over the table. The map displayed the orbital path of every satellite over the planet. 
“They’ve been rerouted. Telemetry suggests that this is where they are.” She pointed out the locations on the map. “The only way this is possible is through a deliberate attack on the system. There is no middle communications hub. You can’t access the satellites remotely anywhere.” 
Donovan pursed his lips and looked at the globe floating between them. “The navigations system on the ship will bring her home, assuming she’s still afloat, but we need to reestablish communications and get a location.”
“Yes, sir,” Miranda said. Her fingers began dancing along the screens of her table. She raced through her brain to think if anybody had been acting suspiciously in the last few months. Nothing came to mind. 
“Computer,” she said as she pulled a small rectangle of fabric from her sleeve, “show me all active satellites.”
She shook the fabric and it hardened. A small charge ran through it, and a screen appeared on the top side, forming her personal data pad. She placed the data pad onto the table and it integrated. Several readouts popped up, indicating connections with other communications points. 
“The closest satellite is twenty minutes away,” Miranda said, never taking her eyes off the screen. “The rest are on the other side of the planet.”
Donovan walked over and began to scrutinize the readings. “That just confirms your fears. You were right to call me in.”
“It was a professional job alright.” She thought about the skills and technology required to pull this off, trying to connect the dots. 
“Divert two satellites. I want a visual before our team can get there.” Donovan waved Councilor Web over before Miranda could answer. “I want four long range reconnaissance soldiers sent out within ten minutes. With luck, the ship is still on course and will be in range.”
“Yes, sir,” Councilor Web said and walked off.
“When the boat arrives, I want you on it to find out what happened.” Donovan turned back to Miranda. “I know that you’re subbing for Web tomorrow. The students will aid in the investigation. Web will take command of the search.”
Miranda swallowed. “Yes, sir.”
At last, Donovan walked off and started bugging somebody else. She felt her shoulders relax slightly and she began to divert the satellites. The red tracking lights displayed the altered paths on her screen. With a little redirection, they would be in range shortly. With a flick of her hand, she sent the video feed from the satellites to her panoramic window. 
She felt uncomfortable waiting. This was supposed to be her shining contribution to the Coalition. Her gateway to getting Underlabs level funding for further research. Instead, it turned out to be the weak link. 
“Merciful stars,” exclaimed an assistant.
Miranda looked at the screen and gasped with the rest of the crowd. A high-resolution image of the ship treading the dark waters came into view. She could see no electrical lights emitting from the ship. But it was well lit. Several large fires raged in separate sections. 
Miranda shook her head and refocused. “Computer, perform a scan. Look for any life forms, power, and fuel levels.”
After a brief pause, the screen filled with real time data, showing the whereabouts of everything requested. The bridge and engine room had power. Fuel levels were fine with enough to get the ship home on autopilot. But the life forms reading sent another round of gasps through the room. Only 171 humans remained, but there were more life forms. More than 200 infected humans were running wild on the ship. 
“How did the tetrapath infection get on the ship?” Miranda asked. 
“The island we visited was littered with it. The whole population was a tribe of the most intense tetrapath infection forms we have ever seen,” Donovan said as if they were talking about fruit shipments. “The captain counted himself lucky when he thought the tetrapath infection was contained on the island and didn’t make it to his ship. Guess it just took a while to materialize.”
“This could mean whoever is behind the sabotage may be dead now,” Councilor Web chimed. “An outbreak of this size can hamper anybody’s plan.”
“We should still assume the worst,” Donovan agreed. “Their target has to be the Keystone we extracted from the island. Send out the four scout pods that I requested, plus an additional twenty. Their priority is to investigate the vault and guard it until the ship docks. Arm them to the teeth.”
Miranda kept staring at the chaos on the screen. “I just hope you have somebody there capable of handling this.”
~
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