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    Valentines in an Apocalypse 
 
      
 
    The Vancouver Public Library’s central branch building was an iconic structure. It had been modeled on the Coliseum, giving it a cylindrical appearance with a freestanding, elliptical, colonnaded wall on one side that contained the offices and reading rooms. It had been built with a total of nine floors including the subterranean storage locations. Unlike the real Coliseum, floor-to-ceiling glass windows dominated the structure offering a view of the books and tables inside while contrasting with the light brown granite walls. It was an iconic building, made even more by the broken and shattered earth buildings in the distance and the gleaming, twisted metal alien structures surrounding the structure. Even after six years from the System apocalypse, Vancouver was still recovering, a mish-mash of recovered and rebuilt buildings with the new System created structures standing side-by-side. It was only because Vancouver’s Shop had been located in the central branch that it had been spared from damage. 
 
    Damage, but not change. Dotted around the library square were beam turrets, the automated weapon systems constantly shifting and tracking potential threats. Shield projectors, barely taller than a man and looking like old-time phone booths – one painted an iconic blue – were strategically placed around the perimeter, ready for activation at any moment. Luckily, Vancouver itself was now a Safe Zone, leaving the weapons to lock and dismiss the never-ending slew of unmutated pigeons, and the occasional flying individual. Teddy Loh barely noticed any of these sights as he hurried in to begin his work shift. Even after the fall of civilization, it seemed the 9-to-5 workweek was still honored.  
 
    A misstep, an unseen slope in the ground had Teddy stumble. He splashed a little of the coffee he clutched in one hand on his black jumpsuit, and watched as it fell off without leaving a single stain. The apocalypse might have brought many things with it; death and destruction on a level that he had never even imagined, magic and aliens in vast numbers and this strange System and character sheet – but it had also brought sci-fi level adaptive clothing that refused to take stains, that refit themselves to their purchasers on command and regulated body temperatures better than anything that he ever had. It’d also brought small conveniences, like the muscular, fast-regenerating body of his and supposedly, an extended lifespan. The System had even taken away his need for glasses, leaving Teddy with 20/20 vision for the first time in four decades. 
 
    Eyeing the empty spot where he had stumbled, Teddy flagged the anomaly on his System. As he swept a hand through his slowly greying, shortcut brown hair, he let his gaze rest on the clock in the corner of his vision. 8:55. No time to verify the issue. Just another mystery in the System. There were others who would deal with it.  
 
    Inside the enclosed atrium of the building, Teddy took a right turn and entered the main foyer of the ex-library. Even now, numerous individuals browsed the remaining stacks, though most of the first floor had been transformed. These days, instead of a group of helpful attendants, a bank of computers and the popular news section; the library had become the closest thing to an adventurer’s guild that the city had. 
 
    Where librarians used to work, city attendants stood, taking questions, offering advice and generally directing newcomers and struggling citizens to jobs that best suited them. Even with all the technology and the System on-hand, a human touch was still needed for some. In another section, more attendants and a select few merchants stood around, accepting quest rewards, System registered items and minor crafts. Unregistered corpses and items were all dealt with outside of the library, since those could not be handily stored in an inventory. But all those were just sideshows to the main attraction of the library. 
 
    Dominating the main portion of the first floor, flanking the escalators and staircases that led to the next floor were multiple floating spheres, each of them a linked entry point to the Shop System. Every few seconds, Teddy watched as a newcomer would touch the sphere and disappear, teleported to the Shop instance that they used. And just as often, individuals would reappear, nearly hitting other users before walking off, having finished their business. If not for the fact that the Shop was generally more expensive and bought products at a lower price, it’d have killed the local economy a long time ago. Still, there were many things only available in Galactic Shops or items that could only be sold there. 
 
    Teddy took all of this in with practiced ease, gauging how busy the city’s hub was this day. He let his gaze track over the individuals within the building, eyeballing them for potential threats. He didn’t even blink when he noticed the four legged, two armed lizard creature that stood to the side, arguing with a minotaur – more properly called a Yerrick – or the cluster of two foot tall, brown furred creatures rolling along one side of the building. They were just the start of the weirdness. The aliens that had flooded the city were just another part of daily life now. 
 
    Judging the city to still be quiet, he took the escalators up, heading for the third floor where he worked. He didn’t even pause to look at the second floor, which was much of a repeat of the floor below but with fewer shop spheres and more attendants and merchants. The second floor focused on crafts and local businesses, with a small but busy section dedicated to the Northern Lights Venture Group. One of the introductions of the settlement owners, the Group financed loans and a very small number of grants to anyone who could show the willingness and ability to progress their craft. Rumor had it that they had a stake in a good forty percent of the businesses in the city, including some of the larger fishing fleets. 
 
    Finally reaching his own floor, Teddy sighed. All that hustle and bustle was tension inducing, which was why he was glad the third floor was still quiet. It’s role had changed a little, but it was still a repository of knowledge, a filter for information. Here, Teddy worked, with a large group of other administrators and researchers, all of them pulling information from branch offices throughout the province, gathering and indexing data. Data that turned into information under their skilled hands, the very same information that those attendants below gave out. Even after six years, the number of monsters - new and mutated – quests, and galactic aliens just kept increasing. Of course, all of this information was technically available in the Shop. But no one wanted to pay the prices they dictated, and so, Earth was building their own database. One that was publicly available, one that would benefit all of humanity. It’d been the brainchild of some kid in South East Asia and been taken to with vengeance by the city. 
 
    As Teddy walked over to his desk, he spotted Kaylee seated at hers already. The heart-faced redhead flashed him an absent smile, fingers twitching as she triggered screens that only she could see. She paused after a few seconds, turning to him with excitement bubbling in her eyes. “Did you hear?” 
 
    “I just arrived. Also, morning.” 
 
    “Oh right, good morning!” Kaylee, the ever-persistent gossip leaned close and whispered. “Lana managed to close the deal with the Bebrex’s. We’re going to get access to their library.” 
 
    Teddy’s eyes widened, and a grin split his face. That was good news. Lana had been working that deal for the last three months, negotiating over interstellar communications to get access to the Bebrex network. The flood of information from their library, combined with what they had, would fill in a lot of holes in their Galactic knowledge. It wouldn’t patch all the gaps, just like the other three deals they’d made, but it would help. It would help a lot. 
 
    “That’s really good news.” 
 
    “You going to tell Janet?” Kaylee said. 
 
    Teddy hesitated. His wife would like to know, but… She was coming in, in about twenty minutes anyway. Somehow or another, she’d negotiated a later start time than him. One of the advantages of being a linguist in this bureaucracy. Not that he resented it. Not at all.  
 
    Kaylee shot a glance at Teddy, when he shook his head in the negative. Taking his own seat, Teddy got ready to start the day, pulling out the latest data feed as he sat. As a Librarian, one of his Class Skills was information sorting. Combined with some basic Skills, it allowed him to access the interface, sort through all the data that arrived at the speed of thought – and sometimes a little faster - and categorize it, collating the data with previous reports to begin an analysis of trends.  
 
    It was a good thing that they all had Skills to do their jobs, because what took entire departments of the Federal government to once before was now sometimes the part-time job of a single individual. Weather patterns over the entirety of BC? Joe did that, when he got in in the morning, assessing models and tweaking them before he got onto his real job – watching for Mana shifts. Needed population numbers of monsters in the Comox Valley? See Kate or Jim.  
 
    If they got lucky and had the time, they could look for trends, analyze when a dungeon or an Alpha Boss might appear. If not, you got the base summary. All so that the adventurers who were relying on the information had as close to real-time information as possible. It was an impossible task, but when they failed, and that happened all too often, people died. 
 
    Caught up in the flow of work, Teddy soon lost track of time, his attention drawn into the streams of information that flowed past his eyes. Janet, the news and Kaylee all forgotten. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Janet yawned, staring at the mug held in her hands. Jim had forgotten his own, again. Some reason, even though he asked her to make coffee for him every morning, he still forgot to drink it. He’d then go out and buy a cup from the barista’s that lined the downtown core. She knew she didn’t have the Skills those baristas had, but still… It was Credits. She sighed, looking around the room, eyeing the poor and meager furnishings of their new home. They lived only two blocks away from the library, in one of the first fully functional, safe zones the aliens that created. The proximity came with a cost though.  
 
    They’d both felt lucky when they managed to find a place in a safe zone to stay, but now, they were paying for it. The pale blue paint on the walls – but it wasn’t actually paint, Janet knew, but a sheen of the metal itself – and the slightly off-center visible light arrays always disturbed her. They could fix it – would fix it – but first, they had to save enough.  
 
    She missed their old home, even if it had been smaller, lacking in all the high-tech functions of this room, and now, but rubble. Of their home, a single photograph had managed to survive, hanging slightly askew on one wall with its cracked frame. Their wedding photo. They’d both been so young, so hopeful back then. Now… 
 
    Now they just were. Just getting on with it. 
 
    It wasn’t as if they were unhappy. In fact, she had to admit, they were both feeling more fulfilled in their jobs than ever before. What they did mattered. She, as a just graduated linguist from UBC, now working with aliens and trying to grasp, interstellar nuances of societies and languages. He, as a librarian, collating data for everyone. No, it wasn’t their careers that had her maudlin today. It was… 
 
    It was them. 
 
    They just did not talk. Each of them scrambling from one crisis to the other, one urgent task to the next. When they got home, they were as likely to collapse, conjure some food from their inventory and eat in silence, than just, talk. 
 
    Connect. 
 
    It was funny, how all this important, lifesaving work could still leave her feeling slightly down. A quick sip of her coffee and then she looked up, eyeing the time in the corner of her vision. If she didn’t get moving, she was going to be late. 
 
    Janet ran a hand through her hair, peeked at the light red coloring that she’d chosen yesterday and frowned. Time for another change. It only took a thought, just a simple command before the nanobots in her hair altered the coloring to a more vivid purple. She eyed the florescent coloring and winced, making the base color darker until she was satisfied. A quick application of makeup – normal, human makeup because the alien stuff was still hit and miss on human skin – and hurried out the door, coffee forgotten. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lunch arrived, all too soon. Teddy made his way down to the concourse, grabbing a seat near one of the ubiquitous sandwich shops. He took one glance at the menu and ordered two sets of the daily special. A part of him felt guilty about eating seal meat, but the swarm of seals that attacked the city a few days ago had been anything but normal and peaceful. They lost half a dozen people, noncombatants just like them, before the adventurers and the guard managed to control the situation. Ever since then, mutated seal meat had been the special all over town. 
 
    It didn’t help that like most mutated, monster meat, the System had managed to make it so very, very tasty. 
 
    Even with the delay, and the constant flow of customers, the food arrived before Teddy a good ten minutes before Janet arrived, hurrying over with quick steps and an unapologetic smile. 
 
    “Sorry. Had to jump on a call at the last minute. The Poosken chief just kept trying to talk my head off.” Jenna dropped into a chair beside Teddy before she noticed his gaze had fixed on her hair. She touched it self-consciously. “Like it?” 
 
    “Sure.” Teddy said. He didn’t manage to sound very convincing though, so he immediately pushed the seal meat sandwich over. “You should eat, before it gets cold. It’s a bit fatty when it’s cold.” 
 
    Janet just shot him look, one that made Teddy know that he had not managed to pull off his distraction. Not that he’d ever managed that, not in decades. She always seemed to see right through him, even on their first date when he’d tried to hide his dislike for boy bands. Still, Janet didn’t say anything and started eating. 
 
    They were halfway through their meal before Teddy spoke. “Good news, isn’t it? The Bebrex treaty. Though, I haven’t seen the data flow yet.” With the way the System worked, they should have started getting that information immediately. 
 
    “That’s because we sign tomorrow.” Janet wiped a splotch of mayonnaise from her mouth, before she continued. “They don’t sign treaties on festive days. Cultural thing.” 
 
    The researcher in Teddy perked up, and he leaned forward. “What festival are they having?” 
 
    “Not them. Us.” When Teddy’s brow furrowed, she added. “It’s February 14.” 
 
     “What? Valentine’s Day isn’t an actual festival. It’s a manufactured, capitalist moneymaker.” If there was one good thing about the apocalypse, it had certainly gotten rid of a vast majority of these foolish events. Who cared about diamonds, when a beam pistol was a more appropriate gift. When everyone was busy trying to survive and make it through the next day, celebrating a silly thing like Mother’s Day or even birthdays seemed trivial. 
 
    Janet frowned, but ducked her head and focused on her sandwich before her, biting into it resolutely. Occasionally, she looked around, focusing on too loud voices intently before returning to her meal. 
 
    “Sorry,” Teddy said, noticing his wife withdrawing into silence. When she didn’t answer, he gave up and turned back to his food. They ate in silence, and when done placed their serving trays away to free up the table for another.  
 
    Together, the pair walked over to the entrance, the brittle silence still hanging between them. Teddy reached out, touching her hand with just the back of his fingers, only to feel her pull away. He winced slightly, only to see Janet turn, offering him a half–smile. 
 
    “I should get back to work,” Janet said. She gestured upstairs and then to the side where the bank of elevators sat. “I think I’ll take the elevator.” 
 
    Teddy nodded, watching as she left, leaving him at the foot of the stairs. He always preferred the stairs, it gave him a chance to look around, to move and not be enclosed in a metal death trap. Even if he had the treatment from the Shop for the claustrophobia, it still made him uncomfortable. 
 
    Alone, Teddy turned to survey the surroundings and could not help but notice the signs of the ‘festive’ day now. A few cards, a few roses clutched in hands. He wondered how he missed the signs, but it was sparse. Nowhere near the same flood of red as before.  
 
    “It’s a stupid festival. Not even a real one too.” Muttering, he took the escalator up, headed for his desk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Janet slumped, staring into space. That last message had been a pain to deal with. Most people thought her job was simple. Buy a language pack from the Shop, you’re good to go. All that information, downloaded directly into your brain. A new language, without the study. No problem. 
 
    Except, you never knew who made that pack if you didn’t check. You didn’t know what biases they had. Nor did most language packs contain information on the full range of social and cultural cues, not unless they were of the highest quality. For day to day conversations, the average language pack was functional. But not diplomatic correspondence, where making a mistake on one word, on one assumption or missing an allusion could stall a negotiation for weeks, even months. Maybe forever. 
 
    The worst kinds of messages were from the Movanna and Truinnar. The damn elves, white and dark, were so full of themselves that they felt the need to write messages with layers of meaning. And if you missed it, well, you missed it. Even something as simple as the word ‘dance’ could have numerous cultural meanings behind it. 
 
    Janet quickly made a note for Teddy, a slight small smile crossing her face as she considered his reaction. He’d get so excited, learning something new about the two societies that she’d been negotiating with. That silly man. 
 
    After a moment, the smile disappeared she remembered his tirade. Wasn’t as if she didn’t know to expect the rant but… well. A woman could hope. But not a lot. Turning back to her files, she sent the quick message off to Teddy with a flick of her fingers, already forgetting about it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Teddy heard the chime of the incoming message. It was very familiar, mostly because he’d made sure it sounded that way. Altering his Status Screen and his link to the System had cost him some Mana regen but it had been worth it. A quick flick of his eyes brought up the message, and his smile grew as he read over the information. Who would have thought that the Poosken’s were a matriarchally led theocracy in the past. 
 
    His smile quickly faded, as he remembered the way Janet had shied away from his touch. Ever since six months ago when they’d nearly died from another damn random attack, she’d been careful about touching. How she’d wake up late at night, screaming. Of course, she didn’t remember any of that, all the times he’d held her while she sobbed her heart out until she fell asleep again. And even if she did, they all had their own nightmares. 
 
    As he dismissed the message, his attention was caught by a nearby conversation. Curiosity made him turn to check, to see Kaylee flushed red as a tall, gangly goth proffered a bouquet of roses at her. Teddy watched as the young man stumbled over his words, professing his infatuation to the older woman. 
 
    “I… I…” Kaylee stuttered, unable to come up with an answer. Still, she clutched the bouquet of flowers tightly to her chest. 
 
    “Just think about it. I know we are not, you know. But, it’s the end of the world. And I think you’re the most awesome person.” The goth replied and then immediately dashed off, heading down the stairs at speed. Teddy could almost swear that he triggered a Skill, the way he moved. 
 
    “Admirer?” Teddy teased Kaylee when she turned around and caught him staring. 
 
    “A former student.” Kaylee ducked her head and took a surreptitious sniff of the roses.  
 
    “From college?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well… What are you going to do about it?” Teddy said. He glanced down at the elevators and then added. “You know, he’s not a kid anymore. And you are not his teacher.” “ 
 
    “Still… It’s wrong. I’m so old.” Kaylee pointed a finger at Teddy warningly. “For him.” 
 
    “And he has held onto his feelings for you for the last six years. And if I remember correctly, has been coming to visit you for the last year or so. Seems like, at the end of the world, love is a rare enough thing,” Teddy advised. 
 
    Kaylee shook her head and then fixed Teddy with a stern gaze. “And you? You’re telling me that. When was the last time you and Janet did anything romantic?” 
 
    “I… This isn’t about me!” Teddy crossed his arms and twisted away. How dare she. He was just trying to help. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Janet finished translating the transcript of the latest meeting between Vancouver and another of their trade partners, adding in notes about subtext and cultural topics that might have been missed in the initial talk. All of this was not strictly necessary, but it was useful for the staff for their next meeting. The more they understood, the better. 
 
    To her surprise, there was a blinking light in the corner of her vision. She’d muted all the notifications while she was working, but this message had a special alert on it. After all, it was from Teddy. 
 
    Dinner? 
 
    The message was a single word sentence. Janet’s lips twisted, annoyance bubbling up. He could be so verbose in his work, but when it came to personal communication, he’d send these single-line, single word queries. The worse part of it was, she knew what he meant. 
 
    She quickly dictated out her answer and sent it back to him. Almost, almost she had decided not to answer him. But that would have been petty. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Whatever you want. 
 
    The simple declaration looked more like an accusation, a demand that Teddy do a little better than another bowl of Ramen. He stared at it, imagining he could feel the disapproval radiating from the very words themselves. It might be his imagination or it could have been the way that she felt. Sometimes, having lived with one another so long, it was hard to tell where intuition ended and imagination began. 
 
    Teddy swayed side to side in his chair as he categorized the latest monster reports, dumping them into their appropriate file with their threat levels while highlighting the latest increase in the number of mutated crows and the anomaly that were the unmutated flock of pigeons. Somehow, unmutated pigeons survived and thrived. Those inane flying rats. There was a research topic there, for someone. 
 
    At each sway, each full twist of his chair, he caught a glimpse of the bouquet of flowers that Kaylee had carefully set on her desk, having purchased a vase and filled it with water for the flowers. When he’d asked, she’d just huffed that it would have been rude to throw it aside. But… 
 
    What was it that the boy had said? Something about love in the apocalypse? 
 
    Teddy stopped, putting both hands on the desk. He stared into space for a time, before he exhaled. Well. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Another command and he pulled up the directory that he had access to. Maybe… A half-hour later, he was done and had composed the short message to his wife.  
 
    6pm. Atrium. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Janet arrived downstairs at 6 PM as requested, finding herself alone except for the continual stream of adventurers. She stuck herself in a corner, eyeing the groups that came in. In one corner of the atrium, a beggar sat, casting Cleanse spells at those that needed it for small change. In another, a musician played a jib on a fiddle, giving everyone a Stamina boost with their music. It was a typical evening, except for the occasional loving couples. The one thing that she didn’t see was her husband. 
 
    Seven minutes later, she saw him hurry scurry down the steps, looking around for her. She waves slightly to get his attention, and then again when he missed her. She was still incredibly grateful that he’d been in the library when the apocalypse arrived. With his sense of awareness, he’d be lucky to not have died within the first day. Like so many of the others. 
 
    She frowned, as he walked up to her and said. “Come on, this way.” 
 
    Rather than lead them out of the atrium, Teddy led them right back into the library. And rather than take the stairs, he went for the elevators. She frowned, when he waved for her to join him. 
 
    “Where we going? If you’ve got more work, we could just eat by ourselves.” 
 
    “Just be patient.”  
 
    Janet narrowed her eyes, because something in his tone made her concerned. She watched as he hit the top button, the one that took them straight to the roof. She bit her lip, knowing that whatever was happening, he wasn’t going to say. Not after telling her to be patient. He was stubborn that way. 
 
    Once they reached the roof, he stepped out immediately, the tension that had tightened his shoulders relaxing. He then led her along the pathway in the rooftop garden they had finally managed to finish. Initially, the library had meant to finish the work in 2018 but a little apocalypse happened. The work had been left abandoned, half-finished until six months ago when Lana dedicated funds to the construction. Ordered rows of grass was interspersed between green stretches, beds of vegetables and maple trees along the edges of the rooftop. Benches and smaller, private offices lined the top of the building in opposing corners, while the edges of the rooftop were planted with grass. 
 
    In short order, Teddy brought her to one corner of the roof. A bed of grass demarcated the edges, lush greenery to walk upon. Teddy stopped at the edges and proceeded to take off his shoes, gesturing for her to do the same. Cocking her head to the side, she eyed her husband again but followed suit. The setting, beautiful and unique made her intrigued, just like his lack of communication. Once on the grass, it didn’t take long for Teddy to pick a spot and pull out a picnic blanket to lay out. Janet slowed her steps, calling for her husband.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “What is this?” Janet couldn’t help but let a little of the skepticism escape into her voice. Skepticism and, perhaps, a little hope. 
 
    Teddy scratched his head and shifted from foot to foot. “Yeah, sorry. I should know this isn’t right. We can just… go.” He began to walk back towards the edge of the grass, where their shoes were. 
 
    Janet drew a quick breath and stepped to the side, grabbing his arm with her hand. She felt the biceps in his arm, bigger and more defined than before. She looked up, and spotted his eyes focused on the ground. Dark brown eyes, large for a Chinese man, with eyelashes that were to die for. 
 
    “Don’t. It’s fine. No, it’s good.” Janet said before pulling on his arm, guiding them back towards the picnic blanket. 
 
    When they were both seated, she looked about, seeing that the entire section was empty but for the two of them. Also, empty of anything like dinner, which her stomach loudly complained about. 
 
    “Oh! One second.” Teddy reached sideways, conjuring his purchases from his inventory. One after the other, he pulled sealed containers and set them out beside her. Half a dozen metallic boxes later, he also added a pair of candles and candle holders, which he lit with a flick of his fingers. 
 
    “What did you buy?” she said, eyeing the containers hungrily. 
 
    “All our favorites. Roast pork, BBQ duck, bok choy, Moroccan lamb stew, chicken fried rice and of course, beef curry.” Teddy said, pointing to each. 
 
    “Isn’t it a bit much?” Janet asked, even as she was busy opening each of the containers. The smells that hit her the moment the containers were open set her salivating. It was a strange mix, but one that she was more than happy to pile into the plate that Teddy offered. 
 
    “Well, I… I thought we could have a nice dinner.” Teddy coughed and looked around, adding. “I can always pack it up again afterwards. The leftovers, that is.” 
 
    Janet laughed and shook her head. “It’s perfect. But, what brought this on?” 
 
    “I can’t just be randomly romantic?” 
 
    “You?” Janet snorted, and stuffed her mouth full of fried rice and lamb stew. She chewed on the meal, tasting the spices, the hour-long preparation that had gone into the meal. And she let out a little moan of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Teddy watched as his wife was distracted by the food, as she chewed and swallowed and then took another bite immediately after. He fell silent, enjoying watching her eat as he lightly nibbled on his own meal. 
 
    The happiness on her face, the simple joy of eating, the way she had grain of rice stuck to the corner of her lip made Teddy smile. He’d missed this. For a moment, she looked like the woman that he had fallen in love with. Even if she did have purple hair now. When he brushed the rice grain from her face, she didn’t flinch away but leaned into it. Their eyes met briefly and he leaned forwards, only to see her retract. Retract and duck down to pop a slice of roast pork into her mouth before gesturing to get on with answering the question. 
 
    “Oh. Fine. You know Kaylee right?” At that Janet snorted, he continued. “That boy who’s been showing up. He brought a bouquet of flowers. Asked her out.” He continued to relate the entire event, in more detail at Kaylee’s urging. The initial conversation transitioned into more gossip, one related between bites of Skill-enhanced food. 
 
    Teddy soon realized, he’d not talked to her for a bit. She never really mentioned her own colleagues, just the work itself. So, he often had to ask for clarification of the named individuals, and that often elicited even more side stories. Time passed swiftly as they had a couple of years of office gossip to catch up on. They spoke and spoke, just finding time for one another, without System notices, without apocalyptic danger or work filling in the spaces. 
 
    Just talking. 
 
    Connecting. 
 
    At the end of the night, the pair packed away the containers by the simple expedient of tossing it all into their inventory. A Cleanse spell saw the crumbs and food stains disappear, leaving the pair pristine under the moonlight. Teddy took the lead in rolling up and storing the picnic blanket, making a mental note to thank Lana for this favor. And perhaps buying her a thank you gift for letting him use the rooftop. Maybe some wine. Not chocolate. She had a thing against chocolate for some reason. 
 
    When he stood, he spotted Janet staring out over the skyline of Vancouver. He spent a moment watching her, the way the wind pushed against her hair, making the light curls twist, the way it outlined her body. And then he finished his turn, to look over the strange mixed alien and human skyline that was their city now. The way the alien buildings reflected the moonlight, glinting in the darkness. The way human buildings were lit and shaded by their occupants moving about. And over to the north, the familiar mountains that dominated the skyline, lit up in one corner by the bioluminescent, mutated pine tree forest. 
 
    “It’s weird, isn’t it? How much it’s changed. And hasn’t,” Janet said. 
 
    Teddy stepped closer, wrapping an arm around her waist naturally. She moved into the crook of his arm, squirming down a little to find the best spot, the point where they both fit. 
 
     “Definitely weird. But it could be worse.” 
 
    “Thank you. For tonight.” Janet turned, staring up at Teddy. He looked down, meeting her eyes and then leaned in, slowly. 
 
    Lips touched, brushing against one another, noses nestled. Her lips parted slightly as he deepened the kiss, one hand clutching her tighter to him. She returned the grip, continuing the kiss before she leaned back, her breathing short and her cheeks flushed. 
 
    “You know…” 
 
    “We should do this more?” Teddy finished for her. “Maybe start-up date night again?” 
 
    “Yes. But no.” She kissed him again. “I was thinking we should head home. To our bed.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh!” Grinning, Teddy released her body and tugged her with him. To their strange alien home. But, in all that strangeness, all the change, some things stayed the same. 
 
    Some people. 
 
    Some feelings. 
 
    You just had to remember to look. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
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