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All winter the fighting to the west of the city grew fiercer. Each month the casualty reports fed to BrightNet, the news network my partner and I had recently brought online. We received initial recognition reporting on the war thanks to my old connections in the Midwest. Whether we were winning or losing, the war felt far away from the city. 

Elizabeth and I were not prepared for the refugees. They fled the war, bringing everything they could take with them. They fled by train, in cars, or on foot if they had no other way. 

The thing the refugees had in common made me worry. These people had lived in the center for decades after the arrival of the aeons. Something terrifying was happening to push them east as one. 

The letter arrived early spring. An old-fashioned postage stamp on the envelope told me right away who sent it. Within the city paper messages still got used for public delivery as well as a few private ones. The green stamp meant the Green Valley out west. 

I opened the letter from my parents with trepidation. We wrote to each other every month, but this one came on the heels of one just a week ago. In the first letter, my mother’s writing seemed nervous, worrying about the closeness of the forces to town. 

The second letter made things clearer. 

 

Dear Jethro, 

Your father and I have left the valley. We are traveling east with a trailer caravan, hoping to find a working train station. The roads are difficult, and there is fighting between us and them. God-willing we hope to reach the city in two weeks. We know your address, of course, but your father thinks we may have difficulty entering the city. The papers said a lot of people are going east. See you soon, son. 

Love, Mom. 

 

I set the letter on the bedside table. Part of me hoped Rebecca wouldn’t see it, but I knew if my parents were leaving the Green Valley hers would not stay. Despite Rebecca’s problems with her family, I only hoped they would arrive safe. 

Not long after that, I resolved to do everything in my power to help them. 
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Unregistered Memory, Jeanine Myles, Train Station, Fort Wayne 

 

Jeanine pushed her sister's wheelchair in front her as she walked with her aunt and the rest of the mayor’s staff toward the train. All around them, the platform teemed with people, the last thousand residents of Fort Wayne, boarding trains and heading west as refugees. 

Refugees, Jeanine thought, her eyes watching for cracks in the concrete in front of the wheelchair so she could maneuver to avoid them. She remembered as a child, as her aunt Trish, told her of watching the plague spread on the news.  

Newly displaced, homeless people had flooded through the city from the west. Back then a lot of people from Fort Wayne had gone east too, especially after Chicago was evacuated. 

Thirty years ago, when her mother and Trish were kids, her sister had told her they were lucky to be able to stay. Trish told Jeanine she’d felt the same way until a month ago. In the dead of winter, the barrier the government had set up near Chicago broke open. What that meant in literal terms, Jeanine  didn't know, didn't really want to know. What it meant for her and her family? They all became homeless. 

A light flier cruised overhead, a set of flickering luminous points in the spring dusk. Trish watched the flier pass. Jeanine stopped the wheelchair for a moment, following her aunt’s gaze. 

“Trish," she said. "What's wrong?" 

"They're still fighting west of us," said Trish softly. "Stupid." 

Jeanine, who at twenty, was just barely over half of Trisha's age, wrinkled her nose. 

"What's stupid about fighting to protect the city?" 

"It's stupid because they can't win." 

Jeanine had never seen the Chicago barrier in person, but pictures in the mayor's office had shown the structure before and after the breach. Where before had stood a matte black set of domes and walls, after looked like broken black egg shells scattered over the surrounding landscape of trees and plains. Whatever forces had broken the barrier would not stop with only a few units of the military from the east deployed against them. 

She pushed her mother's wheelchair up the ramp to the train car they would share with the rest of the mayoral staff. The mayor herself was behind them on the platform, determined to be the last citizen to bid the city farewell. 

A heavy cracking sound came from the west, on the edge of the old city. Plumes of black smoke rose into the sky. The taller buildings on the city skyline trembled visibly. 

Jeanine accelerated, pushing the wheelchair up the ramp onto the train. She set her mother off to one side in the car. Mom hit the brakes on her chair. 

"I won't roll away," she said, sounding sad, but that was the most she seemed capable of, as always. 

Trish set down her bags, then slumped into a seat beside her sister and Jeanine, arms folded. She stared out the window on the far side of the train, looking north toward the now deserted outskirts of the city. Jeanine couldn’t help but follow that gaze, wondering at all the animals and other creatures and what they would do without people in the city. 

Behind them, Fort Wayne, once a city of three hundred thousand, then more recently of forty thousand, was an absolute ghost town. 

Sirens wailed. They’re warning the animals and plants to take shelter, Jeanine supposed with bitter irony. 

The city shook again. Some huge shape moved through the streets downtown, advancing on city hall. Jeanine turned to the platform, not wanting to see what happened next. 

Mayor Angela Watts stood, looking squat with her towering bodyguard and assistant, Kyle Roland like a black tower at her back. Besides the two of them, the platform was empty that far from the train. 

Angela raised her hand over the crowd, said one of her Neo Quaker blessings quietly, as if to herself, then lowered her arm and lifted her voice. 

"Citizens of Fort Wayne, we may be going east, but I will always feel responsible for each of you. We will remain a community, even if we cannot remain a city." 

A thunderous sound echoed from downtown, cutting off anything else Angela might have wanted to add. She glanced at Kyle Roland, then nodded. The powerfully built man started toward the train. 

"It is my firmest wish that God be with each and every one of us," said Angela. 

She followed Kyle toward the train doors where Jeanine stood watching. Everyone else already loaded when Angela boarded her train, looking as dedicated and sturdy as ever. 

It was a damn shame their ichor had run out a week prior to the evacuation because no one would have a clearly recorded memory of what their mayor looked like as she gazed sadly back at the city she had given her life to lead. Doors sealed on every side. The trains pulled away from the platform. 

Angela took a seat near Trish. 

"Are you alright?" she asked Jeanine’s aunt. 

"I'm worried. About all of this, and what it means." 

"The city welcomes refugees, Trisha," said Angela. 

"I hope you're right, Mayor," she said softly. "For all our sakes." 

Three trains under full power raced east as storm clouds gathered. April rain began to fall. Behind them, smoke rose from the city they once called home. Jeanine didn’t look back. 
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Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, BrightNet 

 

The broadcaster, Cindy Dearborne said, "The refugee crisis worsened today, with news that an estimated one-hundred-thousand people have been displaced by fighting west of the city. These new arrivals join the already overflowing refugee districts in the northwestern parts of the megalopolis. Right now, exact numbers are unknown, but as many as three-hundred-thousand people are thought to have been displaced so far." 

Elizabeth watched the BrightNet, her network's morning broadcast from the control room above the news-desk. She drummed her fingers on her sleeves, arms folded. 

"You shouldn't look so tense." Sarah Harper leaned toward her from the other side of the desk. 

"Well, I am tense," muttered Elizabeth. 

"Sure. But if you sweat, so do your people." 

Elizabeth nodded. She had not expected this visit from Sarah, and the news combined with the network's largest donor's arrival were enough to make her nervous any day. 

Sarah shrugged.  

"Run your network your way. I just want it to work." 

"I know," said Elizabeth. 

She was past surprise when it came to Sarah's incisive perceptions, with or without ichor. 

Sarah and Elizabeth watched Cindy wrap up their now-daily update about the refugee crisis. Fact-checks began to roll in over the feedback network still accessed in the back of Elizabeth's mind. Most people said they had gotten the story right, though estimates of the refugee numbers could become as high as four-hundred-thousand. 

"Just two months in," she said softly. 

"Hmm?" Sarah turned toward her. 

"It's only been two months since the first refugees started to arrive. I hope the flow doesn't keep increasing." 

"How many people lived out west before this winter?" asked Sarah. 

"Not sure. Census data is inconsistent out there." 

"Right, so there's no telling if this is the end or just the beginning of them." 

Elizabeth inhaled sharply.  

"I don't know if the city could handle another million people." 

"We'll find a way if we have to," said Sarah. "Could be a good time to start renovating derelict structures." 

Elizabeth shook her head, but couldn't help a smile. 

"You went looking for that upside." 

"It wasn't a stretch," said Sarah, "but I understand why you're worried. It's natural to feel the pressure in this sort of situation." 

“What will the city do?” 

“Vote,” said Sarah. “For starters, the council needs to decide our policy going forward. Inclusive borders are fine until the services we use to manage them get swamped with arrivals.” 

“Four-hundred-thousand possible people certainly makes for swamping numbers,” said Elizabeth. 

“Indeed.” Sarah glanced at the analog clock over the door. 

Elizabeth had just reset it that morning. She liked simple machines. Machines she could understand. The clock’s second hand kept ticking with quiet regularity. 

“What does Jethro think?” asked Sarah. 

Elizabeth frowned.  

“I wish I knew. He should be in contact soon, and then I’ll find out.” 

Sarah nodded.  

“I take it you two are mostly similar on this?” 

“Not even,” said Elizabeth. “I worry Jeth won’t see things clearly. He came from the west himself.” 

“You may have to convince him of the danger,” said Sarah. “After all, the city is tense enough thanks to Sudhatho’s trial, not to mention the debate over possible aeon reproduction.” 

“You just did mention it, though.” 

“I know.” 

Elizabeth bit her lip.  

“Sorry. I guess I’m nervous.” 

“I don’t blame you.” Sarah took a step toward the door. “Get in touch if you need any help.” 

“I will. Thanks.” 

“It’s nothing. Good luck.” Sarah waved and walked out. 

Elizabeth leaned against the desk in the control room thinking for too long. Jeth definitely had sympathy for the refugees, and she didn’t blame him for that. The better part of her felt the same way, but given the possibility of more rogue stars coming out of the west, there were risks that had to be handled. 

“Good luck,” Elizabeth muttered. 

She thought of Annie, her sister. The mantra Annie had given her those years ago stuck with Elizabeth. 

I’m smart enough. They should be afraid of me. 
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I watched the coverage of the last group of refugees arriving from Fort Wayne with Rebecca in our mental sanctuary. Ever since we started sharing memories I felt like a teenager again. I made an unusually large teenager starting to go gray, but the comparison held water in other ways. 

The first example on my mind was another thing I shared with Rebecca. With her arm around my shoulders, we lay in bed watching BrightNet’s coverage on my day off of serving as an anchor for BrightNet. She breathed softly in my ear, sounding half-asleep.  

But in our shared mindscape, behind closed eyes, the scene around the refugee trains unfolded. The engines rumbled down the tracks past the guard posts on the outside of the station. They reached the platform where sensor personnel recorded and broadcast the event to each of the major networks, which now included BrightNet. 

Doors opened and people flooded onto the tiled floors and elevated metal catwalks of the station. I watched the people intently, trying to pick out anyone I might recognize. I had been through Fort Wayne years ago on my journey east.  

Rebecca glanced at the projected list of statistics and estimations about the building situation in the district, once sparsely populated, that now contained hundreds of thousands of people forced to flee from the central parts of the continent. 

“Two-hundred-fifty-thousand are estimated,” Rebecca shared through our linked speech centers. 

“Huh, I heard it could be more than that.” 

“Soon it might be. Two-hundred-fifty-thousand seems like an awful lot of people to me.” 

“It’s significant, especially considering how the sparse the population is west of the city.” 

“Well, until you get to the other coast,” said Rebecca. 

“Right.” I wondered for a moment if something equally tense and strange was happening where my brother, Luke, lived in the western megalopolis. If things got as bad out there as they were in the east, he’d write me for sure. 

Both cities had been conceived as places to keep humanity safe, or so the aeons suggested. 

Even after what I’d seen with Yashelia, what I’d been through against Sudhatho, I still believed most aeons wanted to protect us. Otherwise, there might not be hope, given the kind of threats that lurked between settlements in the green center of the continent. 

Rebecca shifted, then pressed her forehead against mine. 

“Jeth, you’re worried.” 

“Of course I’m worried.” I canceled the scene of the refugees disembarking. “All these people are going to need to find a way to survive. A few months later and they’d be safer, but it still gets pretty cold out there, especially at night.” 

Rebecca sighed. 

“Don’t forget the rain.” 

“I never would.” I ran my hand along her neck. 

“That’s a terrible pun, you know.” 

“You’re the one who mentioned rain.” 

She lay down, head on the pillow.  

“Isn’t there somewhere you need to go today?” 

“I have plenty of time.” 

“If you want to be late for meeting a city council member you have time. If you want to look punctual, not exactly.” 

It was my turn to sigh. 

“Alright.” I climbed out of bed and went to dress. 

For once I didn’t just throw on a set of clothes without paying attention. I dressed in the suit I had bought since BrightNet went online, a slimming black one. Rebecca helped me with the tie. 

She must have felt even stranger about the crisis than I did, stranger and stronger. I had barely had anything to do with the immigration process while she had been readjusting to a new identity after the recovery of her memories from Yashelia. She had told me of the lock that still kept part of her memory sealed away just weeks ago. 

Rebecca Malik went by Rebecca Waters lately, because her previous identity had been erased when she was cleaned by that same Yashelia. Yet, that day, she was a concerned citizen again, and more than my best friend, my love. 

She had stayed in my apartment the night before, following dinner with my friend Thomas. Elizabeth had been absent, invited to some high society function by Sarah Harper. If I had been invited I hadn’t heard about it, but it didn’t bother me. Running the network and being with Rebecca took up pretty much all my time these days. Maybe that meant I neglected social climbing. 

As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t anywhere higher to go.  

Sudhatho’s trial had put BrightNet, on the map but the world moved on. The news these days still referred to the debate going on among the aeons about Sudhatho’s daughter often, but Sudhatho, a master aeon, languished in prison, hopefully forever. 

My meeting with Council Member Macroy that day was to get his assistance on the refugees who dominated his constituency. 

Rebecca finished with my tie and shook her head.  

“That’s the best I can do. Seriously, Jeth, do you have any easier ties?” 

I shrugged, feigning embarrassment.  

“I didn’t realize it would be utterly impossible.” 

She smiled at me.  

“Lucky for you, I do the impossible.”  

She grasped my tie and tugged me gently into a firm kiss. Her warmth of body and mind permeated me despite the chill of the morning. Her eyes sparkled in the spiraling bluish light veins above us. 

“So,” I said, when we broke apart, “I hate to say this…but I should get going.” 

“Oh, Jeth, you really can be responsible sometimes.” 

“Me?” I shook my head, this time wearing an expression of mocking horror. “But, Rebecca, I would never—” 

“Never?” She looked levelly at me. 

“Never,” I said. 

She stood on tiptoes and pressed her lips to my forehead. For an instant, I closed my eyes and considered missing the meeting. Rebecca stepped back.  

“Go.” 

We took the elevator downstairs from my apartment and I took the Harper Group company car that waited outside toward my meeting with the council member. I hoped, doubtfully, Macroy would be happy to see me. 
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The Harper car took me a few miles north of Lotdel Tower and stopped at a large gray structure probably built recently from the prefab look of it, and these days most older buildings would show more wear. The structure stood at the center of a large lot, which made it seem older, given how few people drove in this day and age. 

I felt a bit nervous to be meeting a city council member. In fact, I was pretty sure this meeting with Council Member Macroy would be short. Given my usual form of nervousness, I’d decided I would better off preparing.  

A fellow officer from Harper’s operations and public relations arrived at around the same time, sharply on schedule. 

Lena Essen looked more like an eighteen-year-old kid than the sort of person I expected to see running a major operation for Harper-Balanet. Everything she wore was current, seasonal, and belonged to Source Unknown’s most fashionable brand, an especially obvious set of clothing even for my limited understanding. 

Lena was almost a decade younger than me, but probably had more money than I’d ever see between her family connections and work with Sarah Harper at Balanet. The kind of assistance I needed did not just appear from nowhere. I waved and smiled.  

She greeted me with a smile of her own and said, "I was expecting you’d be late." 

“Why do you say that?” I asked. 

She said, "Sarah doesn’t see you often, and she goes by BrightNet all the time."  

I shrugged. Lena rolled her eyes. 

Some details of my life could not be more complicated, especially when it came to what I could tell Sarah Harper or any member of the Balanet service. If I couldn’t tell Sarah about the way things had unfolded at the military command center last winter, I sure couldn’t tell Lena. I was wrapped up in a lot of things I really did not need them knowing about. 

We went inside. 

I followed Lena across a checked-tile floor with a gait that made me appear on edge. Despite the truth, I sure didn’t need Macroy to see me so obviously worried. I paused for a moment and took a deep breath. Lena glanced back at me. 

"You have got to be kidding me, Mister Gall. You head a big news network company in the city. Don't look so scared. Macroy is just a city council member." 

I shrugged, as seemed to be the custom in this part of town.  

"You know I really don't understand how people can meet someone to ask for help and not be nervous,” I said. 

Lena stifled a smirk but didn't do a good job of it. She threw her hands up as if admitting defeat and snorted, sounding derisive as well as amused.  

“Whatever you say, big man.” 

I didn’t typically like being laughed at, but given Lena’s influential position with Sarah Harper, I thought it better not to call attention to that fact. 

Back in the old days, before the aeon's arrival, I would not be surprised if someone thought of Lena as a spoiled princess. These days, she still certainly was that. However, I had a respect for people who could understand network technology, the way the aeon's had remade it around their ichor, even if one of the people in question happened to be a teenage brat.  

Her public files spoke of a powerful talent as a memeotect catapulting her out of school early. She flew straight into network service. When I looked deeper I found it wasn’t just nepotism. She possessed skills with neural communications and confidence to match. 

She raised her eyebrows at me.  

"You don't look annoyed." 

"Good," I said. “I’m not.” 

She rolled her eyes. 

"I didn't expect you to be so…calm. I mean you're nervous, but it doesn't seem like you're scared." 

"What’s the difference between nervous and scared?" I asked. 

"Don't ask me," said Lena. "My lit and language classes aren't exactly fresh." 

I laughed. 

She frowned at me.  

"Now who's laughing?” she asked. 

"I am," I said. “Don’t worry. I’ll get it under control.” 

"Well okay. But honestly, better laughing than worrying." 

"Hey, you’re right." 

"You may look old, but you're just a kid in your head." 

“Miss Essen, you don't know the half of it." 

Old, I thought, I’m not old. My dad had gone gray in his forties. I couldn’t look that old at just about twenty-nine. 

“I’m beginning to figure it out, Mister Gall.” 

“Call me Jeth.” 

“Sure. Anyway, Macroy should be ready to meet with us in…” She checked the time on the network, eyes growing distant for a second. “Five minutes, Jeth.” 

A pair of voices approached along the hall past the vacant front desk. A man and a woman drew nearer, arguing in hushed but heated voices. My network senses picked up the man, but not the woman, meaning she was an aeon. 

He was short, and on the lean side, though still bigger than my friend Ryan Carter. White hair carefully sleeked back made him look a little older than the rest of his feature indicated. This wasn’t Macroy, but his assistant was probably used to taking network calls for the council member.  

The aeon woman wore long dark hair behind her head in a series of braids, revealing delicate features. She looked similar in skin tone to Rebecca, and I wondered if her heritage went back to the old world’s middle east in whole or in part. The surgical band that crossed her collarbone hid her central wound, and she wore bandages over her otherwise bare hands as well.  

I was surprised to see anyone else here, given the secretive nature of my scheduled meeting with Macroy. 

“Bayaluggia, I assure you, the council member will take your concerns into consideration. He told you that himself and is quite sympathetic to the danger felt among aeons lately, governors or not.” 

“Thank you. I only wish I could trust him more,” she said in an airy voice. “After the Teloite embarrassment, lawlessness grows daily.” 

Her voice reminded me a little of Yashelia, but without the oddly maddened inflections or evil tone. Naturally, she sounded more reasonable because this aeon was not also a rogue star. Macroy’s assistant stopped before me and Lena. Bayaluggia gave us a curt nod, then continued past us on her way out of the building. 

Her footsteps sounded loud for a few strides before quickly diminishing. 

The assistant offered me his hand.  

“Mister Gall, I’m Dale Perth.” 

“Nice to meet you, Dale.”  

We shook hands. He nodded to Lena, and they shook too. 

“Miss Essen.” 

She folded her hands on the strap of her purse before her.  

“Mister Perth.”  

“This way. Council Member Macroy is ready for you,” he said and turned to lead us back the way he had just come. 

The moment he wasn’t looking at her, Lena rolled her eyes. She sent me a message in text a second later. 

This guy is stuffy as hell. Just be patient. He’s all about protocol, so meeting in an undisclosed place like this is probably driving him nuts. 

Good to know, I sent back. 

Any time. Her teeth flashed in a grin. 

Her mind darted away before I could get a more solid feel for her presence. The impression I gathered from proximity was sharp and polished, similar to Elizabeth’s perhaps, but not as cold or refined. 

I could appreciate this girl. Good thing too, because going into these negotiations over media access to the restricted parts of the refugee district for BrightNet could get tough. Of course, even though I liked her, I had my doubts over Sarah Harper’s organization wanting us to investigate the refugee district. 

Except for Rebecca, no one knew how I worried for my parents. When they arrived, I was determined they would not be trapped in a refugee ghetto. Nobody deserved that, especially after traveling so far. 

The refugees in the district were in worse shape now than ever, thanks to their burgeoning numbers. Every day, it seemed like another train or convoy of battered vehicles would arrive at the city. Every refugee to arrive in a large group was being vetted, unlike when people reached the city alone or in tiny groups that could be downtown or by the sea before anyone even knew they’d arrived. 

The official story behind the terrorist attacks leading up to our showdown with Sudhatho had led to the crackdown. Never mind that it wasn’t true. It was close enough that the people behind those attacks had arrived in the city from the west. The difference was, they had been renegade soldiers, not actual refugees. How much damage could the average person from Fort Wayne or the Green Valley cause? 

Not much, I had decided. I wanted to expose the peaceful nature of the refugees to get them into the city faster. Conditions out there could not be good, given the ramshackle buildings I had seen them adding on to the old remains of the city that still stood near the heights. 

Despite everything, people seemed to be focusing their fears on these poor travelers. 

The issue of aeon’s debating how to approach the possibility of reproduction should have then more on edge, but people seemed intent on their xenophobia. Aeons might not be humans, but for the most part, they were locals. 

We reached a wooden door to an interior office. Dale Perth pulled it open. He motioned Lena and me inside. 

City Council Member Martin Macroy stood behind a folding metal tray table, eschewing the tinny chair a foot behind him. He looked up from a sheet of paper, an old-fashioned hard copy printed from some digital or mental text. 

My impression of him was a middle-aged boxer. I didn’t know a lot of fighters, but people still engaged in martial sports in the city. Martin Macroy was big, still muscular, but doubtless lacked the speed of the young men who stepped into a ring. He nodded to us, smiling with his eyes. I sensed he was not on the dose. 

“Mister Gall, Miss Essen. Welcome to my humble office. You can close the door, Dale. This is a private meeting.” 

“Of course, council member.” Dale stepped out and closed the door behind him. 

Martin motioned to the two folding chairs on our side of the table.  

“I can offer you a seat, such as it is. If my office wasn’t a zoo right now, we would have been better accommodated there.” 

“Protesters?” I asked as Lena and I took the seats. 

“Yes,” said Martin. “Worst I’ve seen since the early years. Not that I remember a whole lot from the beginning.” He winked. “Don’t let me reminisce. It’s not healthy around younger folks like you two.” 

I smiled. Lena nodded, but I guessed she had just resisted rolling her eyes. 

“It’s good to finally meet you.” I extended my hand. 

Martin gave my hand a firm shake, then held it for a moment. 

“Likewise, Mister Gall. And congratulations on the stir your company is making.” 

“Thank you.” 

He released my hand. My fingers ached from his grip, and I shook them out. Let it never be said I pretend to be tough. 

“So, as I understand it you’re looking to report from within my district,” said Martin. “What makes you so eager?” 

“Besides the fact that your district is the source of the biggest news in the city right now? I think it’d be good to get a perspective of what life is like in there.” 

“You may be right,” said Martin. “But isn’t the vote the aeons are having about their reproduction going on just a few days from now? It could change everything.” 

“Your district is full of refugees right now, sir,” I said. “With all due respect, when the aeons vote, we’ll cover it.” 

“Understood.” He frowned, causing the lines on his face to deepen. “What do you think, Miss Essen?” 

“Council member,” said Lena. “I think you need Mister Gall. I’ve heard the rumors of conditions worsening in your district. The right story could get funding for additional facilities, with uses potentially beyond the immediate crisis.” She smiled, eyes partially glazed from simultaneous network access. “The Harper Group is prepared to offer a substantial donation to match any funds we raise additionally.” 

I held my jaw in place and fought the urge to applaud her. She had not only made him an offer, she had done it immediately, confidently, and in detail. Now who looks like window-dressing, I thought with a note that my respect for Lena’s skills had already been earned out. 

“Is that acceptable to you, Mister Gall?” Martin raised his eyebrows at me. 

“Of course, council member. This will work perfectly.” 

Martin smiled, wrinkling laugh lines at the corners of his mouth.  

“It’s my job to serve. You’ll have your permission to report from within my district. I’ll do what I can to make yours an exclusive for a few weeks.” 

“Thank you, Mister Macroy,” I said. 

Lena stifled a yawn, then stood up.  

“I’m sure you’re as eager as I am to get out of here,” she said to me. “So if there’s nothing else?” 

“I suppose so,” I said. 

“Lucky you,” said Martin with another wink. “I’ll be stuck here all day.” 

[image: Image] 


	
[image: Image] 

 

I checked on a few of the network statistics for BrightNet's news reports. My dose helped me process the new information with ease. Our broadcasts were trending upward at an even steeper gradient than the other news networks covering the crisis. Sarah Harper and her brothers should be happy with that, and Elizabeth as well. 

I wasn't so sure how I felt about it. Many of the networks were covering the side of the refugee crisis the city talked about, the inconvenience and growing tension of increased population, but there was another side everyone seemed to be downplaying, if not missing entirely. 

Winter might be over, but under-supplied people could die of exposure in the rain as much as the snow. I wondered if I saw the danger more sharply because I was an immigrant from the west in the past. My journey from the Green Valley where I'd grown up hadn't been easy, and I had made most of that trip alone. 

The message of our coverage seemed to imply danger to the city, and that could be real, but if the city would suffer, the refugees would have it even worse. 

I sighed as I disconnected. When my vision returned to normal I found Elizabeth watching me from just inside my office door. Her arms were folded, her eyes thoughtful. 

"You look worried," she said. "Is something wrong?" 

"You could say that," I said. 

"Go ahead. We're partners Jeth, and we've been through a lot lately, so don't think you'll offend me." 

"I understand." I smiled slightly. "I guess the last time you really got upset with me was when I brought Rebecca from the market." 

Her gaze fell.  

"Maybe. That was important. So what is it now?" 

I hesitated, realizing I'd put my foot in my mouth by reminding her of the upset, despite it being months old and everything having progressed far from there. 

"It's the refugees," I said. "I'm worried we're not covering the crisis on their side of the district." 

Her brows bent as she frowned.  

"I know what you mean, but we're a still a small operation. We don't even have a real investigative reporter on staff." 

"About that," I said. "What about Samantha?" 

"Samantha Lockwell? I thought she hated your guts." 

"She doesn't like entertainment from artificial memories, sure. I'm not in that business anymore." 

"Seriously, Jeth? Lockwell?" 

I shrugged.  

"It was an idea. Last I checked she likes to work the humanitarian beat, and there isn't a bigger crisis than this one on the horizon unless a hurricane hits the southern part of the city half a year early." 

"You really aren't joking." 

I arched my eyebrows and waggled them.  

"Does it look like I'm joking?" 

"Trick question, right?" 

"Yeah." 

"If you want to get in touch with her, be my guest. But when she says no, will you drop this?" 

"No deal," I said. 

"Alright, Jeth, but she doesn't like me a whole lot either. Can you find her by yourself?" 

"Sure thing," I said. 

"Oh, and one other thing." 

"What?" 

"If she does agree, don't bring her here until she has a story in hand. She's nasty to be around, especially when she's hungry for truth." 

"Sure. I get it." 

"Of course you do. You get it because you're the same way right now." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"You're prickly." 

"I am not." 

"And a little petulant." 

I sighed.  

"Fine, you've read my mind." 

"Didn't have to," she said. 

I rolled my eyes.  

"You've been around Sarah Harper too much, lately." 

"What's the matter, Jeth? You miss me?" 

I exaggerated a shrug.  

"Some." 

She smiled at me.  

"Glad to hear it." 

I raised my eyebrows. 

"I mean, with Rebecca around, I don't want you to forget about our work here, Jeth." 

I nodded.  

"Don't worry about that. Now, I guess I had better get in touch with Samantha." 

Elizabeth wrinkled her nose.  

"I still can't believe she was your idea." 

"Yeah." I groaned. "Me neither.” 
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I had never been on great terms with investigative reporter Samantha Lockwell, and that was probably the understatement of the century, if not the whole millennium. 

After a half hour of network digging, I found a contact address for Samantha's assistant, a common if-expensive position maintained by people in demand, but unusual in that this assistant had no other contacts listed under her profile. 

The assistant, Ellen Krauss did not exactly match the usual description of a net-technician I expected when dealing with this kind of service in any way, really. 

Before I sent a message to her, I looked up her public files and skimmed what little was there for another few minutes. 

A recent graduate of a tiny school in the far southern part of the city, Ellen had majored in old media. Sure, the newspaper still got distributed daily, but mostly that was a public service and network news drew far more attention. 

I rummaged around a little more. 

Just twenty-two years old, Ellen's profile picture tried too hard to look professional, between the suit coat and tie. I got the idea of a young person desperately trying to be taken seriously. 

Finally, I sent her my introduction message, mentioning I would like to meet with her lone client.  

I-Jethro Gall-would like to meet with Samantha Lockwell. 

This plan was a bad joke, and I was already sorry I'd thought of it. Ellen responded to my message at once, using my contact line for auditory but non-visual connection. 

"Mister Gall." 

"Miss Krauss." 

Her subtle mental presence shifted forward.  

"It really is you. My client expected a prankster." 

"This is no prank," I said. 

Another presence connected over the network using Ellen as a conduit. This presence I remembered all too clearly, languid and cat-like. 

"Notice how he did not say he wasn't a prankster," said the voice of Samantha Lockwell, for all practical purposes purring. 

"Huh, funny you'd read into that," I said. 

Ellen's presence, already faint, like a shadow visible on the other side of a foggy windowpane, withdrew a little. 

"Miss Lockwell," she said, "I thought you were waiting for me to confirm—" 

"Precisely, Ellen," said Samantha. "His presence is enough for me to tell this is genuine. But stay connected. This should be educational for you." She turned her attention to me, and I could swear I heard a sibilant hiss. "Now, Jethro. What do you want?" 

"Samantha," I said. "It's been some time." 

"Not long enough, Jethro. Now tell me why an upstart network boss like you would go looking for someone he should know would greet him this way." 

I didn't know what my mind looked like from the outside, but thoughts sizzled against the sides of my cauldron, one might say. 

"I want to hire you," I said. 

"Well, well. That is interesting. Seems you finally acknowledged you don't have the chops—" 

"—That's not it," I said. "We're shorthanded. I want to cover the refugee crisis." 

"You're girlfriend doesn't want that, though." 

It annoyed me how she never asked questions, but more annoying was how she always seemed to have my number. Well, this once I could surprise her. 

"Elizabeth and I aren't together anymore." 

"Oh well, I suppose I shouldn't have assumed." 

"Two out of three isn't bad for guesses." 

"It is for me." 

Her smile seemed audible, and it sounded smug. 

"So," I said. "What do you say to covering the refugee crisis for BrightNet?" 

"I'll need two recorders, double-standard credit in payment as well as another thirty-percent-standard for my assistant, and all recording will have to be on site." 

"Done," I said. 

"Just like that?" Samantha did not sound at all surprised. 

"What can I say? The money's not an object." 

With the revenue BrightNet was pulling in with all the attention, that was not quite a lie. Elizabeth probably would not be happy giving Samantha her top rate, though. 

"You've come a long way in little time," said Samantha. 

"Not too big for my shoes yet," I said. 

"You really ought to check again," said Samantha. 

"When can you meet to enter the refugee district?" I asked. 

"I'm local to you these days, Jethro. Just name the time and the station." 

As much as it pained me to admit it, I felt lucky she had agreed so quickly. I named the train station nearest Lotdel Tower. 

"You'll start tomorrow," I added. 

"Now comes the part where you tell me you look forward to working together." 

"I'm going to reserve judgment this once," I said. 

Her answering laughter echoed in my mind.  
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Rebecca and I walked along the pier where it pointed into the ocean. Waves splashes against old pilings that probably predated the appearance of the aeons and the mind plague before that. Crusted and weathered, they certainly looked the part. The rain had stopped for the moment, but the gray sky told me it would return soon. 

“I know about the letter, Jeth,” she said. 

“I wasn’t trying to hide it,” I said with a sigh. “It’s true I wasn’t looking forward to this conversation, though.” 

She folded her arms together.  

“Well, the weather isn’t great. We might as well start talking.” 

“Might as well, huh?” I shrugged. “Guess you’re right.” 

“If the Green Valley is evacuating, my parents are probably on their way here along with yours.” 

Right to the point, I thought, how very in-style for Rebecca. 

“Yeah. Any idea what we should do?” 

“It seems like you already started with trying to get better conditions for refugees in general.” 

“Absolutely. I guess I’m nervous about you meeting your parents again.” 

“And you think I’m not?” 

“The opposite, Rebecca. I knew you’d be worried about seeing them again.” 

“I am. I just—” She scowled. “—I don’t know if its necessary at all. I can pretend I don’t know them.” 

“For how long?” I asked. 

She shook her head.  

“As long as I want. I’m free. Now.” 

We looked over the water, suddenly silent. Rain began to sprinkle on the pier. Fishing birds called over the surf. 

Rebecca’s face set as she watched the waves, beautiful but cold, despite the fire I knew resided beneath the surface. 

“You don’t have to see them,” I said. 

“I know.” She turned and smiled. “I have the choice.” She motioned over the water. “When things clear up, maybe we should tell everyone about what we know about cleans.” 

I nodded.  

“With Sudhatho behind bars, I’d say we’re close to ready for that.” 

“Yashelia’s still out there.” 

“Not much we can do about her right now,” I said. 

“I’m trying to remember all the things I did for her. It’s not easy, Jeth.” 

“It shouldn’t be.” I put my arm around her shoulders. I kneaded the shoulder of her coat with my fingers. 

She leaned into my arm.  

“We should get back. You’ve got reporters to organize.” 

“Already done,” I said. “Don’t worry about that.” 

“I’m going to worry. The refugee district could be dangerous.” 

“It’s out by the heights. It’s not like I’m going into the wilderness.” 

“Yes, but I might still worry about you. Not everywhere is as safe as Lotdel Tower.” 

“I know. But even Lotdel Tower isn’t always safe.” 

“A certain attack on the Mangrove Suite comes to mind,” said Rebecca. 

“Right, yeah.” I smiled at her. “But it worked out for the better, at least as I see it.” 

“You and Thomas could have died there, and I might not have gotten my memories back.” 

“But we lived. And you’re here now.” 

“I know. Jeth…” She folded herself tight to my chest. “…Promise me you’ll be careful.” 

I put both arms around her.  

“I promise I’ll take care of myself.” 

She looked up at my face. Our eyes met.  

“Thanks.” 

We stood on the pier for a while. In all my time in the city, I never thought the ocean looked so beautiful. 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Icaria Building 

 

Steamed vegetables and fried rice in from the Icaria building restaurant’s kitchen sent aromas wafting to Thomas. Across the table, Celsanoggi returned from a networking jaunt. Unlike humans, aeons could often manage networking without interrupting a normal conversation. She sniffed, catching the same smells Thomas had just picked up. 

“Food should be ready soon,” he said. 

“Indeed.” 

Bruises on his legs and back made Thomas shift in his seat. Assisting the lone sentry last night had been rough. Even a heart link couldn’t repair all the damage he had taken in one sitting. Standing together with Celsa made Thomas proud, even though it hurt. 

“There are protesters outside,” said Celsanoggi. 

Thomas frowned.  

“What do they want?” 

“They’re here to lobby me to vote no in the reproduction debate.” 

He raised his eyebrows.  

“They don’t know you very well if they think you’d do something to endanger citizens.” 

“Of course. They can’t know,” she said. “The sentry isn’t me, and it has to stay that way for everyone’s sake.” 

Thomas halfway wished the situation was so simple, but if the rogue stars from the center of the continent really were moving, the limited number of aeons in the city could present a weakness for them to exploit. The debate grew fiercer in the city council every week. 

The server brought them their food on sizzling platters. Thomas dug in, but couldn’t help trepidation as he turned over Celsanoggi’s words in his mind. They ate and made small talk, an odd situation for a man to be in with an aeon. 

Thomas did not know how he felt about her, or really how she felt about him. When he left that night, he was glad to return to his own place in Lotdel Tower, but he couldn’t help wondering how an aeon and a human could be so close as he and Celsa were becoming. 

Combat had brought them together once before and it had again. 

Thomas sighed as he thought of the memories he still carried from the battle of Chicago’s barrier. 

The rogues in the wilderness must be moving again, driving the refugees ahead of them as they destroyed the remaining continental settlements. The city could well be dealing with worse than crowds soon. He and Celsa would be there to protect new and old citizens alike. Most people had no idea how unsafe the city was, how dangerous their own protectors might become if they reproduced and went mad. 

Thomas sat at his desk for a while, but the sounds of moans and cries from the Mangrove Suite on the other side of the door. 

His ichor dose kept him up late, so he was still wide awake when Onogottos contacted him. 

Onogottos was, no doubt in Thomas’ mind, the best of the aeon scientists in the megalopolis. Following the revelation of the existence of Sudhatho’s daughter, he had sought Thomas out and connected with the team Thomas helped sponsor that studied both cleans and ichor. 

“What is it?” Thomas said using an auditory link. 

“Fenstein, we found something.” 

“Something? Be specific, Ono.” 

“It’s that sample you sent from that clean last year. Rain is the name on the blood sample.” 

Thomas stood up fast, eyes narrowing.  

Onogottos had been on the case of Rebecca Malik’s blood for three weeks, reviewing the work the other team members had done months ago. Thomas took a deep breath. 

“What did you find?” 

“The fluid isn’t all blood. We found particles in it.” 

“Particles? Like dirt?” 

“Hardly dirt. Think stranger. It seems to be additional microscopic organisms, similar to bacteria but clearly different. We are still trying to determine their source, but they resemble the micro-parasites in ichor, though again, not perfectly.” 

Thomas pinched his brows together. 

“Have you determined their purpose?” 

“Not yet. But other cleans we have studied don’t share this quality in their blood.” 

“Keep looking at them. And thank you.” 

“You sound exhausted. Get some sleep, Thom.” 

“You know I don’t like my short name.” 

“Evidently you’re still sharp enough to notice. I don’t have to tell you not to go overboard with your shit.” 

“If you did, I still wouldn’t listen,” Thomas said. 

“Well, I’m going to rest. I suggest you do the same. The tests need to run overnight, but if you could meet me in Candlegrove Heights we can go over the details of our findings.” 

“In the heights?” Thomas frowned. “You’re certain that’s necessary?” 

“Very. This is could be serious. If you still have the clean bring her along.” 

“That could be complicated,” said Thomas. 

“Shit. Seriously? Don’t tell me you sold her?” 

“I didn’t. Ono, I trust you enough to tell you this. She isn’t clean. Not anymore.” 

“Now you’re fucking with me.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Ono.” 

“No shit. You should have let me in sooner.” Onogottos projected a series of exclamation points and expletives to accompany them, a memetic trick to help with memorization. “Whatever. If you can bring the girl, do it. I need to go. Holy shit, a restored clean coming my way.” 

“Don’t jump to conclusions. I’ll do what I can, but no guarantee she shows.” 

“Understood.” 

“Good night.” 

“Goodbye, Thom.” 

“Screw you, Ono.” 

Onogottos projected an image of his pudgy middle finger. Thomas disconnected. He went downstairs and slept fitfully. 
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Our BrightNet van pulled away from the curb early in the dark morning. I sat in the passenger seat while Samantha drove us toward the refugee district. Wind and rain battered the windshield.  

In the middle seat behind us, Ellen frowned.  

“Not good weather to be out in.” 

Behind Ellen, our sensors, the Kowalski brothers shifted uneasily, looking in either direction, using more than just their eyes to take in the city as we rolled along. The smell of fuel from the high street wafted down to me, acrid in the otherwise clean air. 

Samantha’s eyes flicked toward me before returning to the road.  

“You look nervous.” 

“Do I?” 

“I just said so.” 

I shrugged.  

“This is going to be my first time covering news up close and personal. Funny thing is, you’re not the first person to mention that to me lately.” 

I thought of Lena Essen’s poking at my demeanor. Dealing with Sudhatho last year should have  made me more relaxed, or at least confident, but the refugee crisis put me right back on the edge. Elizabeth had noticed too. Guess I really was on edge. 

We drove through a security checkpoint and into the refugee district. 

Our hotel, a poor little private number called the Handel stood near the perimeter of wire and concrete barriers that kept the refugees hemmed in. The sight of so many people watching our van as we drove past did not worry me as much as the sound of the gate closing behind us as we passed another security checkpoint. The rain diminished a little as we parked in the front lot to unpack. 

As I carried my travel case to the room I’d be sharing with Kowalski brothers, Thomas contacted me directly. 

“You really need an assistant, you know,” he said. “It shouldn’t be easier to contact you directly than it is Rebecca.” 

“Elizabeth and I have them at BrightNet. What is this about, Thomas?” 

“Jeth, I just got some news. It’s about Rebecca.” 

My pulse quickened. I started to reply out loud, but Ellen and Samantha were ahead of me in the hallway. I dropped my end of the connection into text mode. 

What is it about? 

“My research team found some kind of irregularity in her blood. They want to do more tests. Can you help me get in touch with her?” 

What kind of tests? 

“I’m not sure, but you have my word. She’ll be safe. Celsa and I will be there every step of the way.” 

Comforting. I hope it’s nothing serious. 

How was that for understatement? I didn’t know what I would do without Rebecca. 

“Me too, Jeth. Look, my people don’t know much yet.” 

I sent him the keys to find Rebecca on the network. Those keys consisted of three moments of sensation in sequence. The first moment was of raindrops falling into the river at the bottom of the Green Valley’s slopes. The second moment consisted of tactile sensation, me touching her shoulder gently. The third moment was a clip from an old television cartoon. A roadrunner. Meep meep. 

Those should locate her if she’s networking. 

“I’ll get in contact right away. Thanks, Jeth.” 

Thomas, if you can help Rebecca understand what happened to her as a clean I’ll be thanking you. 

We disconnected. I carried my travel case into the room where the Kowalski brothers were teasing each other loudly. Part of me was nervous for Rebecca, but I had a job to do. Waterlogged refugees walked past on the street in front of the hotel between us and the canal. 

The first round of the aeon reproduction debate came to a head later that day. A council vote would be held tomorrow. Depending on how that went, things could change drastically in the city. I didn’t like the idea of more aeons going mad trying to have children. How would I feel if someone told me I could never be allowed to have a kid? If it meant Rebecca going mad, I figured the decision would be simple, but for the aeons things were far more personal than that. 

I rarely prayed, and I didn’t then, but I came close. 

This was in the hands of the aeons, from student to mentor. Human politicians could influence the process with a few votes, but the debate would allow every aeon to have his or her voice heard in the final count. Those numbers far surpassed the number of city councilors, even with the relatively small aeon population. 

I’d helped cover the news, but the aeons were about to make history. I settled in to reach out to refugee leaders and their assistants that evening. At the least, I could take my mind off the debate. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, En Route to Candlegrove Heights 

 

Rebecca checked the network regularly as she rode in the middle seat of Thomas’ van toward the aeon heights. They crossed multiple bridges in the early morning. The rainfall diminished, and orange sunlight filtered through the pale clouds in parts of the eastern sky. 

They parked in an ordinary-looking underground garage beneath the immense structure of Candlegrove Heights. They went through security, then took an elevator upward into the stranger construction of the aeon building. The heights were the most advanced structures in the city, each one a complex of living plants and flowing power veins all supported by metallic beams and hollow piping. 

Rebecca remembered her first time in one of the buildings, almost six years ago when she met Yashelia there. 

Back then, Yashelia had been sane, generous, and enigmatic. She had hired Rebecca as an operative within the council. Rebecca accepted the arrangement eagerly. If only she could now recall how her arrangement with the aeon had ended. 

Thomas had told her of his research team’s findings. The irregularities in Rebecca’s blood must have been added in the blank places of her memory where nothing remained. If she the differences could be repaired, whatever unknown affliction in her blood cured, she would still lack for answers. 

“You alright?” Thomas asked. 

The elevator doors opened onto their destination level. 

“I don’t know yet. That’s why I’m here.” 

He nodded, lips pinched together. 

Celsanoggi led the two of them down a hallway from the elevator, a passage glowing with yellow light veins. She wore a gown of violet in place of her usual hooded sweats and durable pants. The aeon who kept her identity as the lone sentry secret from most again reminded Rebecca of her time with Yashelia’s operators. 

Once, Rebecca and a team of others had clashed with the sentry. At the time the aeon had been enraged, completely and vividly, but Rebecca never knew why. Nor did she dare ask Celsanoggi, lest she betrayed the fact of her involvement in what was no-doubt a bruising memory for both sides. 

The three of them stopped by a large set of sealed doors with no label on them where all the light veins in the passage terminated. 

“Password?” a voice said, project into all three of their minds. 

“Onogottos, let us in,” said Celsanoggi out loud, though she was clearly networking to reach the other aeon. 

The doors unsealed.  

Rebecca, Thomas, and Celsa walked into a room that could have been a white box, a sterile chamber with only one egress point. Tables of the same material lined the walls, covered in different apparatus each attended by a lab-coated figure. A heavy-set aeon, such a rarity in the megalopolis, approached them and doffed a medical cap from his short blond hair. He was the only aeon other than Celsanoggi in the room. 

“Onogottos,” said Thomas. “Good to finally meet in the flesh.” 

The aeon held out a hand, palm covered by a medical patch, concealing the wound there. 

“Likewise, Mister Fenstein.” 

While they shook, Rebecca looked around the room. 

She recognized little of the equipment but caught glimmers of golden liquid in many of the vials and tubes. Ichor would be necessary for most of their experiments. 

“What, no love for the big man?” asked Onogottos, turning to Celsanoggi.  

She shook her head.  

“Just because you’re up to something useful doesn’t change the past, Ono.” 

“Fine. Shit, you’d think I ran over your dog on the way here.” 

Celsanoggi shrugged.  

“Poor analogy. I don’t keep a pet.” 

Onogottos raised an eyebrow and turned pointedly away from Thomas. 

Celsanoggi folded her arms.  

“Are we going to get down to business or not?” 

“Introduce me to your friend, first,” said Onogottos. 

“My name is Rebecca,” she said. “I’m here about my blood.” 

“So terse. Do you and my sister here get along?” 

Not exactly, Rebecca thought, but I won’t go there now. 

“We only met recently,” she said. “But you might have guessed that, given the nature of the sample.” 

“Rain…” said Onogottos. “Rebecca Rain. Precisely the woman I wanted to see.” 

“Call me Rebecca Waters.” 

“Understood. So, Miss Waters, let us see what’s going on under your skin, shall we?” 

Rebecca nodded. “It’s time to get some answers.” 

“Couldn’t agree more,” said the big aeon. 
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Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, The Harper Building 

 

Elizabeth met Lena Essen at the elevator on the ground floor of the Harper Building. Both of them wore tailored suits, and Elizabeth carried her purse. A recent dose made the sunlight pouring through the glass doors at her back brighter than day, in spite of the clouds. 

“Sarah is planning on meeting us upstairs at the sky dock,” said the young woman. “Did she send you a copy of the itinerary?” 

“We’re planning on visiting the heights today.” 

“Have you ever been?” asked Lena. 

Elizabeth shook her head. 

“Well, the security is intense,” said Lena. “Can you imagine what kind of people worry aeons?” 

The elevator arrived and they stepped inside. 

Elizabeth could not help but recall the renegade soldiers who had turned on Sudhatho over the winter. She supposed they were exactly the people the heights’ security wanted to keep out. Two of the four, Damien and Carol, were still at large. 

Elizabeth shrugged.  

“I wish I had to imagine.” 

Lena frowned.  

“You’re a lot more serious than your partner.” 

“Jeth can be silly. I’m happy to be here, but this is a business excursion for me.” 

Lena smirked.  

“I like that. I have a feeling we’ll get along well.” 

“Better once we know each other more,” said Elizabeth. 

The elevator rushed up to the sky docking level. 

Sarah waited with a blonde female aeon who she introduced as Vistenna. 

“She’ll be flying us to Candlegrove,” said Sarah. 

Vistenna bowed her head.  

“I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Ashwood.” 

“Call me Elizabeth.” She bowed back. 

They launched shortly and cruised over the city in the sleek light vessel. Elizabeth had gotten used to seeing the flying vessels over the last year, but only recently became comfortable with actually traveling in them. The flight path was smooth, and mostly free of turbulence despite the storm outside. How people had used the old airplanes and other independent aircraft before the arrival of the aeons she could hardly believe. 

 They landed at Candlegrove and started through security. Vistenna frowned at something as she entered the checkpoint, bringing up the rear of the group. Elizabeth guessed she might be nervous about the vote the aeons would be conducting later that day.  

Sarah turned to the aeon.  

“Is something wrong?” 

“Yes.” Vistenna’s eyes welled up with tears. “One of my little brothers who lived here is dead. They don’t know which, yet.” 

Elizabeth’s eye widened.  

“How do you know?” 

“The mentor of this building just contacted me,” said Vistenna. “There can be no mistake.” She wiped her eyes. “Excuse me. If we’re to meet with Governor Balancar on time, we should continue at once.” 

Sarah nodded, looking solemn.  

“Thank you, Vistenna. We can find our way if you need to wait from here.” 

Vistenna bowed again.  

“I’ll be here when you wish to return.” 

Sarah led Elizabeth and Lena from the sky docks and into the building. Business had left Elizabeth’s mind. All she could do was wonder who or what could or would kill an aeon. 
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Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Lightship Astra III 

 

Candlegrove towered over even the other buildings of the aeon heights. Positioned just across the canal from the low buildings of the refugee district, its looming coppery facade was as ominous a sight to Ryan Carter as the central command center had been in the early winter. He had adjusted to regularly visiting Command Center Alpha, but dearly hoped he would not have to do so with any of the massive structures of the heights that dwarfed even the colossal towers of the northern islands. 

Ryan watched the building pensively as Kamuek, the only aeon on his team, guided the light ship closer. The gaseous bubbles of aerial security pickets and more substantially-built light fighters hovered over the canal, providing security for Candlegrove from whatever the higher aeons thought a bunch of poor, exhausted humans fleeing their homes in the west could do to the community of superhuman beings that dwelt in the heights. 

He amended that last line of thought with a grimace. 

The aeons may not need to worry about ordinary refugees, but some of the danger is real. 

Ryan could not forget why he and his team had been called. One of the aeon students still training in the heights had been murdered. 

“What’re you thinking?” asked Alesia, one of his partners in the detective agency. 

She approached from the hall that led to the narrow aft section of the Astra III. 

Ryan glanced at her, taking in her tall frame and blond ponytail.  

“I’m thinking this couldn’t have happened at a worse time.” 

“I know what you mean,” she said. “Everyone is on edge because of council tensions. Taking out Sudhatho really shook up the Teloite power structure. Not to mention…” 

Kamuek grunted from the helm, but Alesia didn’t notice. 

“…now that we know aeons can reproduce,” she said, “this will be the biggest debate since they arrived.” 

“Leave it!” said Kamuek. “I feel bad enough already.” 

Alesia glanced at the slender pilot.  

“Sorry, Kam.” 

The aeon shook his head.  

“Forgive me. I’m tense as well as sad.” 

Kamuek doubted he knew the murdered student out loud to Ryan earlier in the flight. Still, all aeons saw each other as siblings after a fashion. A death in a family, even a family of thousands, was bound to bring sorrow. 

Ryan’s gaze fell to the floor.  

“Nobody blames you, Captain.” 

“That goes double, seeing as we don’t know anything real about the case yet,” said the other human member of the agency, Conner Kohl from the other side of the bridge. 

The heavyset sensocycler rose with an obvious effort from his seat. He ambled over to Ryan and Alesia. 

“You didn’t find anything?” Alesia said with a frown. 

“The local network is locked down tight,” said Conner. “Though I managed to locate a nice diner the cleaning staff frequent nearby.” 

“You snooped on their food?” Alesia arched her brows. 

“Like I said, they’re locked down tight. Not to mention pretty much all of the permanent residents are aeons, except for the security staff and adjutants.” 

Ryan nodded. Aeons could not be tracked over the standard neural networks because their minds existed, whether partially or fully Ryan did not know, within the alien trees growing at the center of many of the city’s numerous gardens. Ryan and his team knew about the trees, but most citizens lacked any inkling of the odd flora’s relationship to the governors and protectors who kept humanity and kept them safe. 

He took a deep breath as Kamuek maneuvered the ship into the dock.  

“What’s the situation with human visitors over the last few days?” 

“Recorded numbers are slim,” said Conner. 

“How slim?” 

Conner pinched his thumb and forefingers together, leaving no gap. 

“None before the murder. Still can’t rule out security failure. Five since the body was found. In a few seconds, the local security network will register us as three more.” 

“Any knowledge of who the other three are?” asked Ryan. 

“Yeah. They’re all officially registered. Want the names?” 

“Please,” said Ryan. 

Conner folded his hands over his belly. “Sarah Harper and two of her group arrived an hour ago. The others registered just a bit before her. They’re friends of ours. Thomas Fenstein and Rebecca Waters.” 

“Thomas,” said Alesia with a frown. “Does that mean—?” 

“Celsanoggi could be here too, then,” said Ryan.  

He didn’t like the implications of Rebecca being there. She tended to bring too many odd events with her. 

“Thomas and Celsanoggi aren’t joined at the hip, Ryan.” Alesia folded her arms. “But if she’s here that could complicate matters.” 

“I agree,” said Ryan. “I think the bigger issue is Rebecca, even with what we know about Celsanoggi.” 

He and his team were privy to another piece of information few others knew. Celsanoggi, a governing aeon, was also the vigilante known as the lone sentry. An ex-military aeon, these days she partnered with a fellow former soldier, Thomas. The two had been helpful in bringing down the former leader of the Teloite faction, Sudhatho.  

Good thing we all know how to keep secrets. 

Ryan checked the small flask of ichor on his belt.  

Before he left the ship for Candlegrove’s interior, he looked at the others. 

“I’ll connect with you once I’ve got our clearance on the scene.” 

They answered with understanding nods. Kamuek’s mouth formed a thin line. 

Ryan turned to the aeon. “If you feel the need, Kam, you don’t have to see the scene.” 

“Ryan. I don’t know if I can let this pass.” 

“If that’s how you feel.” 

Ryan understood at least one aspect of what Kamuek meant. Until Ryan witnessed the slaughter in the garden late last autumn, he might not have reached Kamuek’s meaning. Seeing death changed a person, whether human or aeon. 

He nodded to the ship’s captain, then turned and walked down the docking ramp into Candlegrove Heights. 
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Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Candlegrove Heights 

 

A female aeon who made Ryan feel even shorter by towering over him led the way out of the dock. While the aerial landing facilities resembled those used in the predominantly human-used structures of the rest of the city, the interior of Candlegrove was far more alien. 

Ryan’s guide registered his name, occupation, and purpose for visiting with the building’s network security index. The process seemed instantaneous, like blinking with his minds-eye, but the clock Ryan kept in his mind told him he had been out on his feet for almost two minutes during the background check. 

His guide gave him a satisfied nod, but her eyes were sad. Like Kamuek, she must be feeling solemn, given the situation. 

She led Ryan onward, through halls of porous-looking metallic material, under red and yellow light veins that cast his shadow in unpredictable directions with every step, past transparent pipes that looked empty to the eye, but radiated heat, and to an open atrium with a vaulted ceiling. Small streams flowed alongside tiled paths. Plants bloomed in the yellow glow from the veins high above, nourished  by false solar light. 

All of it seemed miraculous, given this entire room was eighty stories or more in the air. On the other side of a atrium, they entered another corridor. Unlike the brightly lit places they had been before, the light veins here were inactive. 

“The dormitory,” said his guide. “He was found in his chambers.” She motioned to a doorway a short distance down the shadowed hallway. “Another investigator is already present.” 

“Thank you,” said Ryan. 

She stood by the entrance to corridor, letting him proceed alone. His spine tingled with nervous electricity as he approached the door in the little light that followed him from the atrium.  

Within the room, the light veins flickered erratically over a figure with long black hair and pallid skin offset by dark clothes. The aeon investigator stood in the center of a spacious living room, a few meters from the entrance. He looked up as Ryan entered. 

“Detective Carter,” he said in a raspy voice. 

Ryan approached the aeon, offering a hand as a way to hide his surprise at the investigator’s identity. 

“Governor Balancar,” he said. “I didn’t realize you were investigating this personally.” 

Balancar ignored Ryan’s offer to shake. His black-gloved hands remained locked together. 

“I sponsor many students in this and other structures, detective. Never before have I lost one this way.” 

Ryan withdrew his hand.  

“Excuse me, sir. Not the question I should have asked first.” 

“You are correct,” said Balancar. 

Ryan nearly shivered under the governing aeon’s icy gaze. 

“Where is the body?” 

Balancar might not be as powerful an aeon as the council representatives or the masters, but he was one of the wealthiest aeons in the entire city. His backing of his own interlocked set of networks, Balanet, under the management of the Harper Group, ensured he would be a fixture among the city’s elite for the foreseeable future. 

“The bedroom,” said Balancar. “Take a deep breath, detective. You may need it.” 

“I’ve seen murders before,” said Ryan. 

“You’ve seen death, detective. But not like this.” Balancar motioned toward the door to the bedroom. 

Ryan followed the motion. The light veins flared, almost to full luminosity, then dimmed to near complete darkness. Ryan stopped walking and glanced up at the ceiling. 

“Any idea what’s wrong with them?” 

“Something disrupted power flow to this block several hours ago.” 

“Before the murder?” asked Ryan. 

“I suspect so,” said Balancar. 

Ryan nodded, then activated his sensory link to his team and walked into the bedroom. Golden streaks hung like paint on the walls of the bedroom. Ryan froze as he noticed a shape on the bed that resembled an arrow. The light veins flickered brighter behind him. 

It was an arm, torn from the victim’s shoulder. The open palm showed a wound in its center, leaving no doubt the limb had belonged to an aeon. The air stank of blood, however mingled with a tang of sweetness. 

He covered his mouth with his hand. The floor gleamed with yellowish ichor. Slumped by a closet door near the foot of the bed, sat the rest of the victim. Ryan avoided the trails and drops of fluid, not all of it sticky and golden, but some of it black and viscous. He approached the foot of the bed, stopping at the edge of a pool of ichor spreading from the body. 

Savage wounds stood open and yellow, limned with more of the dark fluid from the floor. His head lay against the wall, appearing untouched. Glassy eyes gazed at the ceiling. The aeon wound in his forehead was dry. Where his left arm had been pulled from his body, the remains of a tattered white uniform-sleeve hung, sodden with gore. 

His other arm drooped from his shoulder, hand limp on the floor. Ryan’s back prickled with icy dread. Aeons were built tougher than humans, and even if the victim had been human the question would be the same, what could have done this?  

A beast? A rogue star? 

His team remained silent, probably just as stunned as Ryan himself. A long shadow fell across him. 

“His name was Dalmanno,” said Balancar. 

“Dalmanno,” Ryan muttered. “The name isn’t familiar.” 

“It wouldn’t be. He was a seventh-year aeon, one of only the few youngest.” 

During the mind plague and the arrival of the aeons the first to appear were thought of as the first year. For over half a decade more aeons appeared, but fewer and fewer until eventually no new ones arose after the seventh year. While aeons varied a little in apparent human-age, they had all appeared within thirty years of the present. 

More knowledge the public did not know at large, but which the Colonel had informed Ryan of after Sudhatho’s fall. 

“Only twenty-five years old,” said Balancar. “And still a child.” 

“You sound like you knew him.” 

“I sponsored him, and when he wasn’t studying he also traveled in my circles, ambitious for one so young.” 

Ryan did not bother asking the details of what a young aeon studied here in the heights, especially over the course of more than two decades. He knew Balancar would not give a straight answer. 

“Did he want to govern?” Ryan asked, averting his gaze from the body. 

“Most definitely.” Balancar sighed. “And I doubt he would have been satisfied with managing a district of the city. Ambitious indeed.” 

“Yeah. I see.” Ryan turned to face Balancar. “Can we discuss this in the main room?” 

Balancar nodded, but said nothing. They returned to the living space of the apartment. Balancar looked at Ryan. 

“You’re pale. I’d say you should sit, but this is a crime scene and must not be disturbed.” 

“I understand. I can handle it.” 

“Good.” Balancar folded his arms. “Because I’m afraid the latest crisis with reproductive rights will require my vote shortly. I’ll give you what I know. Then I’m afraid I must leave this in your hands.” 

“I won’t let you down, Governor.” 

“I hope not.” Balancar’s stony, chiseled mind touched the edge of Ryan’s network perception. “I’m relying on you, detective.” 

Ryan braced himself for the relay. Information packets flooded his mind. When he recovered from the transfer, he contacted his team to tell them to meet him at the scene. 
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I got the news bulletin from the major net’s live feed as my team and I finished unpacking in our hotel rooms in the refugee district. We took two rooms. One room for me and the twin sense recorders, Layne and Phil Kowalski, and the other for Samantha and her assistant, Ellen. 

While I knew I would miss Rebecca, seeing the two double beds in the room reminded me of her, and of a night on the run when we had shared a bed similar to one of these. The Kowalski brothers shot fingers for who would sleep on the floor that night. 

Layne won and seemed intent on never letting Phil forget until I held up a hand. 

“Keep it down, guys. There’s breaking news.” 

Layne and Phil exchanged glances. 

“Sure, boss,” said Layne. 

Rain spattered on the window by my bed and drummed on the roof as I sat to take in the news. 

It was targeted locally, a warning for this district and the one to the south where the immense structure of Candlegrove Heights dominated the view through the rain. The local newswoman began with a nervous frown on her face. 

“Security forces are on the lookout for the perpetrator of a brutal crime in Candlegrove Heights. An aeon student was found this morning in his apartment…” 

My eyes widened as I listened. I knew this story could reflect on the refugees. However the murder ended up looking, I guessed it could not help the tension in the streets. I looked at the recorders, both of them networking. Their shocked faces told me they were watching the same report as I. 

“An aeon was murdered…” said Phil in a low voice. “Has that ever—I mean, how could it?” 

Layne shook his head.  

“Bad news on top of bad news.” 

“This couldn’t have happened at a worse time,” I said. “The aeon council is making a preliminary vote on reproductive research today.” 

“Huh,” said Phil. “How do those connect?” 

Layne shot an exasperated look at his brother.  

“You really need this spelled out?” 

“I can’t read your mind, jerk.” 

“You could if you tried.” 

“Enough,” I said. “Phil, aeons might be swayed to vote in favor of reproductive research if they’re afraid of losing numbers.” 

“Can you imagine another generation of aeons?” said Layne. 

“I guess so,” said Phil. “But I’d say the refugees are a bigger issue. With millions of new people arriving in the city, the governing aeons will need to manage more and more.” 

“Exactly,” I said. 

“But wait,” said Phil. “Why would more aeons be bad?” 

I didn’t think I should tell them the truth, so I shrugged.  

“Maybe it won’t be. But it could be a big change.” 

“Change is coming, one way or the other,” said Layne. 

I nodded. Part of me wanted to reach out to Rebecca and ask her opinion. The part of me that feared what she would tell me won out for once. Whoever could kill an aeon in a strictly controlled building like Candlegrove was no one even she, with her skills, could deal with alone. 

The refugee story had to be my focus for now. I closed my eyes and extended my mind to set up meetings with refugee leaders. 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights 

 

Thomas had only been to the heights once before the day Celsanoggi brought him and Rebecca to Candlegrove. He remembered it well. 

In the largest atrium of a building full of large interior gardens, he took a bench on an island cut out of the tiles by parallel streams of water. He sat and waited for Celsanoggi to send her vote to be tallied with those of the other governors. 

Thomas watched the numbers through the network as they grew over the next hour. Each aeon took only seconds to send their anonymous support to their side of the debate. Nobody would abstain, not on an issue this divisive and important. Even this preliminary vote to determine whether or not research should be pursued had divided the city’s factions along more than the usual lines. 

On the side supportive of reproductive research stood a coalition of some militant aeons and the bulk of the Maladecti faction, following their highest aeons. However, even the expansive Maladectis were split at one point. A junior council representative, Kurasha, had his followers in vocal opposition to their usual superiors, including the head of the faction and it’s officially retired senior member, Peressa. Onoggotos was officially a Maladect, and Thomas figured his curiosity placed him with the majority of his faction in supporting more research. 

With the majority of Maladectis reporting, pro-research was up immensely. Thomas felt his stomach drop, as he considered a city where any aeon could go mad if they decided it was worth the risk. 

The Teloites, once led by Sudhatho reported en masse in the next wave. They mostly supported anti-research. Now led by Leshenien, a high aeon military commander who had inexpertly tried to reorder the security-driven faction, splinters were showing. Though they wanted to keep the city safe, many favored research to sustain the aeon’s side of the city military. 

After most Teloites reported the two sides were close, but pro-research still appeared to lead. 

The non-faction high aeons and the other major faction reported in the final minutes. This meant Celsanoggi’s faction, the Bathoterns, and their leader Rittaskana turned the tables on pro-research. The numbers came in close. 

Too close. 

The mentors and high aeons called the vote after human council members made their contributions. Pro-research still led, but not by a decisive margin thanks to district lines. Thomas sighed with relief. Another vote would be called in a week. The debates, protests, and gossip would continue without a decision for at least that much longer. 

Celsanoggi disconnected as she walked over to the bench where Thomas sat. 

“Are you kidding me?” she said. “An indecision, at this point?” 

Thomas shook his head.  

“They’re not going to make our job any easier, that’s for sure.” 

Celsa put a hand to her collar, a habit when she was repressing an emotion. 

“I know you’re angry,” said Thomas.” 

“We can’t have new aeons until we can control the ones already here,” said Celsa. “Even the lowliest student could be a deadly weapon, and I have a feeling the killing last night won’t be the last.” 

“Do you know which student—” 

“A social climber called Dalmanno. He was courting my mentor, Rittaskana.” 

Thomas whistled.  

“That’s ambition. She’s one of the highest in the city.” 

“I don’t think Ritta was leading him on, either.” Celsa sighed. “It’s strange to think he’s gone, just like that.” 

“Think we should look into it?” 

“With care, Thomas. Dalmanno may have been a student, but he was still an aeon. Whoever killed him could be a danger to me, and will surely threaten you if your identity becomes known.” 

“Any idea who’s investigating officially?” 

“Ryan Carter,” said Celsa. “He and his team are here.” 

“Already?” 

“This is a matter of utmost importance. Governor Balancar appears to have delegated to them.” 

“This could be good news,” said Thomas. “We can work with Ryan.” 

“Perhaps,” said Celsa. “Reach out to him later. For now, we should see if Onoggtos found anything about Rebecca.” 

Thomas nodded. 

“Seems like that’s what we can do right now,” he said. 
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I left the hotel with my team right after the vote went to indecision. We eschewed the van in favor of capturing the sights and sounds of the foot traffic. Rain came and went throughout the day as we talked with refugees and locals who had been in the district longer, as well as a few security personnel.  

The security troops, in particular, were happy to explain the difficulties of their job in keeping everyone as safe as possible. 

"At least the rain isn't too bad yet. The canals here are old," said one of the water traffic coordinators standing in front of a makeshift wharf full of dilapidated riverboats. "If we get hit too hard, things could really go sideways." 

I recorded the interviews with the help of Phil Kowalski, while Layne ranged free and Ellen recorded Samantha's interviews. 

Already, I was seeing things that worried me. 

For one, many of the district's formerly derelict buildings were under fresh construction. Teams of workers with a few aeons each were putting light veins into a whole set of apartment buildings in a complex five blocks from our hotel. 

The second issue was the food lines. Whatever these refugees had been able to bring with them on their trains had quickly been used up. It wasn't just the rain and the canal that could make things go sideways. The food lines we captured with our senses showed bedraggled people waiting out into the street for meager bowls of soup and bread. 

"Awful conditions," said Samantha as we made our further into the district, away from the canal. "And all in the shadows of the aeon heights." 

"Absolutely goddamn right," muttered Layne, currently off the record while his brother recorded our motion going forward. 

Samatha's eyes flashed and she shook her head.  

"We're far from seeing the worst, though." 

I nodded to her, solemn as I considered my parents having to move into this overcrowded and undersupplied part of the city. We had to diagnose the problem fast, then hopefully get help from the Harpers. I wished I could be sure Council Member Macroy would attack the problems facing his new constituents as aggressively as he possibly could. 

We kept walking, making our way toward the train station at the northwest corner of the district. 

As we neared the train station, a woman's raised voice drew all of our attention to a semi-circular crowd of refugees standing in the rain. At their center, the speaker, a woman who looked to be in her mid-fifties with all-gray hair, waved a hand toward the trains. It looked like some kind of old-fashioned political rally, from before ichor facilitated network communications for gathering support. 

"This is our home now,  but we're still going to be Fort Wayne. The buildings are gone, but we've always been the city, not the streets or the houses." 

The crowd rumbled with assent. A few people cheered or whistled. I was impressed. 

"Angela Watts," said Samantha for Layne's sensors. "The former mayor of Fort Wayne is still a leader among her displaced people." 

I admitted privately, I was glad I had brought Samantha in on this. I wouldn't have recognized Angela Watts from the news coverage. Samantha went silent as the mayor went on with her speech. 

"We're here, and we need to spread the word. There's nothing but the ocean on the other side of this city, nowhere left to run. We have to convince the people here to fight back." 

"She's pretty inspiring," whispered Ellen from beside me. 

"Yeah," I said softly. "But that message isn't going to play in the city. People are too used to things being mostly safe." 

"If she's right we could be in for a change," said Ellen. 

I turned and looked at Samantha's young assistant. 

"You don't sound scared." 

"Being scared of change is for people with power." 

"Good point." I sighed inwardly, then motioned to Phil. We moved toward the crowd in such a way as to stay out of Layne's direct field of vision.  

The Kowalski brothers might joke too much, but they were good sensors and executed the maneuver perfectly. Ellen moved in beside Layne to keep, probably capturing additional details of her own. 

I made my way along the edge of the crowd as it began to break from around Angela. She had finished speaking, and the people were hungry, not to mention cold and wet from the rain. The weather was beginning to bother me, though it was only sprinkling at the moment. 

I made a few mental notes on what I saw, then started speaking for my sensor to hear. 

"The situation here appears dire. Too many people. Too few supplies and the difference is growing daily." 

I paused for effect. 

"If we can get aid to the district, the city can save lives here." I looked toward the center of the slowly scattering crowd. Angela Watts still stood where she had been before.  

Another woman, this one in her late thirties and pushing a wheelchair with someone who could easily be her sister, followed Angela as she proceeded forward slowly. 

A girl in the crowd was studying me and Phil. 

"Are you with the news?" she asked. 

"With BrightNet, yeah," I said. 

"Her too?" the girl, who looked to be in her early twenties tipped her head toward Samantha. 

"Yeah," I said. "We're here to help." 

"My mom and everyone here could really use all the help we can get," said the girl. She turned toward the woman in the wheelchair. "Traveling has been hardest on her, though." 

I followed the girl's gaze. 

The woman's head rested against the back of the wheelchair. She looked steadily up at the sky, despite the rain. 

"Is she sick?" I asked. 

"She's always been like that. My Aunt Trish says it's the mind plague, some part of it that never went away." 

I frowned.  

"My name's Jethro Gall," I said. 

"I'm Jeanine," said the girl. 

"I want to help your mom. Can you help me get an interview with Mayor Watts." 

"Sounds like a deal to me." Jeanine motioned to me and Phil. "Follow me." 
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Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Highest Hall, Candlegrove 

 

Governor Balancar met Elizabeth and Sarah in the highest hall of Candlegrove while Lena and Vistenna waited in the atrium below. The highest hall gleamed with skylights and shining veins in the floor and support structures. 

Balancar folded his black-clad hands and bowed to the two of them as they entered. 

"My apologies for delaying this meeting. I'm sure you're aware of the tragedy that occurred here this morning." 

"The murder of a student. You have my understanding, and more importantly, my condolences," said Sarah. 

"And mine." Elizabeth bowed her head toward the pale-skinned aeon. 

"Nevertheless, I must inform you both, this recent event has forced me to reconsider my position on these negotiations." 

Sarah frowned.  

"How so, Balancar?" 

"While BrightNet's initial success suggests people are happy to see networks not managed by aeons, I must insist you continue to employ as many of my students and mentees as desire it, Miss Harper. That is our arrangement, and I must be firm in stating it should remain as such." 

Sarah's frown deepened. She had a way of knowing what Elizabeth was thinking without explicit communication, but she clearly could learn a thing or two from Balancar on that front. 

"I understand," said Sarah. "Elizabeth, what do you say?" 

"I speak for BrightNet when I say I'd be happy to employ another aeon of yours. I just don't want them in management positions where they control the company. BrightNet wants to represent aeons, but we need to speak to human necessity first, as that is what people expect from us." 

Balancar folded his hands before him. 

"We seem to have little else to discuss." 

"On that count you're wrong," said Sarah. 

She turned to Elizabeth.  

"This memory must not be shared with anyone, not even your partner. If you can't agree to that, you can't listen to what I'm about to propose." 

Elizabeth grimaced.  

"I understand."  

She split her recording registry and made a separate file to contain what came next. 

[image: Image] 

 

Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Candlegrove Heights Research Lab 

 

Rebecca sat in the medical chair surrounded by technicians while the heavy aeon, Onogottos tested a new sample of her blood at a station a short distance away. 

She waited for the pain. Another needle drew blood from her back, close to her spine. A lance of agony shot through her, cold and sharp. She gritted her teeth, but couldn't help a gasp at the shock. 

Her back arched. She nearly lost consciousness for a second. The needle withdrew. Rebecca sank back into the chair. When the world coalesced again, Celsanoggi and Thomas had returned to the room. 

"What's the word on the vote?" asked Rebecca, fighting the urge to reach for the place they had drawn blood from her. 

"Indecision," said Thomas. "The tension is going to continue." 

"Well, that doesn't help matters." Rebecca sat up, still feeling dizzy. She glanced at the heavyset aeon as he finished with her other blood sample. "Ono, anything?"  

Onogottos turned toward her. "Patience is a virtue. But shit, I am a genius so you can have a preliminary answer now. Your current sample also contains the parasites I detected in the clean sample." 

Rebecca closed her eyes and sighed. 

"That means this isn't over. You're going to need to do more tests." 

"Damn straight," said Onoggotos. 

"You have great bedside manner, you know." 

"Lucky for you, Rebecca. I'm a researcher, not a doctor." 

Rebecca opened her eyes and lay back. She shook her head, rubbing her hair against the cushion.  

"You don't understand irony, do you?" 

"I could if I chose to." 

Thomas and Celsanoggi approached between the techs. 

"Can you walk?" asked Celsa. 

"Not exactly confident to try that just now," said Rebecca. "That last sample seriously hurt." 

"The spinal sample is vital to see how close the parasites are to your nervous system," said Onoggotos. "My apologies for not warning you properly. Take as long as you need here, but you can go for the day when you’re ready." He waved the technicians to follow him to the other side of the room. 

Thomas and Celsanoggi stood beside Rebecca's chair. 

"Can you at least give me a dose?" she asked. 

"But Rebecca, the pain will increase," said Celsanoggi. 

"I know a way around that. I'll just network while I wait to recover." 

"Alright. Here." Celsanoggi removed a bandage and held out her hand to Rebecca. Ichor trickled forth. Thomas caught some of it in a clean beaker. The golden liquid filled a third of the container. 

"Just a little more," said Rebecca. 

"Any more and you'll have a heroic dose," said Thomas. 

“What can I say,” muttered Rebecca. "I'm feeling heroic." 

Celsanoggi added another few trickles of ichor. She handed the beaker to Rebecca.  

Thomas smiled. 

"Bottoms up." 

Rebecca laughed, but the motion hurt her back. She grimaced and raised the ichor to her lips. She drank. 
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The place where Angela Watts and rest of the leadership from Fort Wayne stayed in the refugee district was a former shopping mall, dilapidated once after the arrival of the aeons, and then refurbished only to fall into disrepair again. 

I sent a message to Samantha, telling her where we were and what we were doing. Best to keep everyone in the loop. 

Phil and I followed the four women along one floor with a railing overlooking a dismal lower level, one never quite restored. What had once been shops with wide windows in the time before the aeons were not boarded up apartments, each probably inhabited by dozens of people. A skylight overhead flashed brighter with lightning. Thunder rolled high above. 

Trisha, the middle-aged woman pushing her quiet, disabled sister in her wheelchair, glanced at me.  

“We’re almost there.” 

The office-space Fort Wayne’s former mayor held had once been a coffee shop, down the steps on the first floor of the mall. I could tell because rusting machines with valves and drips occupied a sizable portion of a counter on one side of the room. A few chairs remained at tables long ago metal legs pitted with rust, and their wooden tops lost beneath layers of dust. 

In front of the old coffee machines, two tables had been polished, dust completely removed. A collection of more serviceable chairs stood around them. There was a large window, still somehow intact, in one wall, looking out to the street where people scattered for shelter in the intensifying storm. 

“Have a seat,” said Angela. “This story may not be new to you reporters, but it’s what brought the rest of us here.” 

“I’m here to listen,” I said. 

Phil nodded, then focused his attention on Angela. 

“So…where can we begin?” she said. 

“Wherever you think makes sense.” 

“In that case. Last year, a major battle took place a hundred miles from Fort Wayne. Forces from the city attacked some kind of strong point in the wilderness. We don’t know much of what happened, or even who won, but we know whatever they were fighting struck back over the course of the following months. 

“Towns and cities in the west have been evacuating, as you no doubt know. They—We are fleeing an army. An army of giant plants and mad soldiers. The insane, the beasts, and their aeon leaders.” 

“Aeon leaders?” I frowned in thought. “You think the rogue stars in the wilderness are aeons?” 

The former mayor nodded. 

“That’s what we think,” said Trisha. “They move like aeons. And they can clean people.” 

I scowled.  

“That’s scary to consider.” 

“Report it, and maybe we can do something to stop them,” said Angela. 

“Right,” I said. “Are you ready to go on the record?” 

“More than ready,” said Angela. 

I turned to Phil and he activated all his sensor captures, focused on me and Angela. The real interview began. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Candlegrove Heights Research Lab 

 

The dose peeled back the network for Rebecca's mind to observe. She gazed into the city, glimpsing data packets flicking back and forth between luminous minds, marveling at the mountainous information structures of public memory banks, yearning to plunge into the secrets hidden in the brilliance. Yet, something stronger drew her inward. 

What was the point of discovering the secrets of others if she didn't know herself? 

She opened mental eyes in a memory construction, like the full sensory illusions she created in others as distractions. Only here, the images and sounds gradually swam into focus like she was waking up. But she remained divided from the pain of her physical body still lying in Candlegrove Heights. 

Shapes went from darkness and colors to fully-formed buildings, trees, streets. Birds called in the air, which smelled of worms after a fresh rain. She stood on a street once familiar, but now alien. 

She stood at the end of the walk to her family's house in the Green Valley. The wind shifted tree branches and her hair.  

Her parents stood at the window of their living room, looking out at her. She hurried away down the street. Damn the memory of the day she left home. She willed herself to leave it behind. Like her little brother. 

She swore mentally. 

"There is no way I'm going to guilt myself now," she said. "I have enough problems without dredging the past." 

She walked out of the Green Valley. Again. 

The street changed until she was walking through the city. She passed Yashelia's building, the one whose name and location remained locked somehow. The layout of the building was without reason. 

Sudhatho passed her, going the opposite way with his little daughter holding his hand. He spared her a glance, a grimace, a grunt of pain. Rebecca tried to ignore him and the girl. 

But she still looked after them as they faded into the mist of memory. She stopped in front of Lotdel Tower. On a whim, she appeared in the apartment she shared with Jeth. 

The spiraling light veins in the ceiling of the living room sent shadows dancing on the floor, and not just hers. There were two people in the imagined place with her. 

Jeth held Elizabeth Ashwood, one hand on her waist. The two figments gazed into each other's eyes. Until Jeth broke away and left Elizabeth sitting on the couch. 

Rebecca scowled at the figment of Jeth. 

"I thought I created this place to hurt less?" 

Her mental Jeth turned to her. 

"You don't always have to be in control, you know." 

"You think that's why he left her?" Rebecca asked, knowing the thing that looked like Jeth was really another part of her. 

"We think it." 

"Guess it's only a matter of time before we go too." 

"You said it." 

"We said it." Rebecca waved a hand. The imagined Jeth, Elizabeth, and room flew into swirling motes of light. 

She walked alone again. 

"I don't need to feel guilty. Jeth made his decision, for now." 

She climbed a hillside and found herself on a plain of tall stalks of waving grass. The dirt road on which she walked narrowed to a mere path through the prairie. In the distance, a high wall of white limestone gleamed over the swaying stalks. 

Rebecca frowned. 

"What is that?" 

An analysis note popped out of the grass carried in the mouth of a prairie dog. The mental animal dropped its envelope on the path in front of Rebecca. She picked it up and read. 

"Unknown structure of unknown origin." 

Unknown origin meant she had not created it. She did not walk but immediately appeared before the wall. Up close, it was clear the barrier stretched to the sky and from horizon to horizon. 

Rebecca ran her hand along the stone. She felt a pulse from the other side. She removed her focus and let the imagined world and memories crumble into blank emptiness but the wall remained. 

When nothing but her and the barrier remained, she walked along its length. She walked for some time but found nothing. Rebecca stopped and conjured a drone from mental code. The little shape shot out ahead of her, the returned seconds later to her conscious mentality. 

It reported only that it has found an irregularity in the wall. Rebecca transported her perspective to the spot the drone indicated as different. It was a window. Bars covered the frame bolted directly to the stony surface, and shielding a pane of full translucent shatter-proof glass. A shadow flitted past on the other side of the window. 

"Drone, did you see that?" 

It responded negative. Nothing could be detected on the other side of the wall. That part of her mind was locked off, undetectable. This barrier kept her memories separated, a bifurcation she could not sense from anywhere else. 

Excitement mingled with trepidation. She hoped this wasn't just the dose fooling with her. Overdoing it could result in a hyperactive construct in rare cases. 

"How long has this been here?" she asked her drone. 

The drone returned a date stamp. 

05.05.2075 

The date fell within Rebecca's estimates of when Yahselia had cleaned her. She took a step forward, hesitated, gathered her courage. Rebecca walked to the window. She reached between the bars and put her hand on the glass. No pulse beat there, unlike the wall itself. 

"Who's there?" asked a voice that made Rebecca cringe inwardly, her own voice. 

Despite being muffled by the barrier, there was no mistaking it. 

"Who are you?" she asked. 

"I'm you, of course. I'm glad you finally found me, but our communication here is limited." 

“Limited? Why?” 

“I can’t explain it. Find Carlin’s Blood Bar in the district near here.” An image of a building flickered in the windowpane. “Go now.” 

A force like a whirlwind tore Rebecca way from the window. She raced back to her conscious mind. To hell with the pain. She had more important things to worry about. The fragment of her behind the window did not need to convince her of that, but for the first time since her return from being Clean, Rebecca had a trail to follow. 

She woke in a brilliant haze of pain. When she found herself able to stand a minute later, she went to find Thomas and Celsanoggi. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Refugee District 

 

Rebecca said goodbye to Thomas and Celsa at the gates of the refugee district. She checked her citizenship ID card and hoped the guards would not ask too many questions at the checkpoint. She found them less stringent about letting people in than out.  

Rebecca walked along the street in the rain, scanning from under her jacket's hood, looking for any sign of the building from her memory. She knew it was here somewhere. The view of Candlegrove across the canal from the remembered bar was still fresh in her mind. 

The sidewalk was crowded with people pushing toward the gate. Rebecca moved against the flow, heading toward the train station on the far end of the district while staying within sight of the canal's edge. 

The smell of outdoor cooking mingled with fresh rain and the tang of old fuel. 

The heroic dose of ichor Celsanoggi had given her still lifted her senses to a higher level.  

The headlights of a truck flashed on ahead of her, casting the shadows of people across the pavement, flickering with motion and dotted intermittently by falling rain. 

Ten blocks from the checkpoint, she spotted a rusted metal sign that leaped out at her from a previously unknown memory. Her eyes widened involuntarily as she stared at the square of gray rimmed with red-brown wear. 

The sign read, "Carlin's Blood Bar," and pointed down the street perpendicular to the canal. Rebecca took the turn. 

Carlin's Blood Bar was the place she’d been told of by her walled-off memory. She walked another two blocks, then stopped, frozen by the sight at the end of an effective cul de sac left by a collapsed entrance ramp which led to a defunct skyway. But it wasn't the squalor of ruin that made her freeze. 

Peeling paint, and a glowing neon sign over the single door set in an alcove of the walls announced Carlin's Blood Bar. It was real, and moreover, her memory had not lied. It was right here. She looked over her shoulder. 

Through the rain and clouds, the towering, monstrous shape of Candlegrove loomed against the backdrop of the other heights. 

She took a deep breath. This was the place. 

Reaching out over the network, she sought for Jeth. She did not find him. He must be running incognito, or low on ichor. She turned to the door of the bar. 

If the truth from her memory continued, she guessed it might be dangerous to go in alone. She composed an image of the location and her immediate thoughts, as well as a map of her path, then uploaded it to one of BrightNet's remote banks, using an access code Jeth had given her. She set up a drone process to ping Jeth from the bank if she did not disable it in an hour. 

Inhale. Exhale. Now or never. 

Rebecca opened the door and stepped into the blood bar. 

On the inside, Carlin's was lit like any other evening blood bar. Dim light veins left parts of the place in shadow. A large mirror framed by shelves of bottles covered the wall behind the bar, itself a polished black counter. 

The place looked dead, despite the crowds outside. That part didn't surprise Rebecca, as it was still only five in the afternoon. No one stood behind the bar, but a lone waitress was polishing one of the circular tables in the middle of the room, between the bar and the booths. 

She looked to be similar in age to Rebecca, maybe a few years older, and of mixed Latin descent with straight black hair and a dark complexion. Rebecca walked to the bar and pulled back her hood. The woman did not look at her but kept polishing. 

"Bartender should be here any time now. Our aeons could be a few minutes." 

"Thanks," said Rebecca with a frown at the waitress. There was something familiar digging at Rebecca about the woman's face. She looked all too close to someone she’d once known, but Rebecca could not place the rest of the memory. 

"Can I ask you a few questions?" she said. 

"You mean a few more? Shoot." 

"Have you been working here long?" 

"Couple months." 

Rebecca raised her eyebrows. "You're not a refugee." 

"Nope," said the waitress. "If you're with the news team that's been asking around, you're out of luck. The bar doesn't employ any of them yet." 

"Carlin's." 

"What about it?" 

"You know how long it's been here?" 

“Longer than anyone who works here. Why do you ask?” The waitress looked up from scrubbing. When she saw Rebecca, her eyes went wide. 

"Shit. It's you." She turned and shouted toward the door at the far end of the long room from the front door where a kitchen sign hung. "It's Rain!" 

"Wait," said Rebecca. 

The waitress retrieved a long switchblade from her apron and extended its point toward Rebecca. 

"No thanks," said the waitress. 

She raced around the table, then sprang toward Rebecca.  

Rebecca had figured this place could be dangerous. She leaped and slid over the bar, putting it between her and the waitress with the knife. 

"I'm not Rain," she said. 

"Like I'd believe that. Who else has that face? That voice." The waitress stabbed the knife over the bar. 

Rebecca ducked low and then lunged for the woman's wrist. 

Her arm darted back, but not far. The blade slashed across Rebecca's forearm, opening a cut in her jacket and slicing the skin beneath. 

"Damn it, stop." Rebecca withdrew her painful, bleeding arm. She raised both hands. "Seriously, I just want to talk." 

The waitress vaulted the bar and landed just out of reach of Rebecca. 

"Too bad I can't trust you. Shame. I kinda liked working here." 

"Nat!" called a deep voice from the behind the waitress. "Hold on a second." 

The waitress backed away from Rebecca, keeping the knife between them. 

"I'm listening, Harvey." 

A big man with graying brown hair and a bear of the same colors walked toward them from the door with the kitchen sign beside it. 

Rebecca clutched her bleeding forearm. 

"Go on," said Harvey, nodding to Rebecca. "Who are you, and why are you here." 

"My name is Rebecca," she said, grateful for the man's ability to reign in the waitress's attack. She sighed. "I'm looking for a hidden memory." 

"A memory?" said Nat. 

"Yes. I saw this place in a memory I'd had repressed. I needed to come here to see, and evidently, I was right. At least some version of me has been here before." 

Harvey tucked a pistol Rebecca had previously missed into the waistband of his pants. 

"I believe you," he said. "Rain would not have come unprepared." 

Rebecca frowned. 

"Rain was a clean." 

"Not just a clean," said Nat. "An agent of Yashelia." 

"How is that possible?" asked Rebecca. "Cleans can't fight, not on their own." 

"We don't know how it worked," said Harvey. He walked to Rebecca on the opposite side of the bar and glanced at the waitress. "Natalie, go get the first aid kit. She's bleeding on the floor." 

Natalie grunted but flipped her switchblade closed. She pulled open a drawer and retrieved a box marked with a medical symbol stickered onto it. Rebecca kept her eyes on Nat. 

"Thanks," she said. 

"It's the best we can do," said Harvey. "For an old friend." 

"A friend? Rain wanted to kill you, didn't she?" 

"She did," said Harvey. "But Rebecca was part of our team before that." 

"I don't remember," Rebecca said. 

"I’ll bet you don't." Harvey sighed. 

Natalie slid the medical kit along the bar top. 

Harvey caught the box and opened it. He turned to Rebecca.  

"Let's see that cut first." 

She winced and then gritted her teeth as he cleaned and dressed the slender gash. He finished wrapped her forearm with a satisfied nod. 

"Now," he said. "What's the last thing you remember about working for Yashelia?" 

"It's all in bits and pieces," said Rebecca. "I remember fighting the lone sentry, then not much for a long time after that. Then, I think she cleaned me." 

"Damn, you missed a lot," said Natalie with a grimace. 

"I want to know," said Rebecca. "I have to." 

"You got most of your memories back," said Harvey. "How?" 

"I had friends, well one friend from before I came to the city. He found me, found Rain. He got my memories back from Yashelia's tree." 

"Fascinating," said Harvey. "I always suspected the aeons had to store all that information somewhere. I never guessed a human could break out of a mind like one of theirs, though." 

"My friend is pretty special," said Rebecca with a flush. 

"Now that, I believe," said Natalie with a hiss of half-repressed laughter. 

"So, your friend brought you back. Now you're looking for the truth about yourself, and why you were cleaned?" Harvey looked solemn. "We usually start getting real customers in half an hour." He turned to Natalie. "You think we can fill in the basics before then?" 

"I suppose so." Natalie shook her head. "I tell you, things never happen at convenient moments." She turned to Rebecca. "Especially when you're involved, seems like." 

Rebecca frowned. 

"I need the memories back, not just an explanation of what happened, but I suppose we have to start somewhere." 

"Right," said Natalie. 

Harvey gave her an approving nod. 

Natalie leaned her crossed arms on the bar top. 

"Harvey and I were working as agents for Yashelia, freelancers really, when she decided to hire a new full-time talent a few years back. That talent was you. She had the two of us help train you in the physical aspects, and you tutored us in memeotecture and sensocycling." 

"Sounds like me," said Rebecca. "I was such a know it all." 

"Still might be," said Natalie with a smirk, "I'll tell you that later." 

"We became a team, information warfare, and disruption against Yashelia and Sudhatho's opponents in the council. She was still sane back then but never governed a whole lot of people. Nothing interesting in that for her, apparently. But she had Rebecca run point a lot. She—You were pretty scary sometimes. Always got the job done, even when the sentry intervened and people got hurt." 

Rebecca looked down at her hands, unable to hide the pain of missing the truth for so long. 

"A couple years later, she had this rival who was giving her a lot of trouble in the political sphere. Tohamaya." Natalie took a breath. "Eventually, Yashelia decided Tohamaya had to go. She wanted our team to take care of it. We. All of us, even you, Ruthless Rebecca refused. Yashelia didn't like that, so she cleaned you. But when she did, she gave you a new identity somehow. Rain took over, and she killed Tohamaya." 

"I killed an aeon?" said Rebecca softly. "For Yashelia?” 

Harvey bowed his head.  

"She made you do it." 

Rebecca's hands shook. Yashelia would pay for using her. She looked at Natalie. 

"She came after you two, didn't she?" 

"Yeah," said Natalie. “We went into hiding about that time. Rain kept hunting us, or so we thought." 

"My friend found me at a slave market near Yashelia's garden in Lind Park." 

Natalie glanced at Harvey. He shook his head. Natalie turned to Rebecca. 

"We don't know how you got there. Could be Yashelia was done with Rain. Maybe the heat was too much and she had to ditch her new favorite toy. Could be some other reason." 

"She came after me back then, before she got trapped in her garden last fall." Rebecca frowned. "Evidently she wasn't done with me when I ended up in the market." 

Harvey folded his arms. 

"Rebecca...I want to help.  But it could be dangerous." 

Natalie snorted.  

"Will be dangerous." 

"Probably," said Rebecca. "But I need the real story. We need it, for everyone's good." 

"Yashelia's still out there," said Natalie. "Maybe with what you knew the purifiers could finally catch her." 

Rebecca nodded. 

"And more than that. I know it's selfish, but I'm tired of feeling incomplete." 

Harvey nodded.  

"Nat?" 

"I'm in," said Natalie. "No offense, Harv, but Rebecca was my best friend." 

"And you still tried to slice and dice me," Rebecca said. 

Natalie held out her hand. "We had a complicated relationship. Nice to meet the new you." 

"Call me Rebecca Waters." 

They clasped hands. 

"I'm Natalie Gutierrez. Call me that." 

Harvey reached out and patted Rebecca's shoulder. "I'm glad you're back. Harvey Crantz, at your service. Well, after last call." 

The door swung open, and a party of young men came inside. Judging by the snatches of discussion Rebecca heard from them, they were refugees. 

From the stairway by the kitchen came a pair of female aeons in scanty clothing that left their central wounds and those in their palms exposed. They gave questioning looks at Rebecca as they approached the bar. 

Harvey grinned at them. 

"Girls, this is Rebecca. She's an old friend of mine and Nat's." 

"Good to meet you," said Rebecca. 

One of the aeons held out a gold-bleeding palm.  

"Need a dose? On the house." 

The sharpening of Rebecca's senses from the earlier dose was still clear and strong. She shook her head.  

"I'm good, but thanks." 

"Any time," said the aeon with a smile. 

Harvey turned to the group of refugees.  

"You're just in time for happy hour, boys." 

The young men whistled and slapped hands. 

Rebecca ordered a drink and took one of the booths on the far side of the room to wait. She dove into the network and disabled the warning she had left for Jeth at BrightNet. 

She sent Thomas a message, telling him she'd found the place she was looking for and would be investigating further. He replied with an affirmative. 

After her communications, she turned her attention to the news. The murder of the aeon student was all over it, but the thoughts of a different killing plagued Rebecca. 

Tohamaya. 

Rebecca went searching for facts about the dead governor but kept one eye on BrightNet as their broadcast began. 
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After concluding our interview with Angela Watts, Phil and I rejoined the rest of our team. While we had brought some ichor reserves, we planned to acquire more as we needed it, in case we ended up cut off. It didn't hurt that Rebecca contacted me from Carlin's Blood Bar to tell me she was in the district with us. 

The bar was noisy with a mix of locals and refugees when we arrived. The smells of alcohol and ichor mingled in my nose as I led the way inside. Samantha and Ellen followed close behind me, with the sensor brothers bringing up the rear. 

A big man with a graying beard stood behind the bar. An aeon stood at his side, her palms up and wounds bared. While many aeons governed, it was possible to find those who either lacked status and resources or simply enjoyed the atmosphere of a place like this to distribute their valuable ichor. 

I spotted Rebecca at a booth across from the bar. Samantha raised her eyebrows at me when she noticed me looking. 

"You know her." 

"As a matter of fact, we're together," I said, heat in my face. 

"What's she doing here?" asked Ellen. 

I shrugged.  

"Meeting us." 

"That's not an answer," said Ellen. 

"Half true," said Samantha. "It's not a good answer." 

I shook my head, not wanting to reveal my own ignorance as to why Rebecca was in the refugee district at all, especially after my earlier answer to Samantha. I nodded to the bartender, then walked around the tables full of drinking patrons to the booth where Rebecca sat. 

Her eyes unclouded as she disconnected from the network. She noticed us as we drew close. Despite the noise all around us, I felt far more comfortable with her present than before. 

I slid into a seat across from her. 

"Rebecca," I said, "Meet the investigating team." 

I motioned for the four of them to sit. 

Rebecca nodded to each of them as they introduced themselves, but seemed distracted. Her message before had told me her location, but not much else. I didn't want to ask if something was wrong in front of the others, though. 

Samantha, sitting beside me, smiled across the table at Rebecca.  

"So, how long have you two known each other?" 

"A long time," said Rebecca. "We're both from out west." 

"Really?" asked Ellen. "You must have a different idea about the refugee situation than we do?" 

"Well, my parents are still out there, like Jeth's," said Rebecca. 

I nodded.  

"I would guess the refugees from the Green Valley should arrive within the next week or so." 

Samantha gave me a mild glance.  

"You would guess. Based on what?" 

I fought back an urge to retort, given her condescending tone. 

"My parents sent me a letter before they left," I said. 

"I see. That is good to know." Samantha smiled at Rebecca. "If you've been in the city as long as Jethro, no doubt it'll be odd to see your parents again." 

"That's one way to put it," said Rebecca. 

I knew she had trouble with her parents, both father, and mother. I hoped her younger brother was safe. I was pretty sure he had not left the Green Valley in the intervening years, thanks to corresponding with my parents. 

Samantha nodded.  

"Excuse me. I didn't mean to pry, but the instincts are there." 

The Kowalski brothers exchanged awkward glances. 

I turned to them.  

"Feel free to mingle, people. Just be back at the hotel by midnight. We're off the clock for now unless something comes up." 

"Thanks, boss," said Phil. 

Layne nodded. 

The two of them got up along with Ellen. Samantha nodded to her assistant. The three of them went to the bar to order. Samantha unfolded her legs.  

"If you'll excuse me." 

"Of course," said Rebecca. 

"Good to meet you." Samantha turned and then disappeared behind the wall at my back. 

"I can see why you don't like her," said Rebecca once Samantha was out of earshot. 

I nodded. "I appreciate that. But I have to ask. Is something wrong?" 

She looked at the black tabletop between us. "I went to Candlegrove for some tests. Found out some things about my past." 

"Your hidden memories?" 

"Yeah. An image from my head brought me here." Rebecca sighed, hands on her temples. "The bartender and one of the waitresses knew me on sight. They used to work with me, before." 

I frowned in thought as she filled me in on the details with a packet of mental information. I blinked, then glanced at the bartender.  

"That guy is one of the two?" 

Rebecca nodded.  

"He’s Harvey." 

"Right," I said.  

"And this woman who attacked you, Natalie, thought you must be some kind of Clean assassin?" 

"Yes." 

"This is a lot to process," I said. "But thank you for sharing it." 

"I knew you needed to see." 

"The wall in your mind..." I frowned. "I wonder how you missed it for so long. There must be some kind of encryption to keep it hidden." 

"Now that I've found it, I don't know if I want to see what's on the other side." 

"Whatever it is, I'll face it with you." 

"I know." 

She reached across the table and grasped my hand tight. 
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Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, Light Ship Kestrel IV 

 

Vistenna's light ship lifted from the skydock at Candlegrove Heights and turned to fly into the rain driving from the east. Elizabeth sat with her hands in her lap between Lena and Sarah in the spacious cabin attached to the bridge. Sarah used one of the sensor nodes to get a view outside the ship.  

With her friend occupied, Lena turned to Elizabeth. 

“Weird day, right?” 

“Right,” said Elizabeth. “I’m surprised at Balancar.” 

“Did you think he supported reproductive research for aeons?” 

“That’s not it. His position isn’t too strange to me. Worse things happened today.” 

Elizabeth pictured the mad aeons she had encountered over the past year, Yashelia with her evil gaze, Tooth with his gnashing attack projections. Both of them were less of a threat now, especially Tooth who the authorities had captured prior to Sudhatho’s indictment. Yet, Elizabeth could not shake the fear they would be far from the last mad aeons to appear in the city. 

Lena pursed her lips.  

“I know what you mean. That aeon student…” 

Elizabeth nodded.  

“Who knows if they’ll ever find out the truth. Humans can be murdered without anyone solving it, even in this city.” 

Lena sighed.  

“Cheery. You know, I think I liked talking to Mister Gall better.” 

Elizabeth wrinkled her nose.  

“How dare you.” She smirked. 

Lena giggled and shook her head.  

“Okay, that was unfair.” 

Elizabeth smiled. “ 

I’ll accept your apology.” 

Lena laughed.  

“Who said that was an apology?”  

A shudder and gasp of breath drew their attention to the helm. Vistenna’s intent focus on the controls shattered. She flinched back from the control system. Her eyes grew wild. She threw her head back and screamed. 

Elizabeth scrambled from her seat and ran to the elevated control station. Vistenna’s wildly flailing arms lashed out. One hand hit Elizabeth. Pain erupted in Elizabeth’s temple and she staggered back from the blow. 

The light ship began to lose altitude. 

Lena raced to Elizabeth’s side. “Are you alright?” 

Sarah tore her attention from the viewer. 

“Vistenna!” she said. “What’s wrong?” 

“Something is in my mind.” Vistenna released a hissing breath. “We have to land.” 

A spasm ran through Vistenna. The whole ship shuddered this time. They headed fast toward the streets below. Too fast. 

Elizabeth grabbed onto Lena’s wrist and braced herself against the side of the control station. She signaled mentally, projecting as far and as fast as she could. Help. 
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Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III 

 

Kamuek followed the Harper company light ship through the rain over the district, heading northeast to meet with Ryan's contacts at central command. Halfway across the refugee district the ship ahead of them dipped its nose. Seconds later the Kestrel IV angled toward the ground and began to descend rapidly. 

“They’re not sending ship-level distress signals. I can’t reach Vistenna,” said Kamuek. 

“Kamuek,” said Ryan. “Can we help them?” 

“I will use our manipulators to slow their descent.” 

“This day had to keep getting worse,” muttered Alesia. 

Kamuek pushed the ship’s engines to accelerate. Energized whips, typically used as weapons, raced out to tug at the tail of the Kestral IV. The ship caught hold, but Astra III was far smaller than Vistenna’s ship. 

“This will be close,” said Kamuek. 

“Everyone hold onto something,” said Alesia. 

The ships locked together by the energy whips and sped lower over the rooftops. 

Ryan gritted his teeth, anticipating the crash. 
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Rebecca and I sensed Elizabeth's mental signal at the same time. The packet was projected unencrypted and spread far by a desperate dispersal of network information. We shot from our seats in the booth at the blood bar, exchanged glances, and then went for the exit. 

The waitress Rebecca had told me about, Natalie, set her tray of drinks on a table by the door and followed us a few paces with a warning yell. 

"It's not human!" 

I scowled as Elizabeth's distress call echoed in my mind. My partner, my friend, was out there and in trouble. I had to help her if I could. 

I don't consider myself a man of action, but following the events of the last six months, I felt more confident in that regard. I'd been through too much to consider myself helpless. 

Rebecca raced ahead of me. Breathing hard, I pushed myself to accelerate. The two of us booked it down the rainy street outside the blood bar. A brilliant light flared like a burning lasso in the sky. 

Kamuek, Ryan's team pilot, and his light ship fought to keep the ship carrying Elizabeth, Sarah, and Lena from falling. Even from a half-mile away, I could tell the smaller light ship was losing that battle. 

I swallowed a bitter-taste leftover from my abandoned drink back at the booth. Rebecca glanced at me from up ahead. 

"They're going to crash," she said. 

I gritted my teeth.  

"We can get close to help when they do." 

I had seen light ships destroyed before, but I hoped the slowing of the Harper light ship's crash would be enough to save the occupants. 

"Any idea what happened to them up there?" asked Rebecca as I caught up with her. 

"No idea," I said. "Doesn't look like violence, though." 

"Let's hope not. A fight here could only make things worse for everyone." 

"I know." I pulled in a harsh breath. "Let's go. Don't wait up for me." 

She nodded. We launched ourselves again, covering the intervening blocks. I was too focused on running to network effectively. As we got closer, the two ships sank lower over the rooftops. A block away, the energy tethers from Kamuek's ship stretched to their limit started to fray apart like glittering threads. 

"Ryan says they won't land hard," said Rebecca, eyes halfway cloudy. 

I panted in response, hands on my knees. 

The light ship carrying Elizabeth broke free from the other's tethers. In the midst of rain, the sound broke the air, louder than any thunder. Two multi-story tenement buildings caved in under the sideways-turned lightship. It's stern metal bow cleaved through roofing and tile and then embedded in pavement with a roar. 

I staggered to as top and stared at the chaos. People gathered around as Kamuek's ship circled lower. I tried to reach out to Elizabeth, but she did not reply. I could sense her cold mind, though she seemed distant. 

Rebecca's burning presence kept moving down the alleyway between the two crippled buildings. She raced straight toward the burnished, rain-slick side of the light ship. I followed with halting steps, halfway walking, halfway running. 

My fear for Elizabeth eclipsed any worry for Sarah or Lena, but I could still sense both of them. A fourth presence flickered in the ship with them. That didn't make sense. The fourth mind had to be the pilot, but only aeons could fly light ships. Unless...the aeon at the helm of the ship was so terrified she was now broadcasting a distress call too. 

Ahead of me, Rebecca reached the end of the alleyway. She stepped backward, gazing up at the building, one arm raised and hand waving to signal anyone watching. 

Rain sizzled on small flames from within the rubble. I flinched as another set of floor construction crashed down on my left. The rain pelted everything. I splashed through a deep puddle and then stopped at Rebecca's side. 

"Are you alright?" I asked. 

"Someone in there told me to get away. The pilot won't open the doors." 

A hiss of stifled fire, followed by a rush of steam came from one side of the light ship's domed bridge. I grabbed Rebecca's shoulder and pulled her down low. A cacophony of smashing plaster and tearing metal beat the air to my right. Debris scattered over us into the street. 

I raised my head and found a woman standing beside me. She wore a black cropped shirt, was built fit, and her long black hair gleamed with rainwater. Her palms ran thick with viscous black fluid.  

"Who are you?" I asked her, an aeon, she had to be because I was unable to track a mind to her. 

She smiled, gaze on the ship before us.  

"No need for names." 

The aeon advanced on the crashed light ship, hands raised, palms out. She pressed her palms to the hull. Metal sizzled, bled, then fell away at her touch. Black droplets from her palms ran down the side of the hull, burning through plating, carving a doorway in seconds. 

Rebecca and I watched the stranger peel back strips of hull. I gulped. My gut told me this was newcomer's intentions were not good. Shards of metal crashed to the pavement. Raindrops splashed on the cream-colored interior cushions of the light ship's bridge. 

The stranger stepped through her newly formed doorway. The torn edges of the hull continued to melt away in places. I stared after the stranger in apprehension. She appeared to be an aeon, but I didn't know any aeons that could do what she'd just done. 

Rebecca reacted before me, starting after the strange aeon who'd refused to give a name. I lurched after her, limbs aching and breaths short from the run. We stepped through the tear in the hull. 

Within, the ship was lit only by flaring veins here and there. Most provided only minimal illumination. I looked toward the control station in the center of the oblong chamber. A woman with pale yellow hair sat slumped at the controls. Droplets of ichor spattered the consoles in front of the pilot. 

"Elizabeth!" I called. 

Only silence answered me. 

The stranger walked to the center of the deck behind the controls, her path traced in the ceiling by two functional electric blue light veins. Where she stopped, she looked back and forth. A shadowed form pushed onto all fours on the opposite side of the ship's bridge. 

"Jeth," said Elizabeth. "We're over here." 

I took a step toward her, past Rebecca. The stranger held a black palm up facing me. 

"Stop," she said. "I have business to attend to here." 

"What are you talking about? We have to help!" 

"If you want to survive this, stay where you are," said the stranger. 

Someone groaned from the floor near Elizabeth. Lena Essen shifted onto her back, her features lit starkly by failing light veins, eyes closed. Sarah Harper got to her feet on the far side of the chamber. 

"I don't know who you are, but we have to get out of here. The ship's power supply could be compromised. Get Vistenna, and let's go." 

"In time," said the stranger. "Business first." 

My stomach sank. Her tone reminded me of Yashelia, a mad aeon. The aeon before me turned to the control station. With a thrust of her arm, she drove her black-coated hand through the back of the pilot's seat and through Vistenna's chest. 

The aeon pilot, who had seemed unconscious before screamed. Her eyes rolled in her head. She slumped forward over the controls as the lunatic aeon pulled her hand away, slick with black fluid mingled with deep red and gold gore. 

I stared in horror. Sarah Harper stepped backward from the stranger, eyes flashing to look at the dead pilot. What mental senses I had felt of Vistenna's distress call cut off completely. 

Elizabeth dragged Lena backward with her from the base of the control station as the stranger turned toward them. 

"Now to finish this," said the insane aeon. 

A thump, audible over the rain, came from the alley behind me and Rebecca as we stared helplessly at the killer. 

Celsanoggi stepped past Rebecca. She wore the lone sentry mask. Thomas appeared at my side, a pistol in his hands. He trained the weapon on the mad aeon. 

"Ryan let us know what was going on. Got here as fast as we could." 

I should have been relieved, but as the woman in the middle of the ship's bridge looked over her shoulder at the four of us, I only dreaded the coming moments more. 
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The mad aeon smirked, then turned once again toward Elizabeth, Sarah, and Lena. 

"No, you don't." Thomas squeezed the trigger in succession.  

Two bullets tore through the murderous aeon's back. She staggered forward a step. 

"Are those charged shots?" Rebecca asked. 

The murderer laughed, then whirled to face us. Her hands made claws. The bullets clicked against the metal floor. 

"What do you think?" she said. 

Celsanoggi stepped forward, taking a fighting stance between us and the murderer. 

"Take care, citizens," she said. 

"Take care yourself," Thomas said with a grimace.  

"Watch out for that black stuff on her hands," I said. 

The murderer launched herself at Celsanoggi. The first punch she threw went wide. Celsanoggi ducked a second in the furious barrage. She darted forward and took the aeon killer's legs out from under her. 

I ran past the two clashing aeons, closely followed by Rebecca. We joined Elizabeth and the other two women on the far side of the bridge. 

"Where's the way to get off this ship?" asked Rebecca. 

"The docking ramp is smashed," said Sarah. "Only one way left." 

I helped Elizabeth lift Lena and we held her between us, awkward given our height difference, but better than either of us trying to carry her alone. 

Thomas fired again, knocking the aeon killer off of Celsanoggi. Celsanoggi bounced to her feet. Traces of black fluid scored her mask like acid, and a series of cuts showed through tears in her shabby sweatshirt. 

I glanced at Rebecca.  

"Let's go. Now or never." 

She gave a curt nod. 

"Right. I'll help distract her." 

I fought the urge to protest, then nodded. Rebecca joined Celsanoggi facing the killer. Elizabeth and I half-carried, half-dragged Lena toward the breach in the hull. Sarah followed closely behind. 

A clatter rang above, followed by the sound of rending metal. The roof of the bridge buckled under some weight from the tenement collapsing over the ship. The killer drove Rebecca and Celsanoggi backward, then darted toward Thomas. 

He retreated, but black fluid flew onto his pistol. The blackness melted through the barrel in seconds. He threw the ruined firearm at the aeon killer. 

Elizabeth and I carried Lena into the rainy alleyway. Sarah emerged right after us. I turned to go back inside. 

"Jeth, what are you doing?" Elizabeth asked, hand on my arm.  

"I have to help them," I said. 

Sarah scowled.  

"How will you do that?" 

"I have to try."  

I pulled away from Elizabeth and rushed back into the ship. 

Celsanoggi bled from multiple cuts with black edges but held her ground despite breathing heavily. Thomas crouched beside a seat near me while Rebecca circled toward the controls to flank the killer. 

For her part, the killer did not seem interested in finishing my friends. She simply battered them back without striking a lethal blow. My lips twitched. She might be insane, but she had a plan. 

The killer turned toward the breach where I blocked her way.  

"Stand aside," she said. "You don't have to suffer this end." 

"This end?" I scowled at her. "Sorry, but I won't let you kill anyone else." 

"You won't let me? Cute."  

She charged toward me. I swung out with one fist. She shoulder checked me backward and we spilled into the alleyway, both falling into the puddles there. She poised with one black hand ready to strike, but the blow did not fall. 

Instead, the killer sprang off of me, looking this way and that. Her eyes fell upon Elizabeth who still supported Lena. Sarah interposed herself between them and the killer.  

She furrowed her brow and her eyes went glassy. The killer snarled. Rage stretched her features into a howling mask. Sarah's eyes flew wide and she collapsed, clutching at her ears. 

The aeon killer stepped past her and reached for Lena. Elizabeth let go so the girl would fall out of the killer's reach, but the rogue aeon's hand snaked out and caught Lena by the collar of her jacket.  

"This one is to be cleaned," said the killer. She made a slashing motion with one hand. All the black fluid flew from her palm and flecked the pavement of the alleyway. 

I scrambled to my feet but knew I'd be too late. The killer reached for Lena's forehead. Sarah lay spasming on the ground, still holding her head with both hands. 

Elizabeth stepped forward and grabbed the aeon's wrist. The killer twisted her hand and grimaced. She released Lena's collar and slapped Elizabeth across the jaw. 

The blow made Elizabeth stagger. Lena collapsed to the wet ground. The aeon grabbed Elizabeth by the throat. Her other hand palm moved down my partner's forehead. Then she let go. Elizabeth shuddered. Her eyes turned strange, empty. 

Ryan's message pinged me. I let him speak in my mind. 

"Jeth, get everyone down. Kamuek has a shot." 

I rushed past the aeon and dragged Elizabeth to the ground with me. She held onto my shoulders as we fell. A brilliant white light flashed through the air behind us, but I didn't look. 

"She's gone," said Ryan. "I think we missed." 

Elizabeth said, "You're hurting me." 

I was holding onto her too tightly. I released my grip and looked back. The aeon killer had left both Sarah and Lena on the ground. Celsanoggi, Rebecca, and Thomas picked their way out of the ship. 

Celsanoggi lifted Lena onto her shoulders. Thomas and Rebbecca helped Sarah to her feet. I raised Elizabeth with me as we stood. 

"What's going on?" asked the new clean. "It's cold." 

"I know." I patted her back, tears flowing from my eyes. "I know." 
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Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III 

 

Kamuek cursed as they descended over the crash site.  

"I should have hit her. After all that, I can't have missed completely." The aeon pilot's eyes were full of tears. "Not after she killed another of us." 

Alesia put a hand on the side of the console and faced Kamuek over the controls. 

"You know it's not that simple," she said. 

Ryan nodded. "Looks like our mystery is solved, though. That black stuff is definitely the same from the scene at Candlegrove." 

"Damn it," muttered Conner. "I can't trace her. All my sensor programs are having trouble. Not sure why, but it's not the rain." 

Ryan frowned.  

"We need to help the people on the ground." 

"We're there already," said Kamuek. "Lowering docking ramp." 

A servo whine followed by a clank of metal on asphalt at the rear of the ship. Seconds later, Jeth and his friends climbed inside. 

"Holy shit, you guys can't catch a break," Ryan said as Jeth approached, leading Elizabeth.  

He did not add that he was starting to feel he couldn't either. 
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"She's clean," said Sarah dully. "Just like that." 

I held Elizabeth's hand in one of mine, and Rebecca's in the other. We all sat on the bridge of Astra III as the light ship climbed over the rooftops to circle the tenements, looking to help anyone who might still be inside. Luckily, they appeared to have been mostly vacant. 

I couldn't bring myself to look at Elizabeth's placid face. She looked like Rebecca had when I had found her cleaned, completely divorced from the cares of just moments ago. 

Thomas worked to staunch the black-edged cuts the killer had dealt Celsanoggi. Alesia woke up Lena with a few taps on her cheek. 

"God, everything hurts," the girl said. "What happened?" 

"We crashed," said Sarah. "But that's not the worst of it." 

Lena looked at Elizabeth.  

"Are you alright?" she asked. 

I shook my head.  

"She's clean, Lena." 

"Clean? How?" 

"That woman who attacked the ship was an aeon. She did it." Sarah clenched her fists. "But why attack at all? Why kill Vistenna?" 

"We'll get to the bottom of things," said Ryan. "From what I can tell the woman who attacked you also killed the student in Candlegrove earlier today." 

"Damn it," said Thomas. "Nothing is sticking." He threw a strip of bandages to the floor. The fluid around Celsanoggi's wounds had turned them black. 

Celsanoggi widened her eyes behind her mask.  

"I'll live. None of these wounds are life-threatening. Try to relax." 

Thomas grunted then nodded. I could tell he didn’t like her advice. 

Sarah glanced at them.  

"You know the lone sentry, Fenstein?" 

He scratched the back of his head.  

"We help each other out sometimes." 

"Interesting. You two can help me make the aeon who did this pay." 

"Right after we find her," Ryan said. 

"Precisely," said Sarah. "I wish I had recognized her. It would make this so much easier. Lena, did you get a look?" 

"I was out, sorry." 

I wiped tears from my eyes. Sarah was already making plans. How come I only felt numb? I fought to find my voice. 

"Don't be so hasty," I said, "We need that aeon now if we're going to restore Elizabeth." 

"Restoring cleans is just a legend," said Lena. She glanced at me, then at Sarah. "Right?" 

I shook my head. 

Rebecca turned to Lena.  

"This may be difficult to explain," she said. "But actually, we know how to do it." 

"And who the hell are you?" 

"Rebecca Waters, meet Lena Essen." I motioned to the girl. "Rebecca used to be a clean." 

Lena's eyes went wide.  

"You aren't joking." 

"Not remotely," Rebecca said. 

Sarah looked at Elizabeth.  

"If we can help her, we have to try." 

"I agree," I said. 

"We'll use every resource we have. She isn't just a business partner," said Sarah. 

"She's a friend," I said. 

Sarah frowned at me. "Right." 

The light ship flew back over the refugee district. I messaged my team, telling them I might be late in returning. Then, I reached out to my people at BrightNet, telling them to expect a big information transfer from Sarah Harper's group. We had more than one story to break. People had to know cleans could be restored because one way or the other the world was about to find out the truth. 

I rode between Elizabeth and Rebecca, hoping it would be enough to save my friend. The aeon killer had struck hard. In the night, the cold closed in around us. I would have liked to go back to Lotdel Tower, but that didn't look to be in the cards for now. Kamuek turned the ship toward Harper Headquarters. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Harper Headquarters

 

Rebecca hated waiting, especially when it meant more danger headed her way. The Harper Headquarters, despite towering glass walls and steely doorways patrolled by armed private security forces, just didn't feel safe that night. Rebecca didn't like the way Sarah and Lena looked at her, as if she was some kind of thing, following her admission of once being clean.

She sat on a bench outside the bathroom Jeth was using. Ryan and his team were scanning from their light ship. Thomas had taken Celsanoggi to a regenerator downstairs. Rebecca wondered if she should tell any of them about who she used to be.

"Jeth," she said to herself. "Sooner or later you can't be the only one to know."

An elevator bell dinged on the opposite side of the hallway from the bathrooms and Rebecca.

Sarah Harper stepped out of the opening doors, having taken Lena and Elizabeth downstairs for the staff neural doctor to examine them. Sarah nodded to Rebecca, arms folded.

"Tonight is far from over," she said.

"I know," said Rebecca.

Outside, wind howling, heavy rain fell all along the northern portions of the city.
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I rinsed the mud from my face, looking in the mirror at a man who really needed sleep. I finished in the bathroom, a place wholly inadequate to make me feel clean. As I joined Rebecca and Sarah in the hall outside, Thomas and Celsanoggi stepped out of the elevator. Her cuts remained visible in a few places through her torn clothes. With the black fluid gone, the bleeding had stopped. I couldn't help but wonder at the nature of that terrible black ichor. 

Celsanoggi leaned on Thomas, one arm about his shoulders. She must still be seriously weakened to need his help, given the physical capabilities of aeons. She still wore the sentry mask. Sarah and Rebecca looked at me. 

"Any ideas for a plan?" Rebecca asked. 

Sarah frowned, arms folded.  

"You retrieved memories before--Start there." 

I nodded.  

"For starters, we need to find the aeon murderer's tree. For that, we either need eyes on her or some way of finding her home garden." 

"That presumes she's from the city," said Celsanoggi. 

"It seems likely she is," said Sarah. "What motive could she have for attacking otherwise?" 

"If she's a rogue from the wilderness." Celsanoggi shook her head. "We likely will never be able to reach her tree." 

I scowled.  

"Those things out there are aeons. You already knew it." 

"They are similar to us, yes." 

Sarah's frown deepened. 

"How many secrets do you aeons keep from us?" 

"Many. Suffice it to say, this is one of the largest. If we are to fulfill our roles as protectors of humanity, trust between us and humankind is required." 

"Trust?" Sarah's eye twitched. Her face flushed and she glared at the impassive mask. "You expect us to trust you now? You couldn't hide the truth forever."  

"It wasn't my choice, or any single aeon's choice to hide the truth. We agreed to that secret very near the beginning. Truth. I agree with you. We were fools to think we could keep up the charade indefinitely." 

"Truth." Sarah snorted. "And you won't show your face." 

Celsanoggi reached for the straps of her mask. 

Thomas put a hand on her arm.  

"Are you sure?" 

"Certain, yes." 

He let go of her arm. She removed the mask. Sarah inclined her head toward Celsanoggi. 

"You? A minor aeon." 

"Formerly of the military light fleet," said Celsanoggi. "I know all too well how it feels to be betrayed by my superiors. At a place called Chicago, a ruin of a once-great city, Thomas and I fought to hold back the wild stars. I piloted a light ship. He served in the infantry attached to my vessel. We fought crawling plant weapons, along with slaved beasts and rogue stars there. It was a standstill, but I saw something from my ship before we retreated from the barriers that kept the rogues in until recently. It appeared as a cylinder of light that reached to the sky." 

"What does this have to do with what happened tonight?" 

"The rogues could have sent advance infiltrators with the refugees. It is possible the one we fought tonight arrived at the train station among the humans. However, there is another possibility, a more frightening one." 

"What's that?" I asked, my voice sounding foreign to my ears. 

"The pillar of light I saw—I think it came from some kind of transportation device. The light appeared, and enemy troops vanished. When the light died enemies I thought gone appeared in the midst of the forces under my ship. If they are moving to attack the city, it is possible this teleportation device could deliver agents here." 

Sarah's eyes widened.  

"We have to tell military command." 

"I have relayed everything I just said to you to Detective Carter. He is contacting Colonel Cannwald as we speak." 

I glanced at Sarah. 

"We need to hurry and find this rogue star. Once the colonel deploys his troops, we could lose all hope of getting Elizabeth's memories back." 

Rebecca shot me an incredulous look. 

"We can't fight her on our own, Jeth." 

"We won't," I said. "I just met some people who can't wait to strike back at the rogues." 

"Refugees?" Thomas arched an eyebrow. "You sure that's a good idea?" 

"The people from Fort Wayne still have their militia and leadership intact," I said. "And they're right where we need them already." 

"Alright," said Thomas. "But we need to get them ammunition that can actually kill rogues. Lucky for us, I've had part of my research team working on some tools for the past few weeks." 

Sarah unfolded her arms.  

"I can help spin this to the press. Jethro, can you contact your network and set up an interview as soon as possible?" 

In answer, I closed my eyes and reached out. When I finished communicating with the secretary at BrightNet, I turned to Sarah.  

"They'll be ready for you in an hour." 

"Good. Now, get going." She nodded to me. "Elizabeth will be safe here. You four take the light ship and find that rogue star." 

"Thanks," I said. 

"Don't squander my investment in you two," Sarah said. "I've lost enough tonight as it is." 

"I'll do everything I can," I said. 

Rebecca rose from the bench.  

"And I'll keep them alive." The look in her eyes was cold, determined. "I think I know some people who can help us take on a rogue star as well." 
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Within thirty minutes we were back in the refugee district. On the way, I relayed what I could to Jeanine Myles, her aunt Trisha, and the former Mayor of Fort Wayne, Angela Watts. As I suspected, they had their people in motion before Kamuek flew the light ship in low over the canal to drop us off. 

Dark water surged at the banks, high but I doubted it had crested, given the continuing rainfall. 

The hunt to find the rogue aeon took place on countless levels of sense and neural networks, on the ground, and in the air. 

I met my news team at our hotel. Luckily, only one of the Kowalski brothers appeared drunk after the blood bar. I hoped the others weren't simply hiding it better. 

"What happened?" asked Samantha. "You sure left in a hurry. And you're back almost as fast." 

"Big news. You want to break it?" I said and started explaining the situation.  

Her eyes went from narrow to wide, to wider. If things had been less dire, I might have felt triumphant at her expressions. Who am I kidding? What triumph that reached my mind at being able to impress Samantha was clouded with guilt and worry. Elizabeth was counting on us all. 

I wouldn't let some monster devour her. I'd rather die than lose anyone to that mental assimilation again. I didn't mention these thoughts to Samantha. 

Layne nodded to me.  

"Phil, give me the keys. I'm driving." 

"Shit, man. You sure I can't?" Phil slurred his S-sounds. 

Layne nodded.  

"Damn straight."  

Phil handed his brother the keys to our news van. 

I rode shotgun, carrying a backup pistol Alesia had lent me back on Kamuek's light ship. 

We moved out. 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights 

 

Thomas tapped his foot as he and Celsanoggi ran through the security checks at Candlegrove. Once they were through, they went immediately downstairs to meet with Onoggotos. He hoped the weapons Onoggotos had prepared would be useful. To hear Celsa tell it, there could be more than one rogue star out there tonight. 

A chill crept down Thomas' spine at that thought as the elevator took him and Celsa to the research floor. They entered the lab, passed yawning technicians, and found Onoggotos watching them approach. 

"Shit, twice in the same day. Must be pretty serious." 

"It is," said Thomas. "We need the weapons you've been making." 

Onoggotos' pale face went paler still. 

He motioned them further into the lab, his usual gregariousness gone. 
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Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Candlegrove Heights 

 

While Fenstein and Celsanoggi went downstairs to contact research, Ryan and his team, except for Kamuek who stayed with the ship, met Balancar upstairs. The black-clad aeon governor nodded to him from the opposite side of an atrium lit mostly by flickers of lightning from the skylights above. 

"Detective," said Balancar. "I hope you have goods news, contacting me this late." 

"Good and bad news," Ryan said. "But you know the worst already." 

"Another aeon is dead." Balancar's face was grim. "What is the good news?" 

"We know the face of the rogue star who killed her, and we can link her to Dalmanno, too." 

"A good start. But we must apprehend the killer." 

"Look in my mind. I have her face memorized," said Conner. 

"Brace yourself, sensocycler," said Balancar.  

He turned toward the heavyset man. Conner shook once, wobbling on his feet. He blinked blearily. 

"Done," said Balancar, but his face went from grim to agonized. "No...Fiusontha. I had hoped never to see her again, not in the city, not in my mind." 

"Fiusontha?" Alesia said. 

"A failed experiment," said Balancar. "Mine and Sudhatho's." 

Alesia started toward Balancar, a scowl forming on her face. She kept a hand on the grip of the pistol at her belt. 

"She's yours—?" 

Ryan held out an arm to stop her. He focused on Balancar. 

"It's your turn to tell the truth, governor." 

Balancar sighed. 

"It's a sad story. Sudhatho and I once worked together, him as a military mind, me as a concerned administrator. We both predicted the current crisis in aeon reproduction. I was mistaken, then, but I will accept the blame for her. Fiusontha was our attempt to create an aeon from genetic blending. Four aeons contributed their ichor. A human woman carried her to term for us. But the child was wild, a disaster, stronger than any aeon born before." 

"Will aeon-stopping ammunition work?" 

"I don't know. We sent her west, and I thought she was gone from our lives forever, a lost daughter I wished we could have saved." 

"Who were the other aeons who contributed their DNA?" Ryan asked. 

"Does it matter?" asked Alesia through clenched teeth. 

"I think it could," said Ryan. 

Balancar hung his head, the ichor in his palms glistening under a flash of light from the sky. 

"Besides Sudhatho and myself, there was his mate, Yashelia, and another...Tohamaya. But she’s gone. She died a few years ago." 

"Four aeons," said Alesia. "And you made a monster." 

"I'm the only one still standing after all of this, but I will take responsibility when this is all over. You have my word, detectives." 

Ryan nodded and then turned his back. 

"You better believe it," he said softly. 

He reached out to tell Jeth and the others what he had learned. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Carlin's Blood Bar 

 

Rebecca stepped through the door into a bar mostly vacant once more. Natalie glanced up from the table she was wiping off with a rag. Harvey turned toward her from the bar, eyes unclouding from the haze of the network. 

"Rebecca," Natalie said. "What happened earlier?" 

"I'll explain it all as we go. We think there are rogue stars out there tonight, and one of them stole a friend's memories." 

Harvey circled out from behind the bar. 

"What do you need?" 

"Say the word," said Natalie. 

Rebecca gave a satisfied nod and accessed the information Ryan had just sent her. "She's called Fiusontha..." 
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The van cut trails through gleaming puddles on the street, windshield wipers working overtime to maintain a view for Layne and me. In the middle seat, Ellen was connected mentally to the refugees out searching for the rogue star. I still hoped there was only one of them, but one was bad enough. 

Over the rooftops to the northwest, the sky was dominated by the dim but omnipresent glow of an energy farm, where burning power hearts shifted like miniature blue and red suns connected to the filling stations by pale tendrils of current. Directly west past the train station, the dam that kept the canal from overflowing stood. With the information Ellen was receiving as our guide, we headed straight for it as fast we could safely drive. 

Cold and loud, wind rushed around us, buffeting the van. We parked in the lot on the refugee side of the canal. I climbed out and then craned my neck to look. 

Through the rain, I glimpsed a black-clad woman standing atop the dam. She did not resemble Fiusontha. I squinted and recognized, with the help of ichor, this was not the rogue star who had cleaned Elizabeth, but the aeon Bayaluggia who I had left from a meeting with Council Member Macroy before I met with the man myself. 

She gazed at my team and I, clearly taking us in, along with the teams of refugee searchers arriving on foot all around us. 

I didn't doubt her appearance here was no coincidence one way or the other. She might be a city aeon, but either she was onto Fiusontha herself, or they could be working together, though I didn’t try to guess why. I scowled in her direction. 

"Who is that?" asked Ellen, getting out the side door of the van beside me. 

"An aeon, but I don't think she's on our side." I glanced at her. "We have to get closer." 

"What do you think she's doing here?" 

"Seems like she's acting as a lookout," said Samantha. 

"A lookout, or a spotter." 

"A spotter?" said Ellen. 

"She could be directing a sniper—But I doubt it," said Samantha. "I've never heard of aeons using firearms." 

I grimaced.  

"Let's not stand here and find an exception." I waved to a group of refugees passing by us. "Hey," I called. "We're looking for the rogue star like you are." 

The lean man leading the group nodded to me. I recognized the profile of Angela Watts' head security officer, Kyle Roland. He looked dangerous, just based on his body language. The fact that he carried a holstered pistol did nothing to contradict his stalking movements. 

My team and I joined Kyle and the other five armed men and women with him. 

More refugees fanned out to block the exit on our side of the canal. I glimpsed Jeanine's face peeking out from under the hood of a yellow raincoat. Most of the others weren't as well equipped for the weather.  

My group reached the entrance ramp of the dam, wide enough we could have driven the van up it. I couldn't help feeling exposed, and once again dangerously on edge. I'd fallen into too much trouble lately. This time trouble had picked me, my friends, and my partner. I once again vowed I would get Elizabeth's memories back, no matter what. 

Shadows cast by a few dimmed light veins greeted us inside the dam's main passage, but we were only inside and out of the rain for a minute or less before emerged on the top of the dam, surrounded by the roar of the storm. I squinted ahead as Kyle's fighters spread out. Bayaluggia had left where she had been standing at the center point of the dam. In her place, stood three wild-looking, rain-drenched figures. 

Missive sent to Rebecca, I focused all my senses. My last dose of ichor had been back at the blood bar. Now, with fading acuity, I could still tell clearly the two women and one man at the middle of the dam's bridge were not human. 

"That's them," said Kyle.  

He closed a fist over his head, reaching for the pistol grip at his waist. His team, armed with a collection of old hunting weapons and more modern military rifles, took up positions. He held his fist, telling his team to hold their fire. No one fired a shot. 

My stomach sank, and I wanted to yell at Kyle to shoot as soon as he could. Dread memories of my encounter in Yashelia's garden raced through my mind. I ducked around a corner of one of regulating pumps that dotted the dam, followed by Samantha and Layne. Phil and Ellen hung back by the sloped tunnel's mouth, capturing the whole situation as it unfolded. Looking out, I caught a glimpse of a grin spreading across maniacally wide lips. 

The male aeon standing between the two female rogue stars grinned like a monster, and that was exactly what he seemed to me. He said nothing but likely had no need to communicate with words. The rogues on either side of him dashed forward, silent except for their footsteps thudding on concrete. 

Kyle dropped his fist. His people opened up, peppering the rogues with bullets. The refugees must have wounded each of the three a half-dozen times or more, but they charged through the damage.  

One man screamed as a rogue star tackled him. A woman whirled and shot the rogue star twice in the back, knocking the aeon off her comrade. I stared as the rogue star sprang back toward her prey. 

Kyle interposed himself between the monstrous woman and the man on the ground. His shoulders bunched with straining muscles as he grappled with the wild aeon. She dug her fingers into his bicep but seemed to lack some of the strength Yashelia had demonstrated, for she did not rip his limb from his body. The refugee woman with the rifle circled, trying to get a better shot. The man the aeon had bowled over, lay unconscious on the concrete. I turned to Samantha.  

"We have to do something." 

She grunted.  

“You're not wrong." 

"I'm recording. That's the best I can do," said Layne. 

I gritted my teeth. 

"About to do something brave again?" said a voice from above. 

Crouched atop the pump was the male wild star. He still wore his demented grin. The rogue star dove into our midst. Layne scrambled out of reach. I shoved Samantha to one side to get her clear of the wild monster. The aeon landed a fist in my stomach and all the wind rushed out of me. I sank to my knees. 

The rogue star grabbed the top of my head and directed my gaze to the center of the bridge.  

"It's long past time we began." 

"Began what?" I asked between gasps for breath. 

"The war," said the rogue star. "It starts here. In the name of all wild minds, let it be done." He extended his arm toward the center of the bridge, then snapped his fingers. 

I watched a spark of light flare in the rain. A roar went up from the innards of the structure as supports collapsed. Slowly, the dam began to crumble from the center out. 

I struggled to break free of the aeon's iron grip. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed the female aeon shoving Kyle back a step. Kyle grunted with exertion and pushed back, but gained less than a step in retaliation. 

A searchlight from some aerial security picket cut across the dam, then another and another. The rogue stars abandoned us as a light ship swooped in low. They threw themselves off of the dam, gliding over the flood waters on their energized air-currents. 

I fought my way to my feet. Samantha stared at me as she got to her feet.  

"Don't do that again, Gall." 

"Don't what? Save you?" 

"Don't get in my way," she said, then softer, "and don't actively try to get killed." 

"Fine," I said.  

Layne helped me up and together we hurried to safety. Rushing water broke over the dam. Concrete and sealants could not hold without the internal braces for long. Kyle and his people limped after us. I counted four of them now. I looked back, searching for the other two. Before I could find them, rushing water ripped the central parts of the dam from their moorings on either bank. 

The canal water had been high before, but the sudden failure of the dam sent water spilling over the banks. I watched in horror as the waters rose. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Refugee District 

 

She watched torrents of cold black water rush into the street ahead of them, flowing quickly from ankle-level to reach as high as her knees. Off to Rebecca's right, Natalie swore. She leaped onto the sidewalk, but that would not be dry long, Rebecca guessed. 

Water flowed along the streets as far as she could see in the dark night. Harvey sloshed forward to join Rebecca. 

"This isn't good. And not just because it's gonna wreck the bar's basement again." 

Rebecca nodded. 

"Something went very wrong over there," she said, pointing toward the road leading to the canal's edge and the dam. "That water didn't rise this fast on its own." 

Jeth contacted her using sound senses, but his ichor dose must have been fading because he sounded distant and garbled. As soon as he touched his mind, he lost fidelity altogether. Rebecca searched the network but couldn't find him. 

Natalie shouted, "Damn it!" 

She gave voice to how Rebecca felt. Jeth had been at the dam. Rebecca tried to push forward against the waters, but she knew at once she would not get far against the rising flood. 

"We had better head back," said Harvey. "It's bad enough already." 

Tears threatened at the corners of Rebecca's eyes. She forced herself to nod to Harvey. They turned and slogged back to the blood bar on it's slightly raised patch of street. 

Night and storm went on a long time. 
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Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Light Ship Astra III 

 

Kamuek kicked the ship fast toward the broken dam. His whip-like manipulators knitted together as they descended between the remaining supports of the dam. Astra III slowed the flood with its hull until more light ships and pickets could arrive to staunch the flow more fully. 

Damage to the ship was extensive, but Kamuek said he didn't care. By the time they limped back skyward all power cells for weapons and manipulators were exhausted, and with it, any chance they had to fight another ship. Ryan hoped the wild star transportation device could not move the war machines Celsanoggi had described. If they could get those weapons here soon, the city surely would not be ready for them, and Ryan and his team would be right there with the rest. 

From the bridge, Ryan sent everything he had learned about the killer to his friends. He hoped they could make use of it. Night wrapped the city and the downpour continued. 

“Sorry, Jeth,” Ryan said under his breath as the light ship flew east. “Guess I’m out for now.” 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights  

 

Some thin garden walls around parts of the lower levels of the building burst in place, but mostly Candlegrove weathered the flood well by the time morning came. Thomas watched the flood from the windows. The water stopped rising quickly, but the initial rush left the surrounding districts in a terrible state. 

Celsa rested in a chair in the room they had borrowed for the evening. Each of the heights was a vast structure, but mostly vacant of occupants. He walked to the window, his clothes the same rumpled and soggy set as yesterday. He hoped the others were alright. Of his friends, only Ryan had reached out that morning, reporting the heroic actions Kamuek had taken. 

He frowned out the window at the ruined canal walls and flooded streets below. There were people down there who needed help, now more than ever. Thomas turned and found Celsa waking up. 

"What time is it?" she asked. 

"Seven-thirty." 

Celsa lurched out of the chair. Her wounds obviously still pained her. She joined Thomas by the window, moving methodically, but with determination. 

"I will contact Balancar. We need relief forces to move into the district." 

"Two bad options." He hissed in a breath. "If we do that, security will get spread pretty thin." 

Celsa put a shaky hand on his shoulder. 

"Not options," she said. "You thought it first. Those are people down there. They need all the help they can get." 

Thomas turned to her, smelled the faint traces of blood from her that usually pervaded the area around aeons. He noticed it less with her than some of the others, though. 

"You're right. I'm right. We need to get down there." 

"In time," she said. "According to Ryan Carter, Balancar is repentant. He will help us, not only with relief but in catching the rogues in the city." 

"I hope you're right," he said. "We're pretty screwed if you're not." 

"Lucky us. I know what I'm talking about." 

He smirked at her.  

"And people say aeons are arrogant." 

She shook her head.  

"We're relatively well-informed." 

"Because you don't share everything you know." 

Her cheeks flushed.  

"I'm sorry. I wanted to tell you sooner." 

"It's alright," he said softly. "Better late than never, I suppose." 

"Balancar is reaching out to his teams," she said. "He's lobbying to allow refugees into Candlegrove after the remaining students here are relocated." 

"Finally, someone has some sense." 

"Balancar was one of the aeons who created this situation. Remember that, Thomas." 

"As if I could forget what Carter sent me. I'd belt Balancar right in his sensible jaw if he was here." 

"Lucky him. You still punch well. For a human." 

"We can't all be super strong, now can we?" 

She smiled at him.  

"You're strong enough as you are." 

"I hope you're right about that too. I sure don't feel like I am." 

She nodded.  

"Naturally, you wouldn't." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Don't underestimate what a human can do, Thomas." Her fingers kneaded his shoulder. 

"Celsa—" 

"Don't underestimate what you can do, especially." 

He felt heat rise in his face. Thomas turned from Celsa, embarrassed and looked upward as a small, whirring aerial buzzed by outside the window. 

"Thanks," he said. "I'll remember that." 

She answered him with a hint of laughter. 
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I woke up 

slumped against a cold wall. Flying craft, both light ships, and smaller vehicles circled overhead. The flood waters were receding little by little already, but where I sat things looked bleak, not least of all because of my aching spine. 

My team clustered around me. They were already awake, except for Phil, who snored, propped against the inner wall of the dam's tunnel nearby. We had been trapped by the floodwaters, but it looked like help was on the way. Small boats moved up the flooded canal toward us. 

Ellen offered me a flask with ichor. I took a sip. Senses flared and I reached out to contact Rebecca. I had run out before I could tell her anything the previous night. At least now, I could allay some of her fears. I really hoped she was in better shape than me and my team. 

When I got in touch she was still groggy and despite her morning dose, Rebecca was less coherent over the network than usual. 

After a few minutes, we both put enough of ourselves together to communicate in more ways than just holding our mentalities together. She projected a virtual sensory room with a map of the refugee district filling the floor. Much of the streets were covered in what, at our level, looked like a fine layer of black sludge, the flood waters. 

We stood across the map from each other. 

"Do you know why the dam broke?" she asked. 

I nodded, or rather my projected image did. 

"There were wild stars on the dam when we got there, and that's not all. I think there's another aeon from the city helping them." 

Rebecca scowled as I relayed the image of Bayaluggia from the previous night to her. 

"She looks normal. Did you see any strength or rogue star abilities?" 

"I don't think so, but she was gone before the fighting started. Her name is Bayaluggia, and she met with Council Member Macroy before I did that time." 

Rebecca paced across the city map toward me. She turned and pointed at the pale glow of the energy farm on the far side of the district from the dam. 

"You notice anything about that spot?" 

"The flood didn't reach that far." 

"Hmm..." Rebecca glanced at me.  "I think it's significant. Every other part of the district at least got touched by the water. Candlegrove's side got hit hard too. Security and relief are completely focused on dealing with the flood now." 

"Well, we haven't got a lot to go on. But if we can get to the energy farm we can check things out." 

"Good idea. I'm at the blood bar." 

"I'll need some help to get that far," I said. "Give me a little time, and stay in touch." 

"You too," she said. 

We disconnected. 

Back in the physical world, I rejoined my team. Even Phil was awake now. The fleet of small boats powered up the canal toward us and the broken dam. It was hard to tell where the canal had once ended, as the water was highest at our location, and had swept away the sides. 

Samantha and Ellen went up the ramp by themselves while we waited for the boats. I spotted Jeanine Myles in her yellow raincoat by the water's edge. I made my way across our little island to her. 

"Hey," she said. "Looks like we blew it." 

"Not yet," I said. "This is a mess, but we can still fix it." 

"People died last night," she said. "This isn't the worst it can get?" 

I tried not to think about Elizabeth, and the danger her memories could be in. 

"I don't know," I said, "but I'll do what I can to help make this right." 

Jeanine nodded, then turned toward me. Her eyes became fierce. 

"I want to help you." 

"Thanks." 

A pair of boats pulled up close to us. Martin Macroy dropped into the water and waded onto shore. He nodded to me. 

"Hell of a time thing to happen while you were here, Mister Gall." 

"It's news, and there's worse council member," I said. 

"What's going on?" he asked. "Does it have anything to do with that Sarah Harper interview last night?" 

I took a deep breath, then started to explain what I knew. I held nothing back. 
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The boat took Jeanine, Samantha, Martin, and me across the water in sprinkling rain until we reached the shallows. From there, we waded up the streets and then headed toward the blood bar. Martin seemed almost as determined to drive back the wild aeons as Jeanine. Tired, worn, and wet, I was grateful for both of them. Samantha seemed equally motivated to cover these events first hand, but we left Ellen and Kowalski's behind to record and assist the relief efforts. 

We met Rebecca, Natalie, and Harvey, by the entrance of the bar, a raised bit of ground still mostly dry. Martin offered a hand to Harvey. They shook. 

"Glad to see I'm not the only concerned citizen." 

"I live here," said Harvey. "I've got my interests. 

Natalie nodded. Martin turned to her. His gaze moved to the pistol in the holster at her waist. 

"You have a permit for that?" 

"Of course," said Natalie. 

Rebecca sent me a private message. All the best operatives use legal weapons. That made sense to me. Natalie's words mollified Martin. 

"Hate to say it, but it could come in handy." 

"That might be true," said Samantha, "if bullets were enough to stop these things." 

I couldn't help but agree with her in my head, but I didn't say it out loud. Martin frowned. Natalie wrinkled her nose. 

"There are more things to worry about than rogue stars," she said, "beasts for one, mind-slaved cleans for another." 

I recalled the renegade soldiers from a few months ago. They had been far more dangerous because of their ability to control cleans, and it made sense an aeon could have similar abilities. 

"Beasts?" said Martin. "At a time like this." 

"Yeah," said Natalie. "I suspect even if no one overdoses, wild stars could bring some with them." 

Jeanine arched her brows, looking at Natalie.  

"How did you know they worked with the beasts?" 

"Prior experience," said Natalie, but left it at that. 

"Not an answer," said Jeanine, starting forward. 

"It's the only one you're getting right now," Natalie said. 

I put up my hands.  

"Good enough for now. We need to find out where Fiusontha and the other rogue stars are." 

Harvey nodded.  

"Apples to apples they're still in the district unless they broke the dam just to distract us." 

"What could they still want here?" asked Martin. "They've thrown us into chaos already and the district was poor even before we got swamped with refugees." 

"The energy farm," I said. "The water didn't reach that far." 

Harvey gave a satisfied nod.  

"A good bet." 

Martin's brows furrowed.  

"It is by far the biggest industry around here." 

"They're rogue stars," said Natalie. "They don't care about industry but they do care about energy. Having that much power at their fingertips would be bad for everyone." 

"That's understating it," said Rebecca. "We need to get there first, set up some kind of defenses if we're not too late." 

On that, we all agreed. Samantha recorded everything as we moved north toward the train station where the refugees had been arriving. As we came near the station, thunderous rumbling drew my attention to it. A large train was arriving from out of town. 

More refugees spilled out onto the platform. To my shock, I recognized faces in the crowd. These people had come from the Green Valley. 

I glanced at Rebecca. She had noticed them too, and her face became stony. I followed her gaze, squinting even with dose-sharpened senses. I spotted her parents looking older and grayer, but recognizable on the platform. My parents got off the train and stopped beside them. 

They had fled so much danger, but for what? My heart sank further as I considered the danger we were all still in. 

"Go on ahead," I said, then turned to Rebecca. "I'll catch up." 

"Jeth," she said, "my parents are there too." 

"I know," I said, "but I'm not much use in a fight anyway. Please, be careful." 

"You too." She pulled me by the collar into a swift kiss. "We can protect them and each other." 

"We will," I said. 

Martin nodded to me.  

“I’ll go with you. These are my constituents now.” 

Jeanine frowned but said nothing. Samantha turned to continue without a word. The energy farm glimmered just a few blocks away. 

Martin and I started toward the train station. 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights 

 

Thomas and Celsa took one of Onogottos' new weapons with them when they met with Balancar. He concealed the sealed metal vial, labeled as "Shaper" in his coat pocket, beside his ichor flask. Ono had told him to drink it as late as he could if there was a fight. 

"Then think hard about what tools you need," the aeon scientist added. "Do that as quickly as you can. We haven't tested it enough to be sure how long it'll last." 

Thomas took a deep breath and shook his head as the elevator arrived at the level of Candlegrove's highest atrium. Balancar waited between two trees on a circular patch of grass carved from the surroundings by two streams of water. 

The sky was brightening, but still cloudy. A few streaks of rain still speckled the window panes above them. Celsa led the way toward the black-clad governor. She had left the mask safely hidden in Thomas' van. 

Balancar looked up as they approached.  

"So," he said. "You two, as well. It seems the walls of my secrets are still crumbling." 

Celsa's eyes met Balancar's, her expression intense. 

"You're at least partially to blame for what's happening down there." 

"I know. I already told my story to your friends, Detective Carter and his partners." 

"And he told us," said Celsa. 

Thomas nodded.  

"We're not here for answers, governor. We're here to make sure you don't try anything funny." 

"Where would I run?" Balancar sighed. "I may not look it, but I'm far older than both of you. I'll be seventy years old, soon. Keeping secrets didn't age my body, but it hurt me in other ways." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Fiusontha was not really my daughter, but I'm the only thing close to family she'll ever know. I expect she won't be pleased to see me when she returns." 

"We can protect you," Thomas said. 

"No." Balancar shook his head. "She's stronger than all of us put together. Even Kamuek's ship weapons at full power couldn't kill her." 

"Damn it, don't give up." Thomas scowled. "We have some tricks up our sleeve yet." 

"I fear you are wrong, but I will go with you to see," said Balancar. "I wasn't waiting here for you, you see. I waited here for her." He motioned to the willow trees on either side of his little island. "I thought I'd be at peace here, but I was wrong." 

"Then come with us," said Celsa. "We're headed to meet up with Carter's team. We can keep you safe." 

"I won't ask you to give your lives for mine." 

"You don't have to," said Thomas. "We need to find her." 

He thought of Elizabeth. She could nag, and be too serious, but she didn't deserve to end as a clean. Thomas scowled.  

"What's it gonna be, governor?" 

Balancar walked toward them.  

"Take me to the light ship." 

A harsh yet feminine laugh echoed through the atrium, it's source unseen. 

"Shit," said Thomas. "Celsa!" 

She seized Balancar by the shoulders and dragged him with her toward the elevator. Motion flurried along the wall, a form difficult to decipher moving to intercept them. 

Thomas broke the seal on the shaper. He swallowed the dose. His vision blurred, then an interface flickered into being in his mind. He focused on a shield as he sprinted forward to get between the aeons and the enemy racing toward the elevator. 

Fiusontha bellowed a roar. She charged forward, camouflage that had concealed her by the wall failing as she barreled toward Celsa and Balancar. Thomas interposed, arms raised. He kept focused on the shield. 

A fist capable of crushing Thomas' skull rushed down. His mind remained focused. Shield. Now. His sleeve melted, the metallic plating on the floor by the elevator disintegrated as if digested by invisible acid.  

His forearm intercepted Fiusontha's blow now clad not in a jacket sleeve, but in a steely disk of a metal shield. He staggered under the force of the blow, and knew where she hit would bruise, regardless of his last-second protection. Fiusontha sprang back, eyes narrowed, dark hair haloing her head. 

"We need another way out," said Thomas. 

"This way," Balancar said in his mind, accompanied by directions to a passage on the other side of the atrium. The three of them retreated, following his guidance. 

Thomas kept his shield raised, backing away. Fiusontha smirked.  

"In time, daddy," she said. "In time." 
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The rain intensified for a few minutes as Martin and I made our way onto the platform. While he sent out a locally targeted broadcast, announcing his presence and position, I pressed through the crowd of refugees toward where my parents stood with Rebecca's family. My parents looked far older than the intervening years should have left them, and very worn. 

Rebecca's mother saw me first. Her eyes flashed. Evidently, I was still recognizable and her attitude hadn't changed much. She never liked me hanging around in the past. 

I stepped into a gap in the press. People turned toward where Martin stood by the exit, my parents among them. In the process, they saw me. 

"Jethro." Mom closed the distance with me and then hugged me tightly. "Son, I didn't think you'd be here to meet us." 

I patted her back.  

"I didn't want you to feel lost, especially with everything happening lately." 

Tears filled mom's eyes. 

"What do you mean, everything happening?" 

Dad walked over to us, stern, tugging both his mom's suitcases. He nodded in my direction. He almost seemed approving. Mom turned toward him, relaxing her grip on me, but not letting go. 

I leaned closed to her. 

"There are rogue stars in the district," I said. "Stay calm. I'm trying to handle things." 

Mom's eyes narrowed. She wiped her tears with one hand. 

"They're here already," she said sounding numb. 

Dad's eyebrows arched. 

"Jethro, what are you going to do?" 

I turned to him. 

"I need to go. There's an energy farm not far from here. We think it'll be the next place they attack. If we keep it active, they might hesitate."  

I said what I hoped. I didn't know if I believed it would work. Dad nodded. I looked back at mom. 

"I'll take care of myself, then I'll come back and find you." 

"Be safe, son," she said. 

"I'll do my best." 

Who was I kidding? I doubted the situation would improve before it got worse. Fiusontha, Bayaluggia, the wild stars, all put together made for too many threats. 

I turned to leave, a scowl forming on my face. I felt a hand on my shoulder. I glanced at its owner. To my shock, Rebecca's father met my eyes. 

"I heard what you said. Don't let us down." 

I pulled away from his hand.  

"I won't." 

He stepped toward me. 

"Do you know where my daughter is?" 

I shook my head.  

"No." 

"Liar."  

He shoved me back a step with both hands. I'm a big guy, but so was Rebecca's dad. He glared at me. 

"Don't lie again." 

"I don't have time for you," I said. 

His lips drew back in a snarl. One thick hand bunched into a fist. I waited for the blow, but he hesitated. 

His son, Rebecca's brother, now a young man I barely recognized with tawny skin and stubble on his chin, held his father back. 

"Let him go, father. You said it." He turned to me. "We're counting on you, Gall." 

I nodded to them, then backed away a few paces, before turning. I marched past Martin as he started speaking to the crowd. His voice echoed behind me as I continued onto the street. 

"Stay calm. This part of the city is in a state of emergency. I'm here to help." 

Good job, Martin, I thought as I turned a corner and continued toward the energy farm. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Energy Farm 

 

Rebecca and the others approached the farm, cast in the glow of the energy hearts drifting like enormous soap bubbles before them. Each heart was tethered to a power station by a power vein that shifted in mid-air. There were dozens of them, powering the whole district, and probably the neighboring one as well. 

They could have been miniature stars, burning clouds of hot gas, but small enough to be controlled by aeons. The hearts burned hungry reds and infernal blues, but all were carefully controlled by aeon tenders on the ground below. A tiny galaxy, visible to the naked eye hovered in the air over the farm's ground facilities. 

Rebecca would have marveled at finally seeing one of these places in person, but the situation brought her right back to Earth. 

Samantha went straight to the aeon in charge to explain the situation. Rebecca hung back with Natalie, Harvey, and the refugee girl, Jeanine. While the four of them kept watch, Rebecca wondered if the girl from Fort Wayne knew more than the rest of them. After all, she had seen the results of the recent fighting west of the city. Rebecca turned to her. 

"What's the story on the attack back at Fort Wayne?" 

"It was kinda like what happened last night," said Jeanine. "Sabotage first, then they attacked in numbers. They had to have massive weapons, war machines, but I never saw one, just the smoke and dust they kicked up when used." 

"Damn," said Rebecca. "Ever heard the name Fiusontha, before?" 

Jeanine scowled for a second, then bit her lip.  

"Actually, I did. She lived near Fort Wayne. She was a spook story, a legend when I was a teenager. My aunt told me not to go near her territory in the southern ruins. She always scared me, but that didn't stop me going." 

"So you know more than I do," said Rebecca. "But Fiusontha is here. Do you know any way to fight her?" 

Jeanine shook her head. 

"I wish." 

Rebecca frowned at the half-drowned street, the way they had come to get to the farm. An itch at the back of her mind told her someone was trying to communicate with her. 

She retreated into the mental world. As soon as her mind resolved the grassy plain of the virtual world before her, a voice spoke from behind the sheer white wall. Her own. 

"You're going to need my help." 

"Who are you?" Rebecca asked. 

"I could say I'm you, but that's not quite it. Call me Rain." 

"Hurry up. If you're me, or part of me, what can you do I can't?" 

"I'm the part of you that killed Tohamaya. I worked for Yashelia even when she kept you in her tree. I can't explain from here how you can stop Yashelia's daughter, but I can impart it once you set me free." 

A chill ran through Rebecca, a ghostly cold in the middle of her mind. 

"Alright. How do I release you?" 

"It's not hard. Just takes time. Make a hole in this wall." 
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Alone, I approached the bright spheres of the energy farm. Where the farm began, the urban sprawl ended. It wasn't a garden, Small patches of grass and weeds grew among stretches of dirt between energy relays. 

The relays themselves were either one or two stories high and linked by naked light veins hanging overhead. My eyes followed larger conduits that connected to the floating energy hearts. With an aeon's ability to manipulate energy this location would be a dangerous place to fight, even if with the aeon tenders to help us. 

I drew near the open gate. Rebecca and Jeanine stood near each other. Jeanine spotted me right away. Rebecca's eyes were clouded with a deep dive into the network. I waved to them as I closed the distance and joined them.  

"Jeanine," I said. "What's Rebecca doing?" 

"I don't know. We were talking, then I think someone contacted her. That was a few minutes ago, and she hasn't said anything." 

I frowned, nervous that one of the wild stars might have attacked mentally, despite the calm expression on her face. 

"Give me a second," I said. 

I reached out to Rebecca. She pulled me through her outer defenses. my mental world resolved itself into a plain of waving grass, like the one outside the Green Valley. Rebecca stood before a white wall that stretched from horizon to horizon. 

"What is this place?" I asked. 

She turned toward me, brow furrowed. 

"It's a projection, but the wall is real. It seals the part of my mind Yashelia hid from me." 

I frowned. 

"You're going to tear it down." 

"Yeah," she said. "I have to." 

"What's on the other side?" 

"The rest of me. The side of me that served Yashelia. Rain." 

"You sure this is a good idea?" I asked. 

"She says she can help us defeat Fiusontha. Jeth, I want to help Elizabeth too." 

My mouth went dry. 

"Rebecca." 

"Don't stop me, Jeth. I want to be whole again." 

"What if it changes you?" 

She stood at my side in an instant. 

"It won't change how I feel about you."  

She drifted off the ground, floated with her legs folded beneath her. Her kiss sent me back to the real world, flushed and nervous. 

I turned to Jeanine.  

"She's alright. But she has some inner work to do." 

"She could have picked a better time." Jeanine pointed down the street. Three women and one man walked toward us. They were all wild in countenance except for the Arab woman in black. Bayaluggia and the wild stars had arrived. 

"Damn it," I said. "Warn the others." 

Jeanine pulled a pistol from her raincoat's deep pocket. 

"You warn them," she said, looking down the sight. "And then take cover." 

I nodded, surprised at the iron in her tone. Then, I dove into the network. I quickly alerted Natalie and Harvey, then stretched my reach to tell Angela Watts to bring everyone she could to the farm. One way or another, this was where the fight for the district began. 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, Candlegrove Heights 

 

Thomas followed Celsa and Balancar down another corridor, his sides aching. He glanced over his shoulder to check Fiusontha's distance. Then, he reached out to one of Ono's techs, telling him to meet them in the sky dock on the level below Thomas' current one. 

Balancar's personal vessel was there. They needed to get Balancar as far from Fiusontha as they could. 

He skidded to a stop at the service elevator doors at the end of the passage. Water ran in rivulets down the supports on either side. A high-pitched scream of fury came from behind them. Thomas looked back at Fiusontha as Celsa hit the controls. 

The rogue star's fists now ran with black fluid. Thomas hefted the shield he had shaped from the floor. Knowing what the stuff on her hands could do, he doubted it would much use against Fiusontha now. 

His mind raced for options as the service elevator climbed to meet them from ten floors down. Fiusontha slowed her pace, prowling closer, a predatory snarl on her face. She edged closer to Thomas, fists raised and moving like a boxer. 

She swung. He ducked and retreated a step. Black fluid dripped on the floor at his feet, melting through the metal with a sizzling sound. He held the shield before him, shaping more matter to make it broader, thicker, and pushed toward the monster. Her hands caught the shield, melting through the metal, but not before new layers of metal ripped from the floor and walls fed in to reinforce it. He held her at bay. 

The elevator arrived with a whoosh of sliding doors. Thomas gritted his teeth.  

"Go!" 

Balancar obeyed at once. He raced into the elevator. Celsa grabbed Thomas by the shoulder. She dragged him backwards through the closing doors. Fiusontha's fist gouged a path through the door from middle to top as they descended, even ripping through the ceiling as it passed. They slid down the shaft, putting distance between themselves and the rogue star. Thomas shook with adrenaline. He turned to Celsa. 

"What was with that save?" 

"I would accept a thank you," she said. "For saving you from your own stupidity." 

He took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. The elevator arrived at the sky dock. They rushed out and got on board the tiny light ship, even smaller than Kamuek's Astra III, which waited there. 

Onogottos’ tech was in a pile by the control station. 

"Coward wouldn't come with us," muttered Celsa. 

Balancar took the controls and began to power up the vessel. The ceiling near the elevator shuddered, visible on the viewers from the light ship. Thomas watched, horrified as Fiusontha dropped through a tunnel between levels and dented the floor plates. She turned toward their ship. 

Balancar reversed them off the moorings before the docking arms fully withdrew. Metal tore, but they made it into the air. Thomas sighed with relief. A thumping impact shook the tiny vessel. 

Celsa turned toward the boarding ramp. Her eyes widened. Fiusontha clung to the side of the light ship, her fingers melting through the hull to form handholds. 

Thomas received Jeth's warning about the energy farm. 

"We have to go north to the farm," he said, grabbing Celsa's forearm. "Some people could use our new gear." 

He sent directions to the energy farm to Celsa, who relayed them to Balancar. The governing aeon listened well. 

They sped north, Fiusontha tearing into the hull. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, The Energy Farm 

 

Rain's directions were simple. Rebecca tore through the wall with all her mental energy, pulling away from the freezing cold blocks that formed the structure;'s interior. Pain, fear, and hatred, remembered feelings, coursed through her. She hated Yashelia, feared what had been done to her, and every part of remembering hurt. She tore away another layer, exposing more misery beneath. 

"You're almost there," said Rain. "This is the final layer." 

Rebecca pressed forward, tearing at the material with her bare mentality. No drone or program could help her here. The wall was hers alone to destroy. 

At last, her mind half-way numb, she opened the gap. Everything changed at once. In one moment she was Rebecca alone, the woman who had spared Sudhatho's life despite all her instincts. In the next Rain rejoined to Rebecca. Memories of blood on her hands came with her. Everything filled back in, experiences rising like the brackish flood water, cold and agonizing. 

She remembered Tohamaya's face, oddly serene in her final moments. Along with that memory came the sensation of sickening dread, the knowledge that Yashelia had no more use for her. Even Rain would be suppressed, hidden in a clean body, helpless. 

Rebecca shuddered, both physically and mentally. Cold pavement met her knees in the physical world. She opened her eyes and found the sight before her no better than her memories. 

Three wild stars and the aeon Jeth had mentioned to her, Bayaluggia, advanced along the street toward her, Jeth, and Jeanine.  

A gunshot ran out. One of the wild star women shook as Jeanine's bullet tore through her, but otherwise gave not inconvenienced at all by the shot. Rebecca picked herself up. 

She knew how to stop Fiusontha but for that, she would need to kill her. Tears filled Rebecca's eyes. She did not want to kill again.  

Jeth glanced at her, fear in his big, kind eyes. For a moment he looked like the young boy he had been when her father first pressured him to lead them into his town in the Green Valley. After all these years, he hadn't really changed. 

Rain had killed Tohamaya, but taking a life would be different for Rebecca. The pain she had just felt would be worse, and it would not end.  

She clenched her hands into fists. There must be a better way. Either way, she wouldn't let these monsters hurt her friends. Now, she knew she could stop them. 
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I threw myself behind a support column by the gate. One of the wild stars chased me around the corner, leaving Jeanine for her two compatriots. I stumbled backward as Rebecca started toward me and the monster who picked me as prey. 

I shouted at her to stay back for what good it did. The aeon whose fist narrowly missed my skull as I ducked, would be too strong. The wild star hissed and swiped at my collar. She could have taken my head off with that cutting blow if she had closed the distance. As it was, her fingernails tore my shirt but didn't get to the skin beneath. 

Gunshots rang out from Jeanine, quickly joined by another set from behind me, further into the energy farm. Natalie walked forward, an auto-loading pistol in one hand. 

She shot the wild star in front of me twice, spattering me with ichor. The wild star shrieked and hurled herself back, getting into cover behind the fence. The male wild star retreated, but the other wild woman held Jeanine pinned against the fence, pointing her pistol's barrel straight up. 

Rebecca's flying knee sent the aeon crashing to the pavement, Rebecca on top of her. I glanced at Natalie and Harvey as they passed me. 

"Thanks for the save." 

Natalie grimaced. 

"We won't surprise them again. Get somewhere safe." 

She walked to where Rebecca struggled with the writhing wild star. As soon as the aeon hurled Rebecca back, Natalie shot the aeon twice in the chest. The wild star pitched back to the ground, with a scream of pain.  

Harvey raised a pistol of his own and twisted to check the corners of the gate. The aeon who had attacked me retreated further, as did the male one. 

Bayaluggia had not moved in as quickly as the others. I went to Jeanine, who had fallen into a crouch, clutching her throat, beside the fence. She glanced at me. 

"I'll be alright," she rasped. 

I nodded. She got unsteadily back to her full height. I admired her grit. Rebecca joined us, massaging one shoulder. 

"Be careful. They could come back at us any time." 

"Do we have any way to put them down permanently?" 

It took me a second to realize it was Natalie projecting her voice into our audio processors. 

"I think we do," Rebecca answered through the same means Natalie had used. "Get them to the energy hearts. Overload them and they'll burn." 

"Risky, letting them inside," muttered Harvey. 

"What chance do we have otherwise?" I sent to the others. "They'll kill us and take what they want if we can't stop them one way or another." 

I felt halfway to being sick. We'd have to kill them if they pushed us too far. I didn't feel as conflicted as I may once have, being they would destroy the city if we let them. 

I turned to Bayaluggia and the wild stars who retreated to join her behind the corner of an abandoned bus stop with metal walls. The one Natalie had shot stayed down but glared at us with evil, slitted eyes. 

"Bayaluggia!" I called. "I don't know what you want, but you won't find it here." 

"Don't press me, Gall. You're using this crisis as a stepping stone, just like Yashelia and Sudhatho. I'm tired of humans pushing to topple aeons." 

I scowled toward the three aeons.  

"You don't know anything." 

"And you know less," she said. 

"Clever," said Natalie, "but pointless." She raised her pistol while Harvey trained his weapon on the wounded aeon on the ground. "But you won't win. You really ought to have listened to him." 

Bayaluggia barked a laugh. She stepped out from the bus stop and walked into the street.  

"Listen to my counter offer. Step away, and we'll let you run for now." 

"Tempting," said Natalie. 

"Nat, don't push it," said Harvey under his breath. 

"I'll count to three. Then, anyone who isn't running is going to wish they were." 

I glanced at Rebecca. She nodded to me, lips forming a single line. Jeanine raised her gun alongside Natalie. Bayaluggia smiled. 

"Three." 

A feral roar came from behind us. Rebecca and I whirled as the thump of a body hitting the ground sounded before me. The aeon tender struggled to get up from the bloody concrete where she had fallen. A dozen hunched shapes, humanoid with teeth bared and hands formed into talons, prowled closer from high and low where I could see them within far.  

Traces of different animalistic features marked them as beasts, humans overdosed on ichor. Obviously, their savage expressions reinforced their nature. Minds replaced by the savage urge to kill, beasts made obvious foot soldiers for wild stars. 

Bayaluggia snapped her fingers. The beasts charged from one side. The wild stars raced in from the other. 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Refugee District 

 

Balancar's light ship lurched to one side. Thomas stumbled against Celsa. Both of them barely kept their feet. 

"We just lost a third of our stabilizers," said Balancar. "I will compensate." 

The ship shuddered but remained on course toward the energy farm. 

"We're nearly there," said Celsa. 

"Good, 'cause we might not get much further with Fiusontha ripping us apart in-flight," Thomas said. 

A stream of light gouted from the top of the ship, bathing everyone in the cabin in intense blue light. 

"Power source failing," said Balancar. "I'll take us lower."  

He dropped them ten meters at stomach-clenching speed to skim over the rooftops. Thomas held onto Celsa and stared at the lights of the energy farm up ahead. Fiusontha's hand punched through the metal of the roof. 

"Thomas!" Celsa tugged him with her as she crouched low. They raced over the fence surrounding the energy farm. 

A wrenching sound cracked the air. Raindrops began to speckle the inside of the cabin, accompanied by splashes of black fluid that ate through the paneled floor and the cushioned the seats. The sound of howling wind filled the interior of the ship. 

Celsa and Thomas raced to one side, pressed tight together. Her hand shot out and grabbed a railing. 

"Power source gone," said Balancar, far too serene in the midst of the maelstrom. 

Fiusontha crowed in triumph. 

Internal pressure failed completely with the sound of tearing metal from above. Celsa and Thomas held onto the railing on their side of the cabin as the wind threatened to pull them out. 

They spiraled downward into the energy farm. Thomas glanced at the controls. Balancar threw himself straight at Fiusontha, tackling her off the light ship. The ship glided downward without Balancar’s control. 

"Hang onto me," Celsa said. "Trust me." 

"I trust you." 

She nodded to him, then let go of the railing. They sailed free of the light vessel's battered remains. While the ship curved around the field that contained an energy heart and disappeared behind the massive red sphere, Celsa and Thomas glided on the wind. 

He held on as tight as he could, feeling like a dead weight, dragging at her. Still, she kept him close. They glided between two power conduits. Red hearts on either side of them cast both him and her in twin bright glares. He closed his eyes against the blaze of light. Solid ground greeted their feet gently. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, The Energy Farm 

 

A crippled light ship sped past overhead as the beasts leapt at her and Jeth and the others. Loud gunshots, snarls, and cries of pain filled the air. Blood and ichor, a mixture of sweet and metallic, cloyed in her nose. Rebecca darted away from one beast and shoved Jeth out of the path of a second. Natalie tossed a sheathed knife to her. She caught it in one hand, then drew the blade with the other. 

The weapon felt right in her hands, and at last, she knew why. Rain and Rebecca together had practiced with weapons of every kind in and out of the mental space for two actual years and an equal amount in accelerated mental worlds.  

She slashed one beast, drawing a red line across the feral man’s chest. He stumbled back, and spat on the ground, apparently ignoring the pain but still with enough sense to treat the knife with care. 

The beast circled, making threatening noises deep in his throat. Blood oozed from the cut she'd given him and ran down to his navel. Before he could choose another opportunity to strike, Rebecca darted forward, stabbing the knife into his knee. He went down, howling. His arms lashed at her legs, but she was already dancing back out of reach. The only problem was losing the knife, still stuck in the beast's knee. 

She retreated to join Jeth. The two of them pressed shoulder to shoulder as Natalie, Jeanine, and Harvey retreated to form a circle. The beast's seemed wary now. Good, Rebecca thought. Blood felt sticky on the hand that once held the knife. She doubted she would be quick enough against all of them. 

"Can anyone hear me?" a voice said in her mind. 

Thomas. 

"I'm here," she replied through an auditory link. "We're at the front gate. Fighting." 

"Celsa and I just crashed in the middle. We're alright," he said. "I take it you guys could use our help?" 

"Yeah." Rebecca's gaze moved from beast to beast. They shrank back rather than meet her eyes. 

An involuntary smile, probably as savage as any of the faces before her, spread on Rebecca's face. She hated that she felt such satisfaction at their fear. At least scaring them was useful. The beasts scattered, fleeing from her and the group. 

"I'm not that scary, am I?" she said under her breath. 

Jeth glanced at her, one eyebrow arched. 

"Rebecca?" he said. 

"People," said Natalie, sounding nervous. "We have company." 

A black-clad aeon glided to a landing atop a power conductor attached via glowing conduits to the foremost energy heart, a massive blue sphere of pulsing light. Natalie twisted to aim her pistol at him. 

Rebecca recognized Balancar from the information Ryan had sent her the previous night. What was he doing here? Balancar held both hands out to the energy heart. Light flared toward him, pulled from the heart like ejecta from a star or volcano, but under the aeon's command. 

"Take cover," said Balancar. 

The group split. Jeanine, Rebecca, and Jeth went to one side. Harvey and Natalie went to the other. Even before they were fully clear, Balancar turned the energy stream under his control to flow through the gate. Hot energy hit one wild star, inciting a terrible scream as it burned her to the ground. Bayaluggia and the other two wild stars ran for cover. 

Rebecca watched, blinking to maintain vision against the violently bright light of the energy stream. Steam rose from the street where there had been puddles. The heat left black spots on the pavement. Steam flowed like a river from the energy torrent, filling the gate with lethal flame.  

Rebecca called to Natalie.  

"Find a way around. We're moving." 

"Right. Just wish I had known he was on her side." 

Jeth and Jeanine both looked at Rebecca. She took a deep breath.  

"Come on. I think Thomas might be able to help us if we can find him." 

They retreated into the energy farm. Seconds later, Balancar abandoned the energy stream. The bright stream began to fade almost at once. As soon as the heat failed, the rogue stars would be after them. Rebecca wanted to be ready when they did. 

[image: Image] 


	
[image: Image] 

 

I backpedaled from the inferno Balancar had unleashed at the farm's front gate. Rebecca went ahead, while Jeanine watched behind us, gun readied. She wore a grimace that told me she didn't like needing to be rescued earlier. 

The rogue stars hadn't braved the flames to follow us yet, regardless. I turned from the diminishing fire to follow Rebecca. Jeanine backed along behind us. Rebecca rounded an energy heart's semi-transparent containment field and stopped.  

"Jeth, you need to see this." 

"What is it?" I asked, hustling forward to join her. 

She pointed at the burnt shell of a small light ship just ahead of us.  

"Thomas brought experimental weapons he's been having his people design. I think they're in that wreckage." 

"Let's hope they survived the crash," I said. 

"They'd better. We might not have any other chance." 

Jeanine caught up with us.  

"Don't say that. I'm not helpless." 

"I know," said Rebecca, "but without the right tools we won't have much chance against aeons, especially not in a place like this with all the available power sources." 

Aeons shape light and power. As Balancar had just demonstrated before our eyes, they could use enough energy as a weapon. I had no idea how it worked, but then again, aeons kept a lot of secrets from us. 

I approached the wreck and was pleased to find that despite it being rent apart and melted by black fluid in places, it wasn't so hot as to be impassible. I picked my way through the remains of the bridge to the controls where a crate labeled in the secret language the aeon's use for their names lay on its side. It was still closed. I tested the lid without flipping it over. The crate opened, to reveal four padded quarters, divided equally by interior walls. 

Rebecca knelt down and tugged the contents of one quarter out of the case. It was a set of five holders for metal flasks, one small one missing, but the rest sloshing with liquid. She frowned down at them.  

"Thomas, we've found the weapons you brought. How do we use them?" I sent the audio so hurriedly I spoke out loud by mistake. 

"The larger flasks contain something Onogottos worked up called Soma. Think of it as ichor, but for more than your mind." 

"What do you mean?" I asked over the link. 

"You'll be like an aeon for about ten minutes, give or take. Strong, fast. Can't promise you'll be a lot tougher, but muscular strain shouldn't be a problem, according to Ono." 

"Shouldn't be?" 

"Ono hasn't tested it extensively, but this was an emergency." 

"Damn," I muttered, not even bothering to transmit the lone word. 

Rebecca handed me one flask and gave Jeanine another. She broke the seal on a third, which she kept for herself. Jeanine frowned at me.  

"You sure about this?" 

"Bottoms up," Rebecca said. 

Behind me, the sounds of multiple sets of footsteps told me either beasts or aeons were on our trail, and not far behind. I broke the seal on my flask. 

"Make a toast," said Rebecca. 

"To staying alive," I said, raising the flask. 

Jeanine nodded emphatically. We all drank. The liquid tasted sweet like ichor but burned like whiskey. The effects on my senses were instantaneous, widening my perspective and making me acutely aware of the network and its streams of information as they flowed through even this quieter part of the city. 

I picked up on the power and variety of the energy hearts around us too. Red ones had more long-term power, but blue offered greater intensity. Funny how the whole place had seemed so strange before I could reach out and analyze them with these new senses. 

Five beasts and the male wild star from the gateway rounded the corner. The three of us turned to face them. 

The aeon barreled straight at me. I wound up. He closed the distance, hand snaking out to grab my throat. I slugged him right across the jaw as hard as I could. 

The blow sent him not staggering but flying backward off his feet. My knuckles were raw and bloody, a shell of pain, but I threw myself after the star. 

A beast got in my way. I slammed him with my shoulder. The impact dazed me, sending an ache from collar to spine, but the beast skidded back, then crashed into the fence and fell in a heap. Rebecca and Jeanine went after the other beasts. 

In seconds two more went down from Rebecca's blows. Jeanine dropped a fourth. The last fled rather take his own beating. Adrenaline pumping, I actually thought I could get used to all this power. The wild star picked himself up, wiping yellowish ichor from his split lips. 

"What happened to all of you?" he snarled. 

Before I could answer, Bayaluggia's voice cut in.  

"Parlor tricks," she said, "Pathetic." 

She stalked toward us, leading another cluster of beasts and the other remaining wild star. 

"Take care, cousin," said the male aeon. "Don't underestimate them." 

I glared at Bayaluggia. 

"These wild ones, I almost understand. But you? You're not insane, so why turn on the city." 

She put the flat of her hand to her stomach. 

"You wouldn't understand, human. After all, you won't live to see what becomes of this world in the next hundred years. Even the next fifty are beyond you." 

"What are you talking about?" Jeanine said. 

"Once a new generation of aeons rises," said Bayaluggia. "You will see. The world will change."  

"The world keeps changing," I said. 

"One way or the other," said Rebecca, with a nod in my direction. 

"I won't let humanity repeat its mistakes!" Bayaluggia waved her hand and her beasts charged toward us, along with the two wild stars.  

Jeanine threw away her empty pistol and raised her hands. I faced the wild star I had hit earlier as the beasts drew near. This time, without the element of surprise the male aeon, approached me more cautiously, circling in a boxer's stance. 

"You should have finished me after the first blow." He grinned. "A soft man like you stands no chance, even with stolen strength." 

"We'll see about that." 

Not the wittiest, I know, but my life was on the line. 

He lunged at me, jabbing at my face. I took a glancing blow on the side of my head, just in front of one ear. The force behind even that brush rattled my head. I stumbled sideways. He circled to swing again. 

Beasts howled in pain, no match for Rebecca and Jeanine on soma. 

I gritted my teeth and hurled my whole weight at the wild star before me. His punch cracked against my forearm, and I screamed as the bone broke. Then I plowed into him, taking him off his feet like a freight train ramming a small car. 

We tumbled over and over on the dusty pavement until we dented the structure at the base of a metallic power relay. I ended up on top and pounded his head against the side of the relay. Once. Twice. On the third swing, his head went through the metal and he went limp.  

I got to my feet, ears ringing, left arm bent at an odd angle thanks to the place he had mauled it between my elbow and wrist. Rebecca and Jeanine had dropped the beasts who hadn't fled. The female wild star glared past them at me but made no move from her position between Rebecca and Jeanine and Bayaluggia. 

"Turns out this parlor trick is pretty good," said Rebecca. 

Jeanine spat on the pavement between them and the aeons. If my head wasn't spinning and my arm wasn't broken I might have smiled. As it was, I limped as quickly as I could to join the two women facing the aeons. Rebecca took a step forward. 

"Three against one simply isn't fair," said Fiusontha's voice. 

She leaped from a power relay nearby and dropped to land beside Bayaluggia. 

"About time you arrived," said the city aeon. 

"But I am in time," said Fiusontha. "Time to finish this bothersome  work." 

Black fluid flowed from the wounds on each of her palms. Her lips drew back in a snarl. Then she saw Jeanine. 

"You—What are you doing here?" 

"Fighting to save my new home. I didn't get the choice last time." Jeanine's hands and arms were as red with traces of blood and torn skin as mine or Rebecca's from the fighting. She raised them, hands as fists, and faced her enemy. 

"Sister, we don't need to fight. Stand aside and I won't hurt you," said Fiusontha. 

"She is human," said Bayaluggia. 

"She is blood," said Fiusontha. "We have the same mother." 

"Y-you can't be serious," Jeanine said. 

"Oh, I'm most serious, my dear older sister." 

"How do you—? How can that be?" 

I stared at Fiusontha as the aeon killer prowled closer to our trio. She smiled at Jeanine. 

"The four aeons needed a vessel to bear their child. A human woman could carry an aeon like me and not go mad, or so they thought." 

"My mother—" 

Rebecca touched Jeanine's shoulder. 

"Don't listen to them." 

"You made her how she is!" Jeanine screamed. She rushed at Fiusontha. 

The wild star between her and her half-sister struck Jeanine in the chest. Her eyes went wide and she fell backward. Rebecca ran forward and crouched to catch her, keeping Jeanine's head from hitting the pavement. 

"Now you know the truth. But it won't help you." Fiusontha raised her hands, shimmering with black fluid. "Time to die." 

I trembled as I stared at the aeons. I could feel the drug effects declining like adrenaline. I had to act now. 
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I rushed at the wild aeon standing over a dazed Jeanine. She snarled and swung at me. Rebecca's shoulder caught the blow and she staggered backward, skidding on mud and pavement. I slammed into the wild star, driving.  

Pain bloomed in my arms, shoulders, and back. Drops of rain hissed as they evaporated in the energy hearts' collective heat. The aeon collapsed under my impact. I staggered heart pounding, eyes gazing into the sprinkling, clouded sky. Bayaluggia and Fiusontha prowled toward us. Jeanine still gasped for air but crawled behind me and Rebecca. She groaned and sank onto her side. 

"She's unconscious," said Rebecca. 

"And you are out of time," said Bayaluggia. "Your tricks won't hold much longer, judging by how you look now." 

Rebecca sent an image to me, an image of Elizabeth from last year in Yashelia's garden. Elizabeth pressed her hands to another mad aeon, reaching into the monstrous man's mind and paralyzing his body. 

I took her meaning. An aeon's mind might be contained in their tree, but it was also accessible by touch. Fiusontha had cleaned Elizabeth, but her mind was still in that killer's psyche somewhere. I nodded to Rebecca. 

"Make me an opening," I sent her. 

She grimaced. 

"Be quick," she returned silently. 

An expression of fury stretched across Bayaluggia's face. She raised her gaze from the fallen wild stars and glanced at Fiusontha.  

"These others were more bark than bite." 

"You'll find I'm the opposite." 

I couldn't help the tremors running through my agonized body. Fear and pain made a potent combination and left me hesitant. I clenched the fist on my good arm. The other hung open at my side. 

Fiusontha lunged at me, flicking black fluid ahead of her hands. Droplets ate through my rain clothes, and I threw off the coat as quickly as I could. I hurled the garment at Fiusontha's face. She tore through it with both hands. 

Rebecca darted forward, batting Fiusontha's hands down with her enhanced strength. She kept a grip on one arm and stayed focused on the killer. I stepped into the gap left by Rebecca's hold and grabbed Fiusontha's wrist as she cut at me.  

Black fluid dripped onto my pant leg. My leg seared with pain as the fluid ate through skin, flesh, and muscle. I couldn't keep my weight on that leg. As I collapsed, I dragged Fiusontha's arm with me. I fought through the pain and attacked the mind I sensed at my fingertips. 

What I felt made my mouth go dry and I almost released Fiusontha's hand in terror. Her mind did not burn my consciousness, but dissolved my outer defenses in an instant. Pain wracked my mind, worse than what I had left behind in my mauled body. 

I hurled myself forward, deeper into her mentality. Shards of broken glass, blood on fragments still stuck in a shattered windowpane, with even the crosspiece cracked in places, formed as images I could not reject or counter.  

This blood wasn't mine. It turned black. It ate the glass. It was hers. 

Beyond the broken window, frantic faces lurked like ghosts, wispy, ethereal. Unlike when I had dived into Yashelia's mind months ago, this one hurt just to touch. I could only imagine what the minds of those she had cleaned had been suffering for days, or months, or years. I recognized two of them. 

Karen Myles, Jeanine's mother stared at me through a haze of pain-induced madness. Beside her, Elizabeth's projected feature contorted with agony. I lurched in their direction. 

"D-don't come closer!" said Karen, oddly lucid. "You'll be trapped too." 

"He's our best chance," said Elizabeth. "He can help us." 

Karen turned toward her. 

"You know him?" 

"Yes." Elizabeth's voice sounded halfway between a gasp and a hiss. "He—" 

"Stop!" 

A loud but familiar voice boomed over the hazy scene, the broken glass, and the ghostly prisoners. I looked at the sky. Fiusontha descended, clad in white, a gown that fluttered beneath her. Four shadowy shapes followed her, humanoid but I sensed they were not complete minds. 

Two were bright, two were dark, one in each pair male and the other female. The bright ones I identified by feel as similar to Sudhatho and Yashelia. Another resembled Balancar, but I did not recognize the last one but I guessed she must be Tohamaya. 

The seeds of her four aeon creators flanked Fiusontha. She folded her arms. Her mentality crashed upon me with crushing weight with the sound of thunder and the speed of lightning. 

The blow would have repulsed my embedded mind if I had not braced my processing power to push back. My memory flared and I shoved at Fiusontha's wave of will. The forces met. I screamed both in mind and out. 

The explosion of sound and fury tore through my exposed mentality, flooding every sense and pore. I could not deflect the wind, but I opened the windows and let the storm pass through me. Howling dreams, thoughts, anger and envy, raced the halls of my mental house. It passed and I hung in a state of near unconsciousness on the edge of Fiusontha's mind, still stuck there, but barely awake enough to fight. 

I sensed nothing for one minute, then another.  

Something brushed my mind, a cool caress that made me open my eyes. 

"Jeth," said Elizabeth softly.  

She stood in the blank void, her usually cold mind open and inviting. Her pain was gone. I didn’t sense Fiusontha anywhere near. 

"What happened? Where is she?" I asked. Then, I thought in terror she might have done something to me. "Am I clean?" 

"No." Elizabeth's touch traced down the edges of my mind, a temporary balm to the fiery pain building within every part of me. "My pain is gone too." 

"Where is she?" asked Karen Myles approaching from one side. 

Elizabeth furrowed her brow in my imagined world. 

"I think she's gone inside his mind." 

"Inside?" I murmured. 

I searched memory and thought, rifling through my inner world. Fiusontha's presence throbbed in the center of everything, sending pulses of pain every other second. I could feel her emotion. She was furious. 

"I will burn you from within," she whispered at the edge of my mind, a thought that sounded like my voice, not hers. "You aren't worth cleaning, so you will die instead." 

I pushed toward her core, assailed her borders. I struggled, locked in mental combat with drones and internal barriers for seconds where I could focus on nothing else. 

When I broke through the shell was hollow. I stood in an illusion that filled all my senses. It appeared to be a graveyard on a forested hillside. Beneath trees, headstones pointed to the sky, rising slowly up the slope. I emerged at a projection at the gates, with no way of knowing how far it went. 

A feral urge pushed me to explore this place. I did not recognize it from my own memories. It must belong to Fiusontha somehow. I saw no other option. I started to climb. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, The Energy Farm 

 

Bayaluggia grabbed Jeth by the shoulder and started to pull him away from Fiusontha, where he clutched her wrist. Rebecca didn’t let her break the connection. She tore the aeon’s fingers from their grip on Jeth’s shoulder, and then shoved her backward. 

The city aeon shifted her grip and grabbed Rebecca. She twisted Rebecca’s arm and hurled her against the chain link fence on the side of the energy arm. Rebecca clanged against metal and then bounced back, leaving a dent in the material as flashes of pain flickered along her spine. 

“You’re stolen powers are waning. I can tell,” said Bayaluggia. 

Rebecca grimaced, but it was true. She felt the strength of the empowering soma leaving her bit by bit. She put up her hands and circled around Bayaluggia, trying to get closer to Jeth and the other aeon.  

For there part, both of them must be utterly absorbed in the mental struggle. Jeth’s pants were scored with holes rimmed by black traces of Fiusontha’s lethal fluid, and he likely wouldn’t be walking again anytime soon even if he won. Rebecca snarled in anger. She jabbed at the aeon. Bayaluggia retreated.  

“I’ll win. When the time is right.” 

“The hell you will.” 

Rebecca positioned herself between Bayaluggia and the pair locked in frozen mental combat. Jeanine caught her eye from the other side of Bayaluggia. The refugee girl held a backup pistol she must have hidden under her raincoat. Rebecca just had to buy time for her to aim, and she wouldn’t have to fight the aeon alone. 

She traded blows with Bayaluggia, lighter than the wild strikes Jeth and the others had dealt out. She maneuvered Bayaluggia into position, step by painful step. The aeon’s next blow wrapped around Rebecca’s arm. Lights flashed in her eyes as Bayaluggia’s fist glanced off the side of her head. Rebecca staggered sideways, grabbing Bayaluggia’s arm before she could pull it back. She held the aeon in place. 

Jeanine fired twice. Both shots hit Bayaluggia square in the back, splashing ichor across her black clothes. The aeon shook as electrical shocks arced through her. Jeanine had loaded the pistol with anti-aeon ammunition from Thomas’ crate. 

“Why did you do it?” Rebecca asked, forcing Bayaluggia to her knees with all remaining strength. 

“I didn’t want to see it.” The aeon’s eyes rolled in her head. 

“See what?” 

“What could happen next.” Bayaluggia spat blood and saliva into the mud at Rebecca’s feet. "What have we done to this world? What will we do to the others?" 

“The others?” Rebecca hissed. 

The aeon sank into a sitting position, eyes glazed with pain. 

“Jeanine,” said Rebecca, stepping back. “Keep an eye on her.” 

Jeanine kept her gaze down the barrel of the gun. 

“Will do.” 

Rebecca turned toward Jeth and Fiusontha. Rain still fell on the farm. She started forward. Then, Fiusontha’s arm twitched. The traces of black in the palm darkened with new fluid. Rebecca clenched her jaw and leaped ahead. She intercepted the aeon killer’s hand, and in the next instant, she plummeted into the monster’s mind. 
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I picked my way up the hill through the mental graveyard. Tall grass and green weeds poked at my ankles. Dim sunlight filtered through clouds and trees. The gloom smelled of fresh loam, new life springing from between graves. Here I felt no pain from my body. The screams and cries and cold of Fiusontha's mind were gone as well, along with the smell of spilled blood.  

I climbed, passing a larger structure with a winged angel on top. Such an old symbol, but one realized in the world I knew by the protector aeons, secrets and all. This illusion was seamless, a memory not a construct or compilation of multiple moments.  

I doubted the virtual world would be so flawless with my presence unaccounted for, though it was possible. Whose part was I playing in this mind? A shiver ran down my spine. Fiusontha's presence lurked behind me, predatory and lethal. 

Looking over my shoulder, I scanned the way I had come. Nothing but grass and graves were visible there. Apart from being in Fiusontha's memory, I might well be buried beneath her conscious mind. Aeons held countless memories in their trees, connected to their bodies over seemingly unlimited distance. Frowning, I turned and continued up the hill. 

A hand brushed my shoulder. Startled, I cast about for the source, but the mind I felt was neither alien nor shadowy. Rebecca's presence glowed like an open flame beside me. I sighed with relief when I saw her projection. 

"Don't sneak up like that," I said. 

"I didn't sneak." Rebecca looked around. "This is the first place I came in." 

"We're in one of her memories," I said. 

"It makes sense." Rebecca turned to face me. "If she's nested most of her consciousness in your mind a lot of the old unconscious will be along for the ride." 

"Why this, though?" 

"Your guess is as good as mine. She's not exactly normal, not even for an aeon." 

My frown returned and deepened. 

"Right. This place could be important. We need to find out why." 

"If it's her memory, some version of her has to be around somewhere. Finding her here should give us context." 

"Right." I looked up the slope. A little tug in my gut urged me forward. "I've got a feeling she's this way." 

Rebecca glanced down the hill at the gates. Shadows filled the world beyond them. She nodded. 

"You came from down there. I'd bet you're right." 

We climbed upward together. I can admit, I felt a lot better with Rebecca there. I've been a skilled memeotect for years, but her prowess in mental combat exceeded mine by a giant leap. 

Nearing the top of the hill, I heard a soft whimper. A little girl with long black hair sat on a headstone by the back fence, crying. She looked up as Rebecca and I approached. 

"Daddy." Her voice was flat. She wiped tears from her eyes, looking at me. "You found me." 

"Yeah." A ghost of words spoken before passed through me, the words whoever the girl thought I was had said those years ago. I repeated them out loud as they appeared. "I wouldn't leave you for long. You're precious to me, child." 

"She never says that kind of thing to me," said the young Fiusontha, her voice cracking, frustrated. "Mother hates me." 

More words came, but this time I didn't want to say them. The words Fiusontha's father had said were some no child should hear from either parent. 

He had said, yes, she told me the same when I conversed with her. Forget her forever. She is human, and far from your real mother. 

Instead, I said, "That can't be true. She's your mother." 

The girl raised her head, eyes widening. 

"You don't know that." 

"Actually I do." 

"She told me to hide. The rest of them hate me too." 

Of course, they hate you. They are afraid of all of us. These people are backward. They don't matter any more than the grass on the ground or the moss on these stones. 

I shook my head. This guy lending me his words had been a serious piece of work. 

"Don't think like that." 

"Why not?" 

"Because it makes you sad." 

"I wouldn't be happy anyway," said the girl. 

Rebecca glanced at me, questioning, but silent, allowing the dialog between me and the young Fiusontha to continue. The girl on the tombstone pursed her lips. Despite everything this girl would grow to become, my heart ached to help her. After that, I doubt any of you will be shocked what I said next.  

"You can be." 

"Can I?" 

You must always hate them, my child. 

"You have to love to be happy. Even if you don't love a person, you have to hope and dream for something you love." 

Rebecca arched an eyebrow. Evidently, she had not expected my readiness to break open. After these days of trouble, I really had no choice, even addressing a future monster. 

"You really think that?" 

"Yes," I spoke in unison with the remembered voice. 

Fiusontha's eyes narrowed at me. 

"I don't know if I can keep doing this." Her eyes closed completely. 

"You don't have to! Please, listen to what I'm saying." 

"You're not my daddy," she said in a low voice. "You're too kind." 

Her eyes flew open, wild anger flaring in her gaze. She dropped off the stone. When her feet touched grass, she was no longer the little girl, but instead the adult aeon killer. 

I took a step back, surprised by her transformation. She glared at me, one eye covered by a fall of black hair. Tears ran down her cheeks.  

"Sudhatho didn't lie to me back then," she said softly. "I don't like liars. Like Balancar. Like Tohamaya. Like you." 

Rebecca interposed herself between us. 

"He's not lying. He wants to help you, even after everything you've done." 

"I have a mission in the real world. Step away." 

"I can't." Rebecca took a defensive stance, arms moving slowly into a guard position. Her mind burned hotter and she glowed visibly with inner fire. 

"You love each other," said Fiusontha. 

"No question," I said as Rebecca nodded. 

"I see through you." Fiusontha bared her teeth in a feral grin. "They chased me away because I wanted to be with mother. She wasn't really my mother, but I wanted her to be. That was all I dreamed of and hoped for, but she hated me. She rejected me! But I took her with me." 

"You cleaned her," said Rebecca. 

"Not quite," said Fiusontha. "I linked to her. I won't ever be alone. Even lovers can't say that." 

Fiusontha slammed into Rebecca fist to fist, mind to mind. They fought back and forth, flickering flame and dancing shadow. I circled, looking for a weakness in Fiusontha's structure, but this deep in her mind she seemed tough as diamond. Rebecca retreated a few steps. Fiusontha glanced at me. 

"Why don't you help her, Jeth. You love her, don't you?" 

"I do." 

"How will you feel when she falls?" 

"I don't want to hurt you." 

"Don't you? I cleaned the other one." Fiusontha turned toward me, relaxing her defenses. "Hit me with everything you have, human. I promise you, Liz wouldn't hesitate, and neither would Rebecca." 

Rebecca started forward, poised to deliver a mental blow. 

"Rebecca," I said, "wait." 

She glanced at me. "Jeth?" 

"I have to do this," I said. 

"She's wrong. About everything." 

"Not about one thing." 

I marshaled all the processing power I could from my mind. My tendrils sank into the grave soil like roots. I stood at the center of my own mental tree, an aeon in style if not in power. 

Fiusontha beckoned me toward her with one finger. She kept her arms lowered and her defenses down. Still, if I struck her, I knew who would hurt more and it would not be her. This trick was to undermine my resolve for an inevitable counter-attack. 

"I'm not your father," I said, "But neither was Sudhatho or Balancar. They used you. The led you to this point. Don't let them rule you any further. You're free to be someone else." 

"You know nothing about me." 

"I've met Yashelia, Sudhatho, I know Balancar. You don't owe them your life." 

Rebecca nodded.  

"He's right."  

"No!" 

Fiusontha lashed out, shadowy ropes extended from her arms and lashed Rebecca across the face and chest. Rebecca crashed onto her back. I started toward her, biting my lip to keep from calling her name. 

"Don't!" Rebecca said. 

Fiusontha's whips caught me in the midsection. I crashed against a cold headstone. Pain went through my mind like a lance of frost. I staggered upright. Fiusontha stood over Rebecca. She seethed inside and out with unconcealed fury. 

"I met her once," said Rebecca. 

"Who?" Fiusontha's fluid whips wrapped around Rebecca's arms and dragged her to dangle a few feet off the ground. 

"Tohamaya." 

"You met her. So what? You'll never know the way she crafted me, the way she burned her qualities into my being. The black ichor was hers first." 

"I remember it," said Rebecca. "She changed herself because she wanted to protect people. She didn't hate humans. She cared for us." 

"How do you know that?" hissed Fiusontha. 

"She told me. She said she loved us, all of us. Those were her last words." 

"You lie!" 

"No! I was the only one there when she died." 

"Why would you be there?" 

"Because I killed her," said Rebecca. 

Fiusontha's eyes flowed with black tears. She twisted Rebecca's arms back, making her scream with pain. I mustered my power and tackled Fiusontha to the ground. Tears stung my face. 

Rebecca. I didn't want to believe it but knew it was true from her tone. Fiusontha shoved at me, but I held on. First one tendril released Rebecca and grabbed me, then the other did the same. 

I wrapped my mind around Fiusontha, abandoning physical projection. I expanded my barriers. Defensive walls grew and surrounded us. 

Rebecca called out, "Jeth!" 

"Get the others out. I'll hold her here." 

"Jeth, I won't leave you like this." 

"I know," I said. 

She hurled a ghostly shape toward me. It looked like her, determination engraved on ethereal features. That shape flew through the closing gap in the walls and joined me. I felt only a sprinkling of the impact, but I recognized the presence. Rain. 

Then walls sealed me in completely. I forced the cocoon around me, Rain, and Fiusontha out of the illusion. Our minds plunged into the depths of some unknown place. Fiusontha howled in fury, raking at my mind with all her remaining power, but it was too late. No one could hear her but me and Rebecca’s fragment. I stayed locked with her mind and we plummeted into unconsciousness. 
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Unregistered Memory, Thomas Fenstein, The Energy Farm 

 

Thomas and Celsa picked their way through the remains of the light ship's bridge and over the fallen forms of beasts and wild stars. Thomas gave a low whistle when he saw Fiusontha lying unconscious on her back. His brow furrowed as he turned to the still form of Jeth and Rebecca crouched beside him. 

"Sorry we didn't get here sooner," he said. 

"He stopped her," murmured Rebecca, tears in her eyes. "He stopped the aeon killer, Thomas." 

"Jeth?" 

Rebecca nodded.  

"I helped, but he's still in there." 

"Did you get Liz out?" 

"She should be waking up now," said Rebecca, then shook her head. "I have to go back in." 

She reached for Jeth's temples, arm swaying unevenly. 

"Woah, you're heroic dose is long gone. You need to rest," he said. 

"He's your friend, just let me—" 

Celsa stepped forward, gently taking Rebecca's hand before she could touch Jeth to dive into his mind. 

"I sense him. He'll be alright for now." 

"She's in there with him, Fiusontha." 

"Better in there than out here," said Thomas. "We can't risk her getting free." 

Rebecca let Celsa help her up, still looking at Jeth. His features were serene, despite all the pain his physical body must be in from the breaks, scrapes, and bruises, not to mention...Thomas noticed the black gouges cutting through Jeth's leg. 

"We need to get him to a hospital, a regenerator, something," said Jeanine. The girl bore a bit of resemblance to the aeon killer. 

"I've sent a call for help," said Celsa. "A Harper transport is on the way." 

"Good god," said Thomas, looking over the scene. 

"Thank god," said Jeanine. 

He nodded.  

"For once." Then he sighed, looking at Jeth along the line of Rebecca's gaze. "But we didn't get off easy." 

"Yeah," said Rebecca sounding numb. "Not easy at all."  
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Unregistered Memory, Elizabeth Ashwood, BrightNet 

 

Three days after returning to her body, Elizabeth still felt jittery as she contemplated going live in a few minutes. After Fiusontha's mind, stage fright didn't seem so bad. She had to tell everyone, tell the whole city the truth. 

Cleans could be restored. Sarah glanced at her from the other side of Elizabeth's office, where the two of them waited. 

"You sure you're up for this? I can go with you." 

"I can do this. I'm strong enough." 

She knew she always had been. She might be alone, with Jeth still unconscious, but she could handle this report. She sighed. This would be a special report, in more ways than one, Jeth. At last, she straightened her legs and stood. 

"I'm ready." 

The door opened. Lena Essen poked her head inside. 

"Samantha says it's time." 

"Good," said Elizabeth. "We took too long already." 

She walked out her office door and onto the world stage. The lights were hot on her skin, the eyes of the sensors followed her as she took the seat across from Samantha Lockwell. The reporter looked at her, a bit of sympathy in her expression for a moment, then the emotion was gone and the questions began. 

Elizabeth told the truth. 

She talked a long time. 
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Unregistered Memory, Ryan Carter, Command Center Alpha 

 

Ryan listened to Elizabeth's explanation of what had happened in the refugee district as Kamuek docked his battered ship at Command Center Alpha. He and his team went inside and waited in the briefing room for their meeting with Colonel Cannwald. He tuned out the broadcast when the door opened and Cannwald entered. 

"Everything is in order," the colonel said. "Stand at attention." 

Ryan, Alesia, Conner, and Kamuek stood. Cannwald shook hands with each of them one at a time. When he finished, he stepped back. 

"Welcome to the Dark Division, each of you." 

They all saluted. Butterflies filled Ryan's stomach. 

"Sir," said Kamuek. 

"Yes, captain?" 

"My ship won't be much use to us, I'm afraid." 

"I noticed your heroism out there, captain. Don't worry about the ship. I have requisitioned some elements you will find useful in that regard." 

Kamuek raised an eyebrow.  

"Colonel?" 

"It's all in order. We'll need pilots like you in the war that's coming." 

"Thank you, sir." 

"We'll need all of you." Cannwald turned to Ryan. "I hope you're ready, Carter." 

"I couldn't be more ready," said Ryan. "I'm tired of watching." 

Cannwald put a hand on Ryan's shoulder. His large fingers pressed into the new fabric of Ryan's military uniform.  

"Good luck out there," said Cannwald softly. He lifted his hand and addressed them all. "We fly in two hours for the staging area. Everything should be in order by now. Communication to elsewhere in or out of the city will be restricted from this point on." 

Ryan nodded. 

"Yes sir!" the team said as one. 
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Unregistered Memory, Rebecca Waters, Candlegrove Heights Hospital Level 

 

Natalie and Harvey had just left to open the blood bar, so Rebecca was sitting alone by Jeth's bedside when his parents entered. She hadn't seen them in years, but they looked pretty much as she remembered, just a bit more gray, more worn, and more tired. 

She stood up as Jeth's mother rounded the foot of the bed. Before she could speak a greeting, the older woman wrapped her in a tight embrace.  

"Rebecca," she said, teary-eyed. "They told us someone was here with him. It makes sense it's you." 

A fresh wave of sorrow broke over Rebecca. Tears began to form. 

"I left him behind once. I didn't intend to do it again." 

Jeth's father walked to the bedside, silent. His mother released Rebecca. 

"I'm so glad you found each other again." 

"He found me, really." 

In more ways than one, she thought. 

"Don't worry, about your son. I'm not going to leave him like this." He would be diving in right away if it was me laying there. She clenched one fist at her side. "I promise." 

Jeth's mother nodded. His father took a seat. They watched him, talking intermittently for a long while. When the three of them left the strange building at the end of the day, they left together. 

Rebecca knew she would go back, needed to go back. Already, she missed him too much. She wouldn't lose Jeth again. 
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I scratched at the barrier every now and then, but it seemed impervious to attention. Thanks to the internal power, I’d been forced to make it fit close and seal completely. 

Fiusontha's howls died away. She rested at the far side of the little cocoon, shrunk in on herself and seemingly small and weak at last. I took the opportunity to put a barrier between us. Hopefully, that would keep her here until I could find a way out. 

"You won't get there alone," said Rebecca from behind me. 

I turned. The form and voice were hers, but the fragment of Rebecca's personality and memories went by a different name. 

"Rain." 

"Yes," she said. "Now, do you want to get out of here or not?" 

"I think that's pretty obvious," I said. 

"Good. Then listen to me. This may take some time, but I know a way you can get back to the real." 

"I'm listening." 

She grabbed my wrist and grinned. 

"Finally alone," she whispered. 

I scowled at her.  

"What are you doing?" 

"No questions until after." 

I stared into her eyes, pulsing with light, and something different from Rebecca's inner heat. Her grin widened as she poured herself into my being. 

That's the last thing I remembered for a long time. When I woke up, he was there too, but I don't think he’ll recall that moment.  Rain explained it to me as this new personality was born. Personality division and replication was a painful process, for everyone involved, both me and him. 

I gave him the memories he needed to understand our situation. That part was easy. Until not that long ago, we were the same person. 

Those things he remembered were mine and my friends. We shared a lot over the years, and especially over the last six months. I hoped those days weren't gone for good. 

We took our time getting through the process. Everything had changed, and I don't think we can go back to how things were. Rain didn't think he would be ready so soon, but I had high hopes.  

I greeted him through the shell that contained him. 

“Good to meet you. Time to break out of this shell, wouldn't you agree?”  
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Author’s Note 

 

Hello, dear readers. 

I want to say, I haven’t written to you folks in the past because honestly, I wasn’t confident you existed. Now that I know you’re out there, let me thank you for reading. 

This book was intense for me to write. I had a lot of difficulties handling all the directions I could have taken it. The fact is, it’s done now. I hope you enjoyed it, because while writing is always a joy, it can also be a struggle sometimes. 

This is not the end of the tale, as you can probably guess. Jeth and his friends will return in The Ocean Conspiracy, later in 2018. I hope I’ve given myself enough time to write that book. If it ends up being as difficult as this one, I will definitely still get it released by the end of November. 

As for the mean time, I have some other books I’ve been working on that are about ready to drop. Check out the new “Spells of the Curtain” fantasy series available summer 2018, because that will be my next major release. 

If you liked this book, don’t forget to leave a review on amazon.com. 

That’s it for this time. Chat with you again at the end of the next one. 

 

Tim Niederriter, June 2018 


	
Did you enjoy this story? Subscribe to hear about new releases. 

http://www.timniederriter.com/list/ 

 

Tim Niederriter has been reading fantasy and science fiction since he was five years old when his parents introduced him to the hobbit. 

These days he writes stories in science fiction, fantasy, and combinations of the two for himself and for others. When not writing fiction or losing at games, he maintains a blog at dwellerofthedeep.wordpress.com, and you can find his personal website at timniederriter.com. He also talks on the podcasts “Of Mooks and Monsters,” and “Alive After Reading” available at mentalcellarpublications.com and wherever podcasts are downloaded.  

He lives in Minnesota for as long as the corn decides not to eat him. 
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