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Prologue
 
	The fire from my match flickered in the middle of the night as you woke up next to me screaming. It felt almost as if time itself had slowed to a halt. Already we had been married for a week and it seemed nothing could stop us. Your eyes had turned a pasty white that night as your small petite and fragile limbs cracked as you stood waist up in our bed. Your jaw stood crooked as you slowly tilted your head studying the room around you. The room was yours just as it had always been. Zombie and fantasy posters hung on the wall lit by a black light you kept running 24/7. Your brother and I tried our best to keep it the same for you, before you fell away from us into the dreaming.
	Two thirds of the Earths population went to sleep that night but not before delivering a message. Some told it in tongues while others spoke in dead languages no one could understand. You were one of the few that said it clear as day. I will never forget it, your voice as it cracked and groaned as your eyes met mine and I tried my best to wake you hoping you were only experiencing a night terror or that this whole thing has been a part of some bad dream. I failed and all I could do was listen as you repeated again and again, "we are coming".
	Five years have passed since the day of your possession and now you lay still less in a coma aboard the Earth's first starship. You rest quietly in stasis as your brother not much older then I along with a thousand more survivors begin our deceleration toward what we have christened the Lamia, a daemon warship. Five years we have prepared for this day. This, our final stand against the daemons since they announced their arrival.
	Five years ago everything changed when you entered the dreaming but that wasn't all. I can still remember the fire burning around the edge of the match as if the world was moving in slow motion. Time itself slowed to a halt around me but I felt my heart beat faster and stronger then ever. I thought maybe it was adrenaline or worry. All I wanted in that moment was to protect you. Before your mouth stopped moving I felt a power awaken inside me and I knew you weren't the only one that had changed that night.
 
------
 
	Days after you slept the world went crazy. Riots broke out across the world. Everyone was trying to interpret the message. Some said it was the beginning of the end. Priests took to the streets and all over the world a fire of prayer ignited. The National Guard took to the streets and martial law was declared. Then NASA and several space agencies came on air and announced something that no one had seen coming. They had been tracking an unnatural object at the edge of our solar system. Days before the possession they had detected a signal from it. The signal similar to radio waves spread across the Earth. Everyone at some point had contact with it. We had all been exposed to something alien, something sinister. Many that fell died in their sleep. Committees were formed with volunteers searching for and rescuing the bodies of the dreaming.
 
	In the first year scientists formed a new agency called Khione. They dedicated their time to preserving the bodies of the dreaming, many of whom were starving as the last of us did everything we could to take care of them. Khione developed the stasis chambers that froze the dreaming while NASA and other space agencies began working with military around the world to build a ship that could intercept the alien object hoping to find a cure. By the second year it worked. Built on the backbone of the "EmDrive", a project NASA had been secretly working on for years. All the pieces were falling into place and the first drones were sent into space.
 
	They had four directives.
 
	1. Hold still. - No sudden movements.
Two things will happen they will welcome us and want to learn from us or they will see us as a threat and attack us. Whatever the hell is onboard is far more advanced then anything we can imagine. 
	2. Find a medium to communicate through – They will not speak our language though they may be able to read our thoughts. Each drone we have programmed to try multiple different ways of communication from mathematics and music to art and binary. 
	3. Be humble -  Do not let your own feelings or beliefs cloud you. 
	4. Do not act hostile - Any act of hostility could be interpreted as declaring war. For all we know they are the same as us or perhaps they are just a group of refugees who have lost their planet. At the same time they could be explorers or it could even be some kind of prison ship. Nothing is off the table. Have an open mind but do not engage unless absolutely necessary. 
	
	This is it. A moment in history that will be remembered forever in time. Not long after intercepting the object which was slowly moving closer and closer to Earth drifting through the darkness of space like a derelict freighter our ship let loose a thousand drones each about the size of a man. 
	In that one night the drones were destroyed. 
	Black figures with white porcelain teeth that glowed fluorescent in the dark tore through the metal drones. The figures looked like daemons. Many of them resembled Baphomet however rather then a goat like head it was something more deformed. They were bipedal with wings and tails. Their bodies were strong enough to withstand the cold vacuum of space and they moved like feral animals using a magnetic field that surrounded their starship to move like sharks through water.
	What the world saw that day changed everything. 
	The monsters of hell were real. Scientists theorized that many of the possessions throughout human history could have been caused by the same signal that hit the Earth. The daemons have been slowly embedding themselves as something for us to fear for thousands of years. Further study showed that the derelict vessel they were using to drift towards us was damaged. The daemons had been at war with someone else and they were running. We had no idea what they were coming to us for, we weren't even sure at first if they were truly hostile. Then the second message arrived. A small portion of the dreaming that wasn't in stasis woke up. Their minds were gone, they were infected. We called them the withered. They attacked with rage and hate and by the time we managed to take back control the daemons had sent us another message, one that said we were to bow to our new kings. Never in my whole life had I been more glad that you lay frozen, asleep. I prayed that you were dreaming of something better. A better world one with you and I, your family, our friends. A world that was at peace.
	
	Your brother and I joined the infantry. A new division of the military was created to deal with the daemons. They called themselves the U.E.D. Aka United Earth Defense. Funded by Khione and various governments. The U.E.D. Enlisted civilians like myself and your brother Michael who were ‘chosen’. We did it so that we could protect you. It had been three years since the day you went to the dreaming. Vee, how I miss you everyday. How many hours of the day have I sat by your side waiting for you to wake up. Hoping that you could hear me. Wondering what it was you were dreaming. 
 
	Three years was how long it took for our gifts to appear. Some said if there were daemons then there must be Angels. They called us the chosen. Those that had contact with the dreaming moments after their possession had contracted side effects that made us more efficient. For some it was better eyesight, hearing, strength. Others it was like we had been given superpowers. When my adrenaline started pumping time seemed to slow to a halt. My mind moved faster then those around me. I could practically dodge a bullet when my heart raced fast enough. That same year a part of the daemon ship broke apart and accelerated towards the Earth impacting near Paris, France. Smaller ships impacted near Chicago, Mexico City, Brazil, and Okinawa, Japan. The daemons descended upon all of Europe and we had finally gone to war. You, your brother and I barely made it out of Chicago. We made a deal with our commanding officers that to protect you we would join the crew of the U.E.D. Perseverance, a starship equipped with an EmDrive built by a joint coalition between the U.S. and Chinese government. 
	
	Last year we left Earth and we have been preparing for this moment ever since. A thousand chosen against a horde of daemons. It seems the war between heaven and hell, the end of the world, that silly idea we always joked and wrote stories about has finally come true. 
 
	- - Jake. 



First Class
 
	I am twenty seven years old and dreaming of a forest… 
We’re camping in the woods. Myself, you, your brother, a few of our friends. We are sitting around the campfire laughing, roasting marshmallows. Michael, your brother is strumming his guitar. A vintage Ibanez Artcore AF53. He’s playing random melodies. No real song. I’m not sure he even knows any real songs. It’s more therapy then anything else. He just strums whatever comes to mind. Moving his hands over the frets like he’s been doing this all his life. He only started to learn guitar a few years ago. You look me in the eyes and smile. Vee, your blue eyes, your black short hair. I memorize your figure. Just a few inches shorter then I am. I memorize your tattoos. You are only a few years younger then I am but you are far more mature then even most people my age. Just recently you had began an apprenticeship with a sculptor. You were going to change the world. I wake up to the smell of smoke. 
	
	The fire alarm sounds. A piercing screech takes hold of me and I rise instantly out of bed grabbing my pants and jacket. I place my hands over my ears and look through the dark. I can see the little red light of the fire alarm blinking on the other side of the room. I think about calling out to make sure that anyone else in my barracks that might be asleep rises buy fortunately I am already the last to wake. Michael and Todd have already made their way outside when I push my way through the door in a flurry of motion that makes me feel sick to my stomach. The entire barracks are on fire. I fall to the ground as a small explosion on the second floor sprays glass and wall across the concrete field I have found myself laying on. I try to imagine I’m in your arms. I try to remember my dream. To hold onto it as long as possible before the nightmare that is my reality takes me. 
	In the freezing air I look up and see a thin white trail of smoke reaching up to the sky above me. It’s half past midnight. 
	“Emily had another nightmare,” Michael says picking me up off the cold ground. Snow begins to fall around us. Sometimes I forget we have been training in Alaska. Its a different kind of cold. How I miss the comfortable cold weather of home. Chicago. One of the first cities taken by the daemons. 
	It takes only a few minutes for the emergency rescue services and fire department to appear. They begin to smother the fire. An officer named Ed quickly makes his way inside wearing as much flame resistant gear as he can. Moments later he carries out a young girl. Emily. The fire starter. I want to start crying. A part of me wonders if she is dead but this isn’t the first time this has happened.
	“This is the third time now,” says Todd, a young man about my age with thick black hair and glasses. He was one of the few among us I had become friends.
	“Least she didn’t go supernova,” said another.
	“That hasn’t happened since before training began. She’s learned how to use her powers quite a bit since then,” said Todd. 
	I stood there in silence watching our barracks burn. 
	“Is everyone out?” I heard one of the older officers yell. We weren’t military, well not quite. We were members of the U.E.D. United Earth Defense. Each of us gifted with unique powers since the event took place and everyone fell asleep. We were being trained at a base in North Alaska to utilize our powers for combat purposes in preparation for war against the daemons. Many of us had already seen combat in Europe and parts of the North America. Michael and myself had barely made it out of Chicago with you. Vee, my fiancee, actually my wife. We married a week before the event. Michael’s sister. We carried you out of the city hours before the military dropped a nuke on top of it. Chicago became an irradiated wasteland. The first city to fall to the daemons. At this point that was only a few months ago. We found refuge in Michigan. It was there that our powers began to manifest (more on that later). 
	“Everyone is out, put the fire out,” said the U.E.D. Commanding officer on site. The U.E.D. Officer was Ed. He layed Emily’s body down on the ground. Her body was still smoldering, her skin covered in blisters under her charred clothes as if she herself had second and third degree burns covering her from head to toe. Slowly her skin began to heal as she opened her eyes. Tears began to fell as she threw her arms around Ed and began sobbing uncontrollably. 
	Bran, another soldier about my age who came into train with both Michael and I around the same time looked at the burning building. He whispers a word, some kind of prayer. I watch in silence as he inhales a deep breathe of air. His mouth seems to open an enormous length as he sucks in the air around him. Just as quickly as he inhales he exhales and a wave of wind moves across the barracks putting the fire out in an instant. The wind hits the barrack so hard it cracks the concrete. Not a trace of the fire remains. 
	“Emily, are you ok?” I ask as we all move towards her. Ed is still holding her tight hugging her as she sobs away in his arms. Ed is more or less our teacher. He has no powers of his own. He volunteered to take responsibility for us. In some ways we are all orphans. Most of our loved ones are in the dreaming. He was a decorated naval officer. From what I heard he commanded an entire ship and fought in three wars overseas before the day of the dreaming. The event it seemed affected certain areas of the world far worst then others. Much of Eurasia and the Middle East was devastated as millions fell into the dreaming never to wake up. The United States military used it to hit as many primary targets as possible. Dictators fell asleep and never woke up as did many politicians. Practically anyone with too many enemies was as good as dead. Our own vice president was even caught inside the dreaming. Power plants shut down and oil pipelines exploded as operators fell asleep at their desks. Radiation leaked and fires burned across the Middle East as well as many parts of China, Japan, and the United States. The day of the dreaming the National Guard took to the streets and secured as much of the country as possible. We went days without power, without electricity, without any idea of what was going on. I can still remember holding you in my arms just as Ed held Emily now. Begging God to tell me everything was going to be fine. Praying that she would wake up. That she would smile. That her hand would move. 
	“I did it again, I’m so sorry,” Emily cried.
	“It’s not your fault honey, don’t cry. We got everyone out in time. There is nothing to worry about. We all knew this could happen anytime. You must not feel bad,” Ed said comforting her.
	Slowly all of us took a knee beside her holding out our hands and placing them near her. I stop breathing and I feel my heart bumping in my chest. Bump, Bump, Bump, I open my eyes and look at Emily. I reach out to touch her. My adrenaline is kicking in. Time moves slower. 
 
	First day. 
	Three years since you entered the dreaming.
	A heavy hand throws me to the ground. 
	
Michael and I had been at camp not even an hour. I was inside the mess hall. I had already gone about a day without eating and Ed, who had picked the three of us (Michael, you, and myself) up from Anne Arbor, Michigan had told me that was my first assignment. The man that threw me to the ground was named Blair. He had been at the camp two weeks and had designated himself the ‘class bully’. Gifted with incredible strength Blair could punch a hole through a wall and not feel a thing. If you haven’t already guessed getting thrown to the ground by him hurt like hell. My gift was simple enough. When my adrenaline pumped time seemed to slow down. I wasn’t as cool as the Flash or Quicksilver. It wasn’t as if time was actually slowing down. I wasn’t in the matrix bending backwards dodging bullets. It was just the way my mind perceived reality. I saw Blair’s fist heading straight for me. It felt like I spent hours trying to figure out which way to move, how to counter him. My power made it possible I could work my way out of almost any situation. Except this one.
	Blair hit me right in the side of the face nearly dislocating my jaw.
	“You’re going to have to do better then that if you are going to have my back against the daemons,” he said. He let me go after that. Blair had lost everyone in Chicago. His family, his friends, everyone that meant anything to him. The day the daemons came to Earth he took the offensive trying his best to take as many down as possible but when they kept coming he retreated to the outskirts of the city. He watched as the bombs fell that decimated the city. I couldn’t blame him in a way. He was here for vengeance. To grow stronger so that he could face the daemons again. I sat next to Bran who showed me his gift by blowing a paper football across the room towards Todd who held his fingers like a goal. He filled me in on Blair. Even knowing what I know now I’m still pissed he hit me that first day. 
	There were eight of us with powers that came to Alaska. Eight of us that would be trained as a team to fight against the daemons. We were one of hundreds of camps all across the world separated for safety against any alien attacks. All of us would train with seven others until the U.E.D was ready to launch the Perseverance, a starship that would take all of us (including you and everyone else who had loved ones in the dreaming, cared for in stasis) towards the daemon ship. There we would use weapons and ships designed by several gifted with intelligence to fight back against the daemons. There we would make our final stand. 
 
	Myself, with the powers to slow time. Michael, who had the power to mimic others with powers. Blair and his super strength. Emily, the fire starter. Bran, the whirlwind. Todd, who could manipulate matter with his mind (though only a limited amount of time before he would become weak). Jackson, super eyesight and hearing. He was here on loan from a state prison. Apparently he was one of a few hundred inmates that were given time off their sentence for serving in the U.E.D - I never asked what he was in for all I knew and all I needed to know was that he was grateful he had been given a second chance. Last but not least was Nate, with his hyper intelligence. He was barely around us as he was almost always working with the U.E.D to develop a new batch of energy weapons we could use against the daemons. I was grateful, when Nate was around he had an ego the size of a small country. 
 



Powers
 
	The first few weeks after the event were the worst. We were living in a small townhouse with your brother in Chicago. I was working as a developer on an independent video game about zombies rising from the dead, you were doing your apprenticeship, and your brother was working as a mechanic downtown. I can still remember all the silly pieces of art I made. Each and every time creating monsters inspired from the back of my mind, nightmares I would have. Creating creatures described to me by others. Who would have imagined we would be face to face with such monstrosities in our lifetime. After the event many philosophers (mostly bloggers and a storytellers) began posting articles and making headlines telling the public that the nightmares were real. That the daemons had in fact been hacking into the subconscious minds of humanity since ancient times. Sending noise across space as they made their way towards our little blue dot. We had no idea why they were coming for us. It didn’t matter. I felt like I lost everything when you didn’t wake up. When emergency services finally made their way to our home and told us what was happening. When I sat by you in the hospital exercising your legs so you wouldn’t lose muscle while you slept in a comatose state. I was there when they inserted a feeding tube inside you so that you could. When they gave us our protein blocks because crops and farms around the world were depleting their resources without any manpower.
	Many died in the streets. Homeless that fell asleep in alleys never to wake. Dead bodies in the sewers. The smell ran rapid through the streets. Roaches and rats fed off the dead. Two thirds = 0.6666666 of the Earth’s population fell into the dreaming and less than half of that survived the first six months. We just didn’t have the resources to take care of everyone. Mass graves were laid across the states. 
	We were lucky. So unbelievably lucky. The emergency services let us go back to our home after several weeks and would periodically check on you and your condition. Michael and I worked with several of the non profits to get food to those who couldn’t afford the rising prices that choked the economy to death. The entire world entered into a depression. Strategists and politicians worked day and night to come up with a new system of credit that would replace the old. The dreaming that couldn’t get the help they needed continued to die. Several gangs formed throughout the United States looting and moving themselves inside the empty condemned homes of the rich. Violence spread and martial law was declared. It took another six months before things started to feel normal again. 
 
	“With great power comes…” said some random newscaster on the television before it shut itself off. 
	“We lost power again,” Michael said looking over towards me. I was sitting by your side drawing in a moleskin sketchbook you had bought me years before. It was nearly filled now. Mostly portraits. I started to draw less scary things and focused more and more on the reality around me. I felt like I was a record keeper. Each time I moved the charcoal tracing out the eyes of someone I had known or seen on the streets I felt like I was making history. Someday you would wake up and I would tell you about the doctor who I drew that took care of you. The nurse that fed you. The older woman who died of old age beside you. Each portrait was a story ready to be told. We had a hospital bed moved in with us not long after we left the hospital. At this point nearly a year had gone by since the event. Nothing had changed. The world was starting to pull itself back together. 
	“What are you working on?” asked Michael looking over my shoulder.
	“It’s one of the nurses at the non profit. You know the one that had the daughter with the hots for you,” I answered. 
	“Yeah, if only all the cute ones were awake,” he laughed.
	The nurse I was drawing was in her late 40s. Someone who’s daughter was about our age had fallen asleep.
	“More like all the beautiful ones were taken away,” I said staring at your face. 
	“You know I still get kinda nauseous when I hear you talk about my sister or see you look at her like that,” said Michael. 
	“Well if we didn’t live together,” I replied.
	“Not going there,” he said. I had thought several times about moving out on my own hoping that I could move you out to the country and find a better way to take care of you. There was also Cambridge in Massachusetts. M.I.T was looking for volunteers to experiment on and research. They were hoping to forcefully wake people up. Some recent stories said they managed a few successful attempts however the patients died soon after mumbling and talking in tongues. I would trade places with you in a heart beat. Tear out my tongue just to speak with you again. I knew Michael was right. There was no way I would sign you up for any of those whack jobs experiments. I wasn’t gong to risk losing you and neither was he. We were stuck. 
	“You know I’m not going to leave,” I said. 
	Michael smiled.
	“How about you draw something goofy like a cartoon. Maybe you could make a web comic or do something that would do some good in this world like make people laugh,” he said.
	“Tried that remember, just felt wrong,” I replied. With so much wrong in the world it seemed strange drawing cartoons or trying to make something funny. I had always been a pretty serious person. I mostly preferred my art dark like the works of H.R. Giger or Zdzislaw Beksinski. I also loved the surreal art of Jaroslaw Jasnikowski and Jota Leal. I felt like that was the world I was living in now. A world unlike anything anyone could have ever imagined. The world didn’t end with a zombie apocalypse. It didn’t end with nuclear bombs (not yet anyway) or Nazi’s from the moon. It ended with the world falling asleep. I was living out the pages of a dystopian novel. The world had fallen to shit and was on a downward spiral. No. Slowly. There had to be a cure. There was always a way around. Even magic had to have limits. We knew about the object in deep space. Plans were set in motion to investigate it. Drones nearly a month away would investigate. The dreaming and the object went hand in hand. We knew that. All of Earth knew that. 
	A sound outside. Like a ringing. No. A screeching. Like nails against a chalkboard. Like a banshee screaming. Half the neighborhood was out of their homes. Michael grabbed a gun he had gotten his hands on not long after the event. Luckily the sound came from a park over a mile away and he wouldn’t need to use it. He was pre-determined to keep you, me, and everyone he loved safe no matter what the cost. With the world falling into chaos I couldn’t blame him. He taught me how to shoot that summer. Telling me should anything happen when he wasn’t around I had to be ready. I can still remember the first time I felt the kickback from the small handgun in my hand. The feeling of dust, the residue left over from firing again and again that covered my hand and my wrist. The smell of gunpowder that lingered even after I washed. I felt like we had become doomsday preppers. We even had a basement filled with canned goods and gallons of water.  
	It was the middle of the day. The power came back on. It was the news.  A helicopter was flying around the middle of a small park. Two men were fighting. Well. More like one was beating the other. One man was wearing a long trench coat while the other looked like he was dressed like a lawyer. The one with the trench coat  looked like a super villain you would see on TV. Half his face was burned and his hair was dark grey. He had dragged the one man out to the center of the park. He was looking for an audience calling out to the police that surrounded him. What happened next changed the world. 
 
	Later incident reports would call him ‘Reaper’. Dress like a super villain get a super villain nickname I guess. His real name had been Devon Jones. Before the event he lost his wife and child in a house fire. Apparently faulty wires were to blame. He tried to get money from the company that built his home only to lose the case in court. Seemed the judge was biased, the case never made it to a jury and was buried. He lost everything. His wife. His child. His home. He was living on the streets when the event happened. He was staying at a shelter. He woke up surrounded by dozens that had entered inside the dreaming. The man he dragged out to the center of the park had been the lawyer that worked for the faulty home company. Devon lifted him up by the neck and drained the life out of him. The lawyer became old right before the eyes of the world. The police fired killing the ‘Reaper’ in an instant but not before the world saw what happened. 
 
	This was the first televised case but not the first time ‘powers’ had appeared. The first recorded incident was actually a little girl in Brazil. She discovered that she could push people with her mind. After the ‘Reaper’ incident however people got scared. Fear of the unknown crept in. The United States was still under martial law and soon enough more heroes and villains began to appear. 
	At times it seemed like a joke. Vigilantes took to the streets defending the poor. I remember hearing stories about ‘chosen’ that emulated their favorite comic book heroes. Some even set up protective camps that people could find shelter. When the villains started doing the same thing only to sacrifice those they had taken in did people begin to get really afraid. No one knew who could be trusted and who couldn’t. Paranoia swept the world. Anyone with a gift was outcasted, reported to the military, taken away. This was also about the time the U.E.D was officially established. 
 
	Sometimes people got their powers at random. Someone could be sitting in a cafe and the next thing you know they go supernova. That’s what happened to Emily. She was writing at her favorite coffee shop. A steampunk story set in space. Something she had once dreamt of publishing. She wrote it now just hoping that somehow it would bring hope to those who suffered in the world. She was taking a sip of a mocha frappe with a double shot of espresso when she caught fire. First she screamed. The fire tore away at her skin bulging and blistering until she fell to her knees and a wave burned everything thirty yards around her. The cafe was destroyed and anyone inside was burned to a crisp. By the time emergency services arrived on scene she was completely unconscious laying half naked in burned clothes. Her skin had already began healing back. She was the first taken in by Ed. Rather then tie her in chains inside some military lab she was brought to Alaska to learn how to control her new gift. There was something magical about everyone that had powers. Something that couldn’t be studied. Something about their energy and aura. The surreal had become reality. 
 
	A month later. The first anniversary of the event occurred. A few weeks after that our drones met the object in deep space. The ship. The daemons. The world watched in horror as some, a small portion of those that slept began to wake. The daemons had delivered a message. They were coming for us. They demanded we ‘bow’ to them as our new kings, our new masters.  Their second attack began. The sleeping rose as the ‘withered’. 
	
	“So the zombie apocalypse has finally come,” said Michael. He had just gunned down one of the dreaming that awoke next door. “It killed Susan,” I said staring at her dead body laid out on the front yard. “Just thank God Vee didn’t wake up to be a part of this,” he said aiming down the sight of his handgun and taking another shot at another withered. 



Withered
 
	You would think the end of the world would happen quickly. One moment there would be a world and the next nothing. We weren’t that lucky. The withered attacked and killed many of the survivors but in this case the end of the world only lasted a few weeks. Many of them were captured.  Test subjects for the military. Even weapons released in third world countries we were still waging wars with. Nobody called them zombies though that was exactly what we were all thinking. This was just like that horrible episode of that one TV show we all use to watch. 
	“Another down,” said Michael. We had barricaded ourselves inside the house. We were being hunted by the withered. At this point we updated our arsenal to AR-15s and machetes over handguns and knives. The AR-15s were given to us by a man named Niles that lived less than half a block from us. He was one of those people. The kind that keeps a basement full of guns and ammo. He had been a Ranger at one time though he was starting to show his age now. He had just moved into town a few weeks before the event. He was hoping to be closer to his daughter whom he had been estranged from for many years. She was one like you who had fallen into the dreaming. Unlike you she didn’t survive. She had a heart condition and didn’t make it through the first few months. Many with physical problems like her couldn’t be saved.  
	“They seem drawn to us?” I said.
	“Probably trying to get to Vee. Maybe something to do with the fact that she’s dreaming. Maybe it’s some kind of signal,” he answered. 
	“That makes sense, how many dreaming are there in our neighborhood?” I asked. 
	“Twenty eight last time I checked but half have turned  withered and the rest are unaccounted for. I tried to reach the hospital but the phone lines are jammed. I thought they had the relay working but phones are still having signal issues,” Michael said. Ever since the event phones had been working about half the normal time. The military took control of the cell towers and kept the lines open and satellites in orbit. It was the worst way to get unlimited data but it was a free service we all had. Most likely they only did it so that they could keep tabs on everyone but I wasn’t complaining. It made life a little easier. Another thing that made life easier and you may find this strange but I still had every text and picture the two of us had ever shared. Every message since before the first day we met. That day at the creek. The two of us talking as we made our way down a small hill in a state park. The day we felt the water as it fell across a small dam that had been built just a few years before. Messages of our favorite movies, pictures we found and sent one another online. Smileys and emojis. A list of every dream we ever had and hundreds of messages that spoke of all the millions of things we were going to do. The places we planned to travel. Pictures from our day at the zoo, our trip to the city. Pictures of Halloween and Thanksgiving. Video calls that came and went. 
 
	Michael was right that day. The withered were attracted to the dreaming. Nate was a part of the team that detected it. He was one of the first with emerging powers. Once he was a below average student and now he could earn a degree in less than a week. He knew his best bet was too come clean and find the people in charge as soon as possible. Unfortunately for him the first thing he did was join a gang aka the kings of Wisconsin. Nate was a genius but he lacked street smarts. He thought joining one of the most powerful gangs in Wisconsin, his home town would give him an edge. He would help them take territory, plotting behind the scenes while they acted out his orders. After three days he was stuck. The leader threatened his family and made Nate slave like a dog. When he heard about the U.E.D he came up with a plan to lead the kings into an ambush. They gathered their dreaming in one place, a church on the north side of town. Nate fended them off with a bolt gun made out of PVC pipes and wire. The withered overpowered the kings just as the U.E.D stepped in taking military action. Nate soon introduced himself to Ed and the two hit it off real quick. 
	Nate came to Alaska after making sure his family was relocated to Cambridge. Not an easy task as the withered were beginning to overtake small towns such as his. 
 
	“Another gang is moving in,” said one of our neighbors, an older man named Niles on a walkie. “How big? Are they heavily armed?” I asked. Michael and I had been working with several others to keep our neighborhood safe from gangs and raiders for several days. The gangs were moving away from territory that contained many dreaming and withered and making their way into smaller suburbs stealing food. 
	“Why does it seem when shit hits the fans humans have to be such shits,” said Niles. He took a shot. We could hear the gun fire echo throughout the street. It was over in just a few minutes. 
	“Lucky for us we’re the worst of them,” said Niles laughing. He had killed several members of the gang that was beginning to move in. 
	“We need those supplies,” said Michael.
	“They were a truck. I took out the driver and it hit a pole. I took out four of them before they even got a shot off, took out the last two as they were running away. There was another car but it drove away back the way they came. I don’t think we have to worry. Didn’t seem like they figured out where the shots were coming from. Gonna need to burn the bodies too,” said Niles.
	“You are one sick fuck you know that right, we still have to try and call this in, the city is still under martial law and there is still a city we have to try and save,” said Michael.
	“Every man woman and child for themselves out here. Downtown is full swing full of withered and that so called military is forcing the gangs out our way so screw them,” Niles replied. 
	We did things his way but not by choice. 
	The dreaming weren’t the only thing the withered were attracted too. The bodies of the dead attracted them just as much if not more. We learned in the first few days we had to quickly burn the bodies of the dead.
	“The fact that they eat dead totally makes them the Z word,” I said.
	“Don’t say it,” said Michael. 
	“Why not, everyone is thinking it,” I replied as we packed up the last of the food and water the truck was transporting. 
	“It’s just not right, it doesn’t feel right. Imagine if Vee woke up like that. Imagine it had been her. I couldn’t believe it when I shot the dreaming next door. She was human, she was just the same as us once,” Michael said. He had made a good point. I hadn’t shot any of the withered. He had already killed more then I could count at this point. Each time I could see a part of him slipping away. He was losing himself. 
	“I’m sorry,” I said trying to comfort him. Michael was the closest thing to family I had aside from you and you were trapped. 
	“I just want her to wake up… I have done everything I can my whole life to protect my family. Yeah I may have messed up here and there but I have given this my best shot. Money, time, energy, everything to make things right to make things good. It’s not fair,” he said. 
	I should have given him a hug but instead I sat there in silence. We stood next to each other for about half an hour before finally heading back home to drop off our supplies. First we had to make our way to Niles. We were going to drop off some water and food for him. I’m glad you weren’t awake to see what happened. I can still remember the smell of the stale air mixed with copper as I opened the door to his home and crept my way inside. The lock on the door had been broken. Michael and I raised our handguns. We found a withered hunched over gnawing at Nile’s neck. He was dead. The withered had been severely injured but that hadn’t stopped it. It must have caught our neighbor by surprise. I’m not sure if I killed it or Michael did. Either way it felt wrong. I felt for the first time what Michael had been feeling since the withered first appeared. The guilt in killing them. The fear they would jump right back up and bite. The fear they were not really dead that there was a cure and that by firing at them you were taking away any hope that they might be saved. 
________
 
“There are several things that have happened now that have gotten us here,” began Ed, “first the day dreaming. All of you were and still are close to someone that fell asleep that day. One of the reasons we have given consent to take them with us it that Nate and several others here believe that there is a link between your powers and the dreaming and we don’t want you to possibly lose those powers when we reach our primary target. Second, the U.E.D’s formation as a result of the powers that began to emerge and the second attack that birthed the withered. Third but not least. The day the first daemons came to Earth.”



Invasion
 
“I believe in God, but not as one thing, not as an old man in the sky. I believe that what people call God is something in all of us. I believe that what Jesus and Mohammed and Buddha and all the rest said was right. It's just that the translations have gone wrong.” 
- John Lennon
 
“John Lennon, the legend. He should have said I believe in God but I know the devil is real. He is not one thing he is many. He is not an old man, nor a young man, he is an animal that has come from the sky. Lucifer, Mephisto, Satan, all the names are real.  The devil has come for all of us.”
- Nate, U.E.D. Intelligence
 
Three years since you entered the dreaming…
 
	The fear of the withered only lasted a few weeks. Those that weren’t shot and killed starved or were captured by the U.E.D who at this time had more control over everything going on then the military. Soon the fear crept back to those with powers. Many of the heroes that came about fought against the withered protecting communities and towns. They were praised as heroes. The U.E.D approached them creating programs that utilized them sending them on black ops missions and missions to serve and protect the public. Many of the ‘heroes’ were tools used to combat the ‘villains’ that came about. Every so often you would see or hear about their escapades on the news. Each given a code name (some great and some not so great). Examples such as the Incredible Shadow who claimed to be an ancient god sent to Earth to learn a lesson in humility. He was indestructible and could manipulate light in a way that he practically turned invisible. He was overrun by withered but remembered as a martyr. Other such as the Mirror Mask could generate illusions. At first Mirror Mask used his powers unpredictably but soon he like many others began standing up for those less fortunate then himself. He defended an entire hospital against the withered and joined the U.E.D. 
 
	Many of the larger cities were designated protectors. Ms Puma, with reflexes like that of a cat defended her hometown in Louisiana. Nueron, who like the Incredible shadow could manipulate light around him defended the city of Boston,Massachusetts. The GalacticMancer who had the power to move objects with his mind defended several areas in both Washington state and Oregen. Point is the world was changing. Heroes were coming forward that the public could look up to. The media milked it. Bloggers loved it. Soon every kid on the street was hoping one day they would have powers. Other reviled them. Wishing the U.E.D would put them all down. Wondering how the heroes would protect the cities when the daemons themselves drifted at the edge of our solar system. Everyone had their eye on the sky. Even those of us that tried to live normal lives were lost. 
 
	I feel like I can’t tell you the whole story, everything that will happen without first telling you about the day the daemons came. The day Michael and I. The day all of us lost everything. The day we joined the U.E.D, the day  we learned we too had powers. The day of the invasion. 
 
	Most days we began by feeding you through your PEG tube. I would then spend the next several hours working the muscles in your arms and legs. Moving you from one position to the next. There were so many risks. Many sleepers had died already from blood clots, sepsis from bed sores, muscle atrophy, bone density loss. No picnic. Only intensive nursing care kept most patients from catastrophic death. Every week we had a nurse check in with us from Emergency Services as well. Being in the dreaming was one step away from death. Without your brother and I who knows what would have happened to you. No matter how many “range of motion” exercises you kept losing weight and getting weaker. When you fell into the dreaming you were healthy but now you weighed just a little more then a hundred pounds and had lost half your muscle mass. You were pallid, flaccid, weak, soft, loose and flabby. Not that any of that mattered. You were still the same woman I loved. The same woman I chose to marry. The same woman I had dedicated my life too and I wasn’t going to lose you. If this had been a normal day I would have been about to take a break. I would have sipped on some home brewed tea and began drawing while I sat next to you. I had started selling my art again. I thought maybe that would make you happy. You always loved my pictures. Michael and I needed the money so I was taking commissions. Drawing portraits of the lost for families that couldn’t keep their loved ones alive. 
 
	It began around 11:00 A.M a massive ship came out of the sky and landed in Paris,France. Michael and I watched in terror on television as it unfolded in real time. Moments later the entire city was overrun. The station stopped broadcasting. Hours passed with the emergency broadcast signal playing repeatedly on air. There was nothing new reported online (most websites could not establish any kind of link) or by radio. It was like the entire world had stopped. A complete blackout across the globe. A few hours later we saw a similar ship. A dark object that looked like an arrowhead flew over the city above us. It landed near the Willis tower. Half the city was covered in dust… the other half was gone. The baphoment daemons quickly spread out. Within minutes they were so close we could see hear them as if they were just up the street. The military and the U.E.D were on the scene in minutes. They must have had a camp closer to the city then I nor anyone ever imagined. I carried you out of the house myself and placed you in the backseat of our car. We were driving a dark brown jeep. An older model that your brother bought before you fell into the dreaming. As I buckled you in place I could see helicopters and VTOL's flying above us. As  I jumped into the back seat to help hold you your brother hit the gas pedal to the floor. We tore out of our neighborhood. Hundreds of soldiers were pouring into the city. The invasion had begun. The real end of the world.
	We were maybe half a mile down the road before we hit our first snag. 
	“Dropships, they have god damn dropships!” I shouted as a daemon ship black as the night shaped like an exotic version of our own fighter jets came down in front of us. It looked almost like it was organic. Like it had been grown from a seed. The sides had the same texture as the bark of an oak tree though solid black. The only reason I saw it so well was that for the first time time began to slow down. My powers were manifesting themselves. I could see the smoke roar up from the tires as your brother slammed on the breaks. I could see the glass shatter in slow motion around me as I folded my arms around you shielding you from the shards that pressed against my skin. Small straight cuts. Like a blind surgeon had started operating on me while I was awake. I felt everything even the pressure in the air change as the daemons jumped down from the side of their craft. They looked just as they did in space. Baphomet faces with human like limbs only they carried themselves more like raptors. I could see tails protruding from their backs. They had pieces of armor sewn into their skin. More like riveted in. I could still see what looked like blood dripping down between small grooves that lined the spaces in between. They carried with them large rifles. I saw one of them fire. I wasn’t sure if it had seen another human or it was firing just for kicks. A blue bolt of energy disintegrated anything it touched. It looked like something you would see in an alien invasion film except now I was living it. I imagined it all playing out in my head. Michael had run us into a drainage ditch. We were halfway down Harrison street only a half mile away from 290. The front radiator was smashed against a piece of concrete. Behind us the Willis tower fell. A random rocket smacked against the alien dropship. The rocket blew spar but the alien ship didn’t explode. It seemed as if it was protected by some kind of field. It caught them off guard. Lucky for us. We had just long enough for Michael and I too drag you out of the car and make our way inside Sunny’s Bar and Grill. 
	I remember we use to come here for drinks. You would always order a hard ice tea or something with lemon and I always drank local. Whatever new brew the keep would recommend. Your brother came with us a few times. Here and there. He was a hardcore drinker. Whiskey, Jack, he could handle it all. I remember once a long time ago we use to watch the games. We hid behind the bar. Even stole a few sips here and there as we waited out the daemons. They were searching for us. Every once in awhile we would here them fire their energy weapons. Every once in awhile we would hear the screams of those around us. Something came over Michael. I had never seen it before. His eyes became solid white and he moved towards the entrance. We had left our guns in the car. I thought maybe he was going back for them. It seemed like suicide but if anyone could do it I believed it was him. 
 
	From what he told me he felt like he had lost control of his body. Like some kind of entity had possessed him. He said he felt like he was moving through the shadows. One moment he felt awake and the next he was blacking out. When he finally came too he was holding one of the daemons energy rifles standing over three of their dead bodies and a wrecked drop ship that had been torn in too. Michael’s power had manifested. He could mimic those with ‘powers’ as long as they were around him. He said he felt it when we ran into the ditch. When time slowed. Not to the extent that it had on me but he knew it was happening none the less. Apparently his power also worked with the daemons. He was invisible as he made his way around them. As the world turned red and he slaughtered them with their own weapons. First he had made quick work of their ship drawing the three scouts back to investigate and then he took care of them.   
 
When the sun finally began to set we moved. We packed a backpack with as much food and water as we could carry. Michael brought the alien weapon with him leaving our patriotic guns behind. Michael and I took turns carrying you until we finally met up with a convoy, a group sent into the city by the National Guard that were helping evacuate everyone away from town as quickly as possible. They had never seen anything like it. Apparently your brother and I were the only ones capable of touching the alien weapons without burning our hands. It was a dead giveaway that we were gifted or rather ‘chosen’ as some others might say. The convoy immediately moved us to safety within a U.E.D safe house. All three of us. They didn’t disarm us. Spray us down. They didn’t even ask if we wanted you moved to another location. They provided us with all the support and help we needed even a hospital bed for you to lay in. Around midnight we were told not to look in the direction of downtown. They dropped a nuke. We were just outside the radiation zone for the moment but we would have too move. 
 
	The next day we signed up to be a part of the U.E.D. We had lost everything at this point. Our home. Our friends. The three of us were lost. Ed  knew we had powers. He flat out said it when we first met, “so what makes you kids so damn special?” We were straight. We held nothing back. We told him everything that had happened in the last three years. He gave us his word that you would be safe. That he would teach us to use our powers. That we were ‘chosen’ and that we would play a greater role in the war that was to come. The daemon ship that drifted at the edge of the solar system was moving closer to Earth. Slowly but surely and there would be many more days like this if nobody stood to stop them. There is no such thing as a hero. I wasn’t about to put on leather or spandex and prance about like some kind of comic book character. I didn’t sign up to give anyone hope. Even now I’m only doing this because defeating the daemons means there is a chance I can save you. I would walk through hell to wake you up and now I was going to have to prove it.  
 
	If I had to choose between you and this world… 
	…damn this world and everyone in it. 



Ruins
 
	I plunged head first into a dark tunnel. I could barely make out the light on the other side. I was in full tactical gear though I lost my backpack on the trail the night before. I was taking point followed by Michael and Todd. We were back in Chicago. The burnt down ruins that surrounded us were all that was left of the Field Museum downtown. Most of the city was torn to pieces by the nuke a year before but there were still parts of structures that remained. The whole thing looked like it had been torn straight out of a video game. Half the world had become a wasteland. Europe and Asia had it the worst. The daemons spread across most of Europe and the forces there were splintered into smaller and smaller groups banding as close together as they could to survive. Humanity had descended back into tribes only we were all united fighting a common threat. 
	So many crazy thoughts ran through my brain. I knew exactly where I was once we reached the exhibit that once held the Terracotta Warriors. Before the event, before the dreaming the two of us spent an entire day here. We looked at the Tattoo exhibit, the Emperor and his warriors, we walked through the learning center and learned about many of the deep traditions and changes that took place in China. All of it was dust now. All we had were our memories.  More thoughts passed through the slush I called my brain. My senses were heightened. I moved as quickly as I could but every time I pulled around a corner I felt my power ignite. On and off again. I like the others had just spent a year learning everything there was to know about surviving. We weren’t just put through basic training. They didn’t try to break us down. We were taught military tactics and meditation. We spent six months learning religions and another six months guns, swords, knives, and bows. One night seven of us were knocked out and placed in the woods in the cold in Alaska. We had to work together as a team to survive. We skinned rabbits, deer, snakes, and drank from cold rivers. It took us two weeks to make it back to camp and that was only because half the time we were lost and or arguing.
	My eyes adjusted. I made it to the light. Emily stood in front of me. She had learned how to control her embers. Her hand was on fire. She was staring at a dark passageway too afraid to go inside. In the darkness there was a sound. The same static you would hear on a dial up connection. Over and over it echoed. I clicked the sight on my M16. Adjusted and looked through the darkness with only Emily’s embers and the light from my gun. Slowly the world in front of me came into focus. Decaying plants. Broken glass bottles. At one time the Field Museum housed a collection of 30 million geological and biological specimens and cultural objects. We were looking for one. 
	The front of the museum was barricaded. Withered had somehow made their way into the city after the radiation became tolerable. No one was quite sure where they came from. We called them ‘hallows’ or withered without homes. There were also a handful of daemons that still stalked the streets. The ruins of the city were surrounded by barricades and a faux wall lined with turrets all supervised by the U.E.D. There was however a small resistance group that had taken refuge inside the museum. A group of scientists unable to leave their work behind. They found shelter underground. In the tunnels. Abandoned stations. All was going well for them until the daemons began picking them off one by one. They retreated into the East Wing. They turned the 3D theatre into a camp. Used dinosaur bones to secure the exits. The whole place looked like it had been re modeled by raiders. We were currently in the West wing near the Artifact conservation lab. The U.E.D had recently lost contact with the scientists here and decide it would be a good opportunity to send us on our first real mission together. Our primary mission was that we were there to recover an artifact. A Chinese sword that was said to have belonged to one of their Emperors. A sword that was said to have slain demons. Our secondary mission was to bring back all the samples of daemon DNA the resistance had collected and stored inside the DNA discovery center. 
	We broke off into two group. Emily, Todd and I were going after the sword while Michael, Jackson, Bran, and Brail went to the DNA lab. 
	I eyeballed the room. Parts of it were covered in poison ivy. Even with the radiation levels high and low nature was taking back the land. There was a dead guy at my feet. A young man no older then I was. He looked like he had been slashed to death. Probably an unarmed daemon. Even without weapons they were still beasts. Animals that stood like raptors with the strength of bears. You would have better chances of winning an oscar then surviving a one on one fight with one. I knew for certain now that Emily, Todd and I weren’t alone. 
	For a moment I tried to think about something else. I thought about the songs from a playlist we use to have. I thought about the lyrics from ‘Rocky Horror’ and ‘Grease’ how to make the perfect ice mocha frappe. I thought about pancakes and I hated pancakes. I tried to visualize I was somewhere else. I tried to play out the movies we had seen. The books I had read. I tried to forget for just a second that I was standing in a dark room being hunted by a creature from hell that wanted nothing more than to eat me. 
	“Over here I think I found something,” said Emily holding her hand above a large fire proof case. 
	“That’s it, that’s gotta be it,” said Todd who immediately began disassembling the case with his mind. 
	A sword appeared. The sword of Lü Dongbin. 
	“According to our information this should be the artifact the U.E.D were looking for. Apparently they are working on collecting all this hocus pocus. I guess anything helps,” said Emily. 
	Nate would later give us the full history of the artifact. How Lü Dongbin had been a scholar and poet during the Tang Dynasty (somewhere around c. 800.) who was worshipped by Taoists. He was one of the few whose status had been elevated to that of an immortal in the Chinese cultural sphere. He was the most famous of a group called the eight immortals and considered by many to be their leader. He was also apparently an alchemist whose wore a sword on his back capable of dispelling evil spirits and slaying daemons. That last bit there is what sparked the U.E.D’s interest. 
	“It’s highly possibly the daemons have been coming to Earth since the dawn of man, shaping our society, maybe even helping us advance. Doubtful but if true we might already have made weapons capable of hurting them,” said Todd holding the blade in his hands. He quickly used his gift to create a nice sachel for it and handed it over to me. 
	“You are the only one that lost their backpack, each of us already has a shit to carry,” he said smirking. 
	That’s right. I lost my backpack. The night before. We were running from withered. We barely made our escape as we found our way into the subway stations and followed markers left by the resistance. “Hope” with arrows pointed in one direction. 
	“Thanks,” I said. 
	“Anything else of value here?” asked Emily.
	“Not that we need,” answered Todd.
	“Anything cool?” she said again.
	“Really?” said Todd.
	“We’re still human and it’s not everyday we get to raid a museum in Chicago. There has to be something cool, some kind of souvenir we can take, I don’t really want to go find the gift shop but something small would be nice, this is also our first mission together you know,” she said smiling as the ember in her hand fanned out more and more lighting the room around us. 
	“First mission if you don’t count being kidnapped and lost in the cold woods for two weeks,” said Todd.
	“You’re still mad about that,” she said smiling. 
	I stood there as the two continued to talk back and forth. Todd going on about how much he hated being lost in the woods and Emily making sly remarks about how lucky they were she was there and had to constantly start fires to keep everyone warm. While the two of them were bickering I found a case full of raptor fossils. 
	“Look at these,” I said breaking the glass with the butt of my rifle. 
	“Nice loot,” said Emily grabbing one of the raptor claws.
	Todd grabbed another and I grabbed two. One for me. One for you. 
 
	The rest of the mission went well. We met Michael and the others at our rendezvous point on the roof and we were extracted by a VTOL where we made a quick stop at O’hare airport before making our way back to Alaska. We were exposed to a small amount of radiation but nothing drastic that would change our lives. That was the last time I would ever see my hometown. Not that there was much to see. So much of the city was in ruins. Even Wrigley field looked like a sunken crater.  We didn’t find the resistance but we found the remains of their camp. It was likely that a group of daemons had set up shop somewhere in the surrounding area and had taken everyone before we got there. We asked the U.E.D to send a team in after us to try and save them but we never heard anything back. Casualties of war they were lucky they survived as long as they had. 
	
________
 
	“I have it!” said Nate standing up looking at the seven of us staring at the Lü Dongbin sword that hung on the wall of our freshly built barracks.
	“You have what?” asked Michael.
	“Well you know we’re a team, Every team needs a name, I have just figured out what ours is going to be!” he exclaimed. 
	“We don’t really need a team name, it’s bad enough most of us have code names,” said Emily. 
	“Doesn’t matter, we are going to need to call ourselves something when we ship off on the Perseverance and I know exactly what we will be called,” he said again proudly. 
	“Ok, what then? Tell me fearless leader what is our team name?” I jokingly asked. 
	“Oh I’m not the leader, that job will fall to either you or your brother, SORRY I meant Vee’s brother. The two of you are just so close these days it’s easy to forget,” he said. I in no way wanted that job but Nate was right. He might be the brains but I was the one that could slow time and assess certain situations. Ed himself had been telling me that since I arrived. A part of learning to use my gift was learning to lead others with it. All in all it was simple I just have to enter a room and point. It had been almost an entire five years. Five years since you fell into the dreaming. Four years since the first powers emerged along with the withered. Three years since the invasion. Four years since I went back into the ruins of Chicago. Five years. Two years longer then we had even known one another. I had spent more time now protecting you then actually being with you. More time with your brother then with you. I couldn’t help but wonder.You slept in stasis courtesy of Khione not aging a day. Your body would be as healthy as you left it. They were taking better care of you then I or Michael ever could have. Would you would even recognize me anymore. Would you still even want to be with me after everything that has happened? 
 
	I looked over at Michael, Todd, Emily, Bran, Blair, and Jackson then finally at Nate. “We are the eight immortals!” he smiled. 
 
**
 
*The eight immortals. A group of legendary xian in Chinese mythology whose powers could be transferred to special tools and weapons (none of which we really had). Capable of giving life and destroying evil (two things we were also not very good at). 
 
**Worst fucking team name ever. 



Perseverance
 
	“So what does the Perseverance look like?” asked Emily. 
	“Like a large sphere, probably with really gigantic engines jutting out of it,” answered Michael. 
	“So have any of you been to space before?” she asked laughing.
	Nate looked around the room and at Emily anxiously, “It’s important to note that any surface area on the Perseverance were to be hit could lead to damaged systems and loss of area. Surface area is NOT good so please please lets hope for the love of God that it’s not a large sphere or even anything large. The smaller it is the stealthier we can be. We just need to maximize volume. There is what a thousand of us going?”
	“Two thousand, for every one of us there is a sleeper coming aboard as well so there are at least two thousand,” I said. 
	“Two thousand great, plus a pilot, plus other military, plus Ed. We are so fucked,” said Nate. 
	“Look your the genius weren’t you one of the ones they had working on this project?” said Michael annoyed at Nate’s anxiousness. 
	“No they had been working on this since the 1940s. The Philadelphia Experiment, the Montauk Project, Area 51 and 52 all leading up to the development of the EmDrive,” he replied, “we also better hope we are not close to any of the engines, the radiation and exhaust alone will kill us after we make get onboard.”
	“Actually one of the other teams has a girl that has the power to dissolve radiation, she’s going to be staying with the ship and apparently they developed some kind of preventative medicine out of her blood. They will probably be injecting us with it soon,” said Michael laughing, “for once I knew more then you.”
	“That is a lie! There is no such thing as an optimal space fighter. In space there is no line of sight, no rules, not too mention God only knows what kind of budget cuts were made to get this thing operational as quickly as possible. I doubt they have even done any test runs,” squabbled Nate.
	“Actually we have been doing tests for over two years now and even a few before that,” it was Ed that said it walking in on the conversation at hand. 
	We were inside another VTOL, albeit this one a bit more futuristic then others. We were flying away from our barrack in Alaska. The home we had loved to hate. We were in the air heading towards flying over the ocean. At least that was the direction we were heading when we took off. Normally it was possible to feel when the VTOL  turned or swayed. It felt like we had been traveling in a straight line forever. 
	“There is the whole pesky life support thing how the hell are we all going to breathe, hell how are we even suppose to fight!” said Nate.
	“Easy plenty of mobility in your suits,” said Emily. We were all wearing new combat gear. Bullet proof body armor covered in more bullet proof black camp pants and black jackets that felt like they were made of leather. Each of our outfits had small variations. Small things that helped make them our own. We kind of looked like a biker gang ready to ride. 
	“You must be losing your mind. The sleepers are going to be in stasis, courtesy of Khione Industries. They won’t be using up any of your air don’t worry. As far as fighting most of that will take place on their ship or on one of Titan’s moons. Whichever one we can get the bastards to crash on,” said Ed.
	“We know nothing about the atmosphere inside their ships and how the hell are we even going to get there!” asked Emily now just as nervous.
	“They breathe oxygen, they bleed and we got a good idea of what kills them thanks to their own technology and we know that the fields around their ship put off a type of Earth like atmosphere. You may not be able to breathe without a respirator and you may feel a bit sick but the closer you are too their ship the closer you are to home. Even temperature wise just standing on their hull would be like standing in northern Canada. Don’t worry there won’t be any G’s pulling at your body either. Getting from the Perseverance to their ship is going to be a walk in the park just let the pilots handle the nasty work they’ll make sure that you don’t die in any truly disgusting ways. Least not before the fight.” Ed was finished. All of us had been nervous. We knew the plan. We were taking the Perseverance into battle. The daemon ship was drifting towards Saturn. To be more specific it was drifting very close to Saturn’s moon, Titan. The U.E.D would fire everything it had at the daemons sphere and then we would drill our way into the side with our own dropships. That’s where we would come in. We were the cogs that would wreck the machine. Our mission was to do as much damage as possible until the daemon ship falls and burns inside the atmosphere of Saturn or crash lands on Titan. 
	“And as far as how we are getting there. Well you all are about to find out,” Ed laughed. We were all sitting inside an experimental ship. It looked like a VTOL fused with the space shuttle Discovery. We weren’t flying straight up. We were flying upward at an angle. As soon as Ed said those words we felt the ship begin to shake. 
	“Just a little turbulence,” he said. 
	The experimental ship had no windows. For all we knew we were being flown on another mission. None of us knew were the Perseverance was or even what it was. Aside from being a starship. Not even Nate knew anything about it other then it was equipped with an EmDrive. We had sent the first ship, the one filled with drones towards the daemons in a similar fashion. None of that stopped us from using our imagination. We had ideas. We imagined a huge cruiser sitting in the ocean. Something like a battle cruiser that would rise up and into space. 
	At that moment the ship began to shake more and more for several minutes. For me it felt like a lifetime. I remember once we were on an airplane. I hated flying. I had to have several drinks just to stop thinking about the fact that I was sitting strapped down in a long rectangular box of death. What happened next was not my finest moment. I hurled up in front of the others. As I blew chunks of the meal I had only a few hours before. Chunks of digested meant, potatoes, and of course fucking corn. All of it spread out in front of me floating in the air. At that same moment I rose from my seat. We had entered orbit around Earth. No gravity. It was an incredible feeling. Something even now I’m not sure how to describe properly. It was surreal. I felt my weight drift away. I felt sick. Very sick. They never show them get sick in the movies. I wasn’t the only one. Apparently Ed, who had not had anything to eat that day was the only one not in complete shock and awe. He was the only one not feeling vertigo. 
	Emily started to light up. Her body began to glow red. I could see it in her eye. The fire. She was about to go supernova and take all of us with her. She was afraid, she was tired, she was sick. Ed rushed over towards her floating through the air with a small syringe and plunged it into the side of her neck. Her hands were catching ablaze when she stared at him in shock. Did he kill her? No. She was knocked unconscious.
	“Sedative, anyone else?” he said in a completely serious tone. 
	“Told you we’re all going to die,” said Nate.
	“When we get on the Perseverance we’ll be spinning. The ship will have a kind of artificial gravity. It will feel strange at first but it won’t be any different then Earth once you get use to it,” said Ed looking at Nate. 
	“I’ll take a hit,” said Jackson. Apparently the entire trip had been messing with his ears. Out of all of us he was the only one that realized we had been flying upwards. 
	“So is it then we’re on our way to space,” said Todd.
	I stood by and listened to Ed speak for the next several minutes. I can’t remember every word he said but I caught the gist of it. The VTOL we were in had onboard an experimental EmDrive itself. We were going to be approaching the dark side of the moon in less than six hours. If there were less of us onboard with less luggage we would have been there in four. Already several sails had opened up in front of us. Pushed by a quantum vacuum particles (the quantum state with the lowest possible energy) or “warp bubbles” as some like to call them (also helps we have an extra push derived by solar panels and a small nuclear reactor we were sitting on top of) and directing it with magnetic fields (built into the sails) to push us in the opposite direction. In other words we were defying the laws of physics.  
	“This is amazing!” said Nate, “do you know what we could do with this kind of technology! We could travel space, we fly to Pluto in less than a year, hell we could fly to other worlds in interstellar ships!” 
	“Wait? Pluto in a year? The daemons are near Saturn, that means we are going to be in space how long?” asked Todd, who looked like he was turning read most likely ready to barf again. 
	“Don’t worry about that, you’ll all be asleep most of the voyage. Gonna knock you all out once we make it to the Perseverance. Makes it easier for the ship to do it’s thing. Especially given how fast we are going to be going. If you stayed awake the whole trip there would be nothing left of you to fight the daemons. Best if we all sleep through it,” said Ed.
	“So stasis, how big is the Perseverance if it’s going to house how many of us?” I asked.
	“Pretty damn big but too be honest you’ll probably never see it on the outside. Michael was right. The part of the ship that will house us looked like a large sphere that turns and creates gravity but that’s buried inside another larger area with several dozen engines on one end and a few hundred guns on the other. A giant ion canon is attached at the front. In a way it looked similar to the VTOL we’re in just blown up to the size of a battle cruiser. There actually won’t be a thousand of us onboard. We worked with the Chinese to build a second warship. We call it the the ‘Moon Rabbit’,” said Ed.
	“So half of us on the Perseverance and the other half on the ‘Moon Rabbit’,?” I asked.
	“Each ship can carry a thousand total, five hundred soldiers and five hundred stasis pods,” said Ed smiling. 
	“How the hell did we manage to build something so big and so quickly, why haven’t we ever done anything like this before?” asked Nate.
	“Money, time, politics. No real good reason. When we learned about the demons we had NASA and every government and private space corporation you could imagine sharing everything we had. We already had theories on the EmDrive. We just lacked serious enough motivation. Well when the whole world discovers that daemons are real and they are coming for us and then two thirds of the Earth’s population refuse to wake up we find ourselves really motivated,” smirked Ed. 
	“Yeah but it’s only been a few years a project like this should take several decades at least, not to mention lots and lots of testing,” said Nate.
	“You forget some of you like Todd here has the power to manipulate matter, we have a few others like him we used to some of the pieces together. We 3D printed the rest… here let me show you,” Ed then held out in front of himself and towards Todd a tablet with a diagram on it. The diagram was of a rifle and several different forms of ammunition. 
	“Show ‘em what you got kid, just like we practiced.” Ed then floated upwards and took out several cubes of lead, plastic, and carbon fiber. Within less than two minutes of Todd staring at the diagram and the cubes he had created the weapon Ed had shown him along with several fully loaded cartridges. He held it in his hand like a trophy looking it up and down. 
	“That’s my design!” shouted Nate.
	“Damn straight, and Todd here now knows exactly how to make it from scratch,” smiled Ed. It was like magic. Todd had torn apart the cubes and put them together piece by piece to form a new weapon. 
	“Why can’t we just have him rip apart the daemon ship?” asked Michael. 
	“Look at him,” Ed said pointing towards Todd who now looked pale with grey lines under his eyes.“He’ll be fine in an hour but each and every time he manipulates matter it takes a toll on his body. Took us forever to get to this stage. Not to mention we have no idea if it will work on whatever material their ship is made of,” Ed finished.
 
	Nearly twelve hours passed. We had reached the moon but we missed matching speeds with the Perseverance several times and couldn’t board. I wanted so bad to see what the Perseverance actually looked like hoping to one day be able to describe it to you in detail but that wasn’t possible. I didn’t even get to see the moon or Earth. Going to space wasn’t the trip I thought it was going to be. We were stuck inside a small box together floating. It was fun for a few hours but soon after we were all ready to strangle one another. When we finally reached the inner sanctum of the Perseverance we floated inside a large spherical chamber filled with a thousand smaller spheres that jutted out from the wall. Half of them were filled with the bodies of sleepers. We were greeted by the Captain of the ship. A female officer named Lacuna. She didn’t say much to us. She had her job and we had ours. This was the second flight the Perseverance would take. The first she had gone to Mars and back. The official test flight. I knew we were in good hands especially when the room started spinning and gravity began to kick in. I asked if I could seek you out and I was given permission to go anywhere I wanted to go and move anywhere I wanted to move. 
	The room was insanely large. I got dizzy several times looking around. Searching for you felt like it was taking forever. Michael and I went in different directions. At one point I could look up and see him waving down towards me directly above me. When I finally found you I wanted to break down and cry. This whole thing felt surreal. 
 
	Did you know that the ‘moon rabbit’ in Chinese folklore was the companion of the Moon goddess Chang’e. The moon rabbit would constantly pound at the elixir of life that for her (or rice cake depending who you ask). Han Dynasty poets call the rabbit on the Moon the "Jade Rabbit" (玉兔) or the "Gold Rabbit" (金兔). Nate was the one that filled me in with the history. Aside from being super smart he was full of an entire encyclopedia’s worth of useless information. You would think with such a great name and meaning the moon rabbit would have better luck. It was more a curse for them. For us too. For when nine months passed and we finally reached the daemons the inertia dampeners on the moon rabbit wouldn’t stop. It wouldn’t stop beating that elixir of life. Not even in the end nine months later when it rammed the daemons vessel in the sky above Titan. We felt it only mere moments after we woke up. When we were all still feeling sick from waking up out of stasis. When we tried to fire our ion canon and nothing happened. When we tried to launch our missiles and nothing happened. When the lights and power around us flickered on and off and on and off again. When we began making our way towards our shuttle gravity came and went as we ran. We knew exactly what was happening. Everything that could go wrong was. The plan was failing and we had to resort to plan B. Too soon. It felt too soon. We should have been more prepared. The moon rabbit was lost and the Perseverance was close behind her even before we started to slow down and ready our assault the daemons had already began to attack. 



Stasis
 
“I believe in everything until it's disproved. So I believe in fairies, the myths, dragons. It all exists, even if it's in your mind. Who's to say that dreams and nightmares aren't as real as the here and now?” 
- John Lennon
 
	Nine months in stasis felt like a nightmare. A living breathing sleeping hell. Honestly the whole nine months felt like a nightmare that I remember vividly. Moments upon awakening I remember it all. It felt like a vision like someone was playing a game with my mind. It began with a feeling like I was drowning. I’m sorry. I’m not sure how to explain it any better then that. In the dream I had I was in your body. Just as beautiful as you had always been but you were older. Your head had been shaved down. You had a short dark mohawk. There were scars across your face like you had been in some kind of viking battle. You were wearing armor similar to what I was wearing now. Holding a rifle similar to the one I held. You were onboard a ship. Something called the Houyi, named for a mythological Chinese god of archery.  You were a part of an exodus. The daemons had made their way to Earth and humanity was using the EmDrives to escape. Even now I can still remember every detail like I was some kind of shadow following you…
	A guard dressed in military garb held a rifle slung around his shoulder. He was far from being alert. You had to ask him three times to help guide you to your stasis pod. It was there that you gave him a kiss. It wasn’t the same kind of kiss you would give me. It was empty and hollow. You smiled. He smiled. He said you were lucky. Given a second chance. You smiled and said that his kiss was the end of an old life. 
	He left the room and you stripped. You put on a body suit courtesy of a company called Genesis. I knew the name because it was inscribed on the suit in several places. After that I remember seeing you floating inside a bubble with white walls surrounding you. Not even the tiniest hint of dust or dirt. You fell asleep closing your eyes as the bubble transformed into a dark brown cocoon around you. 
	Some call stasis the deep sleep, others cryo. I was back in my body for a moment. I felt the door in front of me open and close. I felt like I was frozen inside some French Noir film. A still of a movie. A single frame. The only real color I could see was white with a hint of blue like some kind of weird lens had flared across my eyes. Back to my dream. I could smell lavender in the air. I could feel the tension and anxiety dissipate from my body as I floated there. The ship was launching. I knew once the Houyi entered deep space I and the rest of the crew would be on our own. Dying in space it seemed would be better then dying back home. Humanity had lost the war. Europe was the first to fall. Followed quickly by Asia and North America. I felt like something was feeding me this information. Like I was remembering things that hadn’t happened. I knew that somehow you were awake and that you had been fighting on the front line. That humanity had begun building more and more ships and that others with powers had began to appear. I also knew that the daemons were winning and exterminating human life as they took control of the planet. I knew that they were infecting the atmosphere with sulfur as their ships descended from the torn red sky. I knew that they were transforming our world polluting it - that animals and plants had began mutating as if they had become infected by a virus. The world was withering away. It was like I watching you dream. 
	You  - I woke up in the dream feeling cold. Surrounded by dust. I had shed skin while I slept. The thought terrified me as you, the girl in my dream. I felt what you felt. Thought what you thought. How old was I now? How long had the Houyi floated in deep space. This ship was meant to travel to another planet. You knew that it could drift for centuries. The whole point of genesis was too slow the effects of aging. Years could pass but for the cells in your body (and the cells in mine) it would be as if only a few hours had passed. The walls were no longer white like they had been. The lavender smell was still there but there was a stale taste in the air. A musty smell that it hid behind. I felt like I had entered a dream within a dream. I wanted you to pinch yourself and wake up but nothing happened. I had never been any good at lucid dreaming. If I was I would have pictured us on a beach or traveling across Europe. Road trips had always been our favorite. Like I said before. This was a nightmare and top that off in reality I was deep inside stasis. There was no waking up. 
	Blood poured from a cut on the right side of my ribs which felt bruised and broken. It felt like my body - your body had been thrown across the room.  A the same time I felt week. Like waking up from a coma. The mind raced with a thousand thoughts. What century was this? Where was I? Was there an emergency? Why was no one there to wake me up?
	You moved towards the door and pried it open. The air pressure changed. You felt your eyes pop several times. Blood rushed to your head and a migraine came on. A stabbing sensation in your forehead. I remember in reality you use to get those all the time. Your ears had always been sensitive to the air pressure around you and occasionally if you stared at a screen or phone too long your eyes would hurt right before. 
	Ironic enough you said that you must be dreaming. Your black garb had faded to grey so with no one around you slipped it off and walked naked towards the nearest medical bay. Something you remembered during your first tour of the ship. The medical bay was a mess. Bottles of broken glass lay scattered across the floor. You must have cut yourself more walking toward a pack of unopened bandages and bled more from your feet then your mysterious wound. A few minutes passed. Maybe they were hours. Since I was asleep in stasis perhaps they were days or weeks. Dreaming is such a strange thing. 
	You wrapped your ribs and feet. You sat in the corner of the medical bay behind a bloody table. Something bad had happened there. Some surgery gone wrong. How many had woken before you? The Houyi was a seed ship. A vessel that housed thousands of rooms and pods like the one you had fallen asleep in. The Houyi I imagined must have had a similar design to the Perseverance only ten times larger. All in all it was probably the size of New York City. 
	From the doorway you could hear someone breathing. The faint cry of another woman. Her breath heavy as you heard glass crack under the weight of her skin. The air smelt like rotting meat the closer she came to you. She was a withered. Covered in blood and torn clothing. You could always tell by the eyes. There was something missing from the look in a withered’s eyes like their soul had been stolen from them. Perhaps that was exactly what the daemons had done. She looked like your mother for a moment but only at first. Her face seemed to transform as if my mind couldn’t find any features with which to identify her with. When you began to move towards her she held up her hand and put her finger over her mouth as if to tell you you needed to whisper. You and your mother had never been very close. In fact I had only met her once and it was at your father’s funeral. Another parental figure you were never very close too. When you acknowledged the withered’s gesture she signaled for you to move backwards. You complied. 
	You slid into the shadows and heard more voices. They were deep. Various men. You grabbed a piece of broken glass and gripped it like a small knife. You knew as well as I did that if these were good men they would understand your need to protect yourself and that they wouldn’t feel threatened by it. There were too many monsters in the world. If they were bad, if the men were like the monsters that had once preyed upon you even before the daemons came then they would have everything to fear. 
	They were monsters. The withered moved towards them grabbing glass from the ground and throwing it at them as if it was sand. They gunned her down. I am not sure if they were human. What I saw seemed to defy everything I had ever known, as if the rules of the universe were no longer clear, the lines between life and death blurred into a storm inside a ship full of madness. I felt like I was walking the streets of London after the invasion. Bodies lined up on the street. The smell of rotting flesh in the air as if it was just as natural as the smell of spring. I could see the grim reapers, the daemons fighting others in the distance. Why did they want to do this to our world? What was this all for? I felt the ship’s floor beneath my feet swallow me whole and I was in another room. A laboratory filled with human and daemon hybrids melded together inside tubes of yellow liquid. I tried to imagine I was somewhere else. To lucid dream. To not be where you were now. I wanted to save you. 
	I could feel my heart pumping fast against my chest. You were back in your combat armor. You looked around in fear and began screaming firing at the tanks that surrounded you and then there was a flicker of light. Your armor fell apart turning to dust. You were still holding your rifle. The same type of rifle Nate had designed and Todd had once constructed before my very eyes. The woman from earlier stood in front of you. She was unharmed. Unwithered. She was human again and crying. She looked up at you and her eyes turned black right before she picked up a piece of glass and slit her own wrists. You fell backwards into the shadows. The silhouette of a man, half daemon wearing the skin of another dead passenger walked into the room. He mounted the bleeding woman on the floor as she was dying. He ran his hips into her and grunted like an animal in front of you. Unhinged and feral you shot without thinking. Perhaps you were. Perhaps you knew the sound of a gunshot would bring others to the room. 
	Covered in the blood of your prey you made your way through the hollow decks of the ship. All round you could see clearly now. The half daemon half human men fell before you as you stumbled from cover to cover. You moved towards the control room of the Houyi. This was a one way trip. You knew there would be no help coming. The Houyi was one of many that humanity had used to escape into the stars. Escape from the daemons to seed new worlds. This ship was meant to be salvation. The last arrow shot from a dying world. A part of you wanted to believe that stasis had mutated them. That the half daemon half human creatures that stalked you now could be saved. I would have wanted the same thing. I did want the same thing when Michael and I were forced to kill withered. You knew though, the truth was you were alive inside a tomb. Infinitely lost. For a moment you thought you saw a three legged crow out of the corner of your eye followed by a small blinding light and then a cardinal. I felt like I heard you whisper my name. That you were somehow sorry for what had happened and everything that was happening. That didn’t matter. You fought your way to the control room.  No one could find this ship. No one could survive. No one. You had to be sure that there would be nothing left.  
 
	I woke up just as you began the self destruct sequence. Like I said nine months of stasis was like a nightmare. Felt just like waking up from one too. At first I was so disoriented I had no idea where I was. It wasn’t like waking up in bed or even a hospital. I was surrounded by others. Doctors who had been monitoring me. Doctors that were there to help me orient myself so I could fulfill my mission as a suicide soldier against an army of demonic forces. I noticed one of them was wearing a shirt that said Genesis on it. Perhaps that was where I had seen the name. Dreams have a funny way of filling in blanks. Perhaps even now my memories are out of synch and I am only substituting Genesis with Khione because of that single instance. I thought about asking him about it but I was too sick and weak to speak. I felt like my lungs were on fire. I sat there in silence for a few minutes as the doctors moved on to the next chamber waking Michael. That was when we felt the ship shake. Alarms sounded. Word spread quick that the moon rabbit couldn’t stop and rammed the daemon vessel. We were told to get to the VTOL as quickly as possible and that was when I saw it. A daemon ship flew into the hangar and opened fire. The trial had began. 
 
“There are many who don't wish to sleep for fear of nightmares. Sadly, there are many who don't wish to wake for the same fear.” 
- Richelle E. Goodich, 
Dandelion: The Disappearance of Annabelle Fancher



Trials by Fire
 
	“Got you,” whispered Todd. 
	As the daemon drop ship began ripping through the hangar it left a massive hole in the side of the Perseverance. Without hesitation Todd began to manipulate all the matter around him. I watched in astonishment as the floor, the walls, everything moved at his command. The ground grabbed hold of us keeping our limbs in place as we were pulled towards the opening. He couldn’t do it for everyone. Several teams of soldiers were sucked outside into the vast empty vacuum of space. He covered the patch in less than a minute by grabbing the alien drop ship with his mind tearing it apart piece by piece. The daemons inside were completely defenseless as small pieces of their own ship ripped like needles through their flesh. By the time it was over there was nothing left of them. Todd even used their bone as a part of the patch before he himself freed our feet and fell to the ground unconscious. 
	“He gave too much of himself, get a medic over here now!” shouted Emily. “Medic is on her way, don’t worry,” said Ed as a young girl maybe only eighteen or nineteen came our way. She held out her hands as they began to glow a pinkish hue. She kneeled beside Todd. 
	“His organs are beginning to shut down, I can stop it but I’ll have to take it from someone else,” she said looking towards Ed. 
	“Take it from someone else? What does that mean?” asked Emily who was now kneeling beside both the girl and Ed. 
	“She can heal him but it drains her life force, usually if the damage isn’t that bad then she heals right up no problem but in serious cases she needs to take the life force from herself and someone else, and when that happens unlike her the other person won’t heal. They will lose significant years from their life,” said Ed.
	“Take mine,” said Emily.
	“Take mine,” said Michael.
	“Take mine,” said Jackson, Blair, and Bran. 
	“Take mine,” I said. 
	All of us with the exception of Nate had volunteered to give a part of our life so that Todd wouldn’t die. None of us got the chance. Ed grabbed the girl, who’s name I learned was Cassandra, taking her hand and forcing it against his chest. She was startled at first but she understood. Ed aged a decade in front of us. His dark brown hair turned gray. Deep wrinkles formed under his eyes and across his forehead. I could hear his bones pop as his fingers and forearms shriveled and parts he began to lean over more and more like gravity had become too much for him. He stood there for a moment in front of us. All of us. Todd began to wake. 
	“I couldn’t risk any of you,” he said clutching his chest. 
	“Listen to me. Lt. Barker will be taking command of your team,”
	“What are you saying? Your going to be fine, you just aged a little,”
	“Sorry Emily, Sorry all of you. I have a heart condition. I wasn’t going to make it back to Earth anyway. This was a one way trip for me. I just needed to play my part,” he said clutching his chest tighter and tighter. 
	“I have worked with every single on of you and I know that while each of you have different reasons for being here we all have one thing in common. We are all human and we all want to live. We all want to survive and we will fight at nothing for that chance. I have spent the last few years, the best years of my life training you for this moment. For this night,” he fell to the ground. He was smiling looking at each of us proudly as he passed away before us. Cassandra was pissed. You could see it in her eyes. She had no idea she was about to kill someone let alone someone that had been such a big part of this mission. Tears were falling from her eyes. She turned away from us. 
	Ed’s orders were passed through the comms with deadly earnest. The hangar was large. Large enough that it carried several experimental VTOL’s and several dozen experimental jet fighters. On Earth real jets couldn’t make it all the way to space. At least not without an EmDrive or something drastic to give them a boost. The highest most could go was nine miles. One fifth of the way to space. That was not the case with these new experimental ones. The VTOL’s each had small nuclear reactors that while extremely dangerous gave them a boost (this also made the VTOL’s into a weapon, a plan B. If we failed boarding the daemon ship or failed in any way the VTOL’s were set up so that they would ignite). We weren’t sure if nukes had any effect on the daemons ships. When we bombed them in Europe and Chicago they killed many of their soldiers but their actual ships whatever the hell they were barely had a dent. These experimental fighters that surrounded were not bothered by the lack of fuel or air intake. Each one had a daemon engine inside them. Scavenged technology courtesy of our allies overseas. We knew that surrounding the daemon ship there was some kind of strange atmosphere and magnetic field. Our ships would use the same magnetic field as the daemons. They would be our escorts. Without them the daemons would surely tear us apart. By the time we made it to our assigned dropship Lt. Barker was waiting for us. 
	“I’m sorry about Ed, I truly am. He was a close friend of mine. The two of us had served overseas together and he himself took me under his wing for awhile and trained me personally,” he said, “I know about all of you. Your reasons for being here, your powers, what they write in psyche reports. Your possible strengths and weaknesses. I’m forgetting all of that. What I know doesn’t matter. Nothing we have ever known matters from here on out, the rules of war have changed. No longer are we fighting man against man with sticks and tools. We are fighting monsters straight from hell. Daemons. Beasts we know very little to nothing about and we are going to be attacking them on their turf. So forget everything and just remember that if we stick together, if you follow my command not just as an officer but as someone who has some experience in bad situations. As a partner. We might survive,” Lt. Barker finished saying some more things about Ed but my mind had already trailed off.  
 
	“Helm! Come on right one-five, lets keep the range on them,” shouted Lt. Barker. The Perseverance heeled over in sharp turns as several of the jet fighters and VTOLs made their way out as the hangar doors de-pressurized the inside of the ship - aside for the central stasis chamber which was sealed off. A door once passed locked from the inside. Lt. Barker was already planning our next move. At thirty thousand yards we didn’t have any hope of penetrating the daemon ship and as far back as we were with all that stood before us we had little hope of closing the distance. Just getting near the daemon ship would surely be a victory. However even one mistake would mean this whole thing was a defeat not just for us but humanity as a whole. The Perseverance heeled again over in a sharp turn swinging us out like we were some being launched by some kind of slingshot. I knew as we turned several of our fighters were surrounding us escorting us. There was nothing but silence all around us. We began to float again but not in the way we had when there was no gravity. There was gravity. It was pulling us towards the daemon ship. We were being sucked towards it. Faster and faster. Every time we shook I thought it was going to be the end. 
	A shell from the Perseverance found its mark. It passed through the daemons upper fantail without encountering anything substantial to detonate but it did create a small fissure. It was enough. I could only imagine what the daemon ship looked like as I have never truly seen it on the outside. At least not at an angle in which I could see it as a whole. From what we had seen in renderings the daemon ship was similar to a small asteroid. Covered in an metal alloys and organic matter it was insanely large. The Perseverance would have been the size of an ant on your arm. The moon rabbit which rammed into the side of it did nothing but cause a few small cracks like broken skin. More then ever believed that nightmares and monsters were real. They had always been there coming for us and we somehow knew it. They were drifting across space ever closer towards us drooling over us as their next meal. That was my theory. Hell must have been a real place somewhere in the depths of dark space. Uncharted territory. We can barely see even a small percentage of the night sky so why not? Why wasn’t it possible that somewhere out there in that infinite sea there was a planet or world that resembled the underworld. Why couldn’t daemons be real. Why wouldn’t they be coming for us. This whole thing felt like a child’s nightmare. I began to wonder if I was the one that was sleeping.
	 Several of the fighters that were with us began pinpointing all of their fire on that one spot. That one small fissure was our answer. Our keyhole. Our slit little opening. They hit it over and over until finally it opened up. We could see nothing on our monitors but darkness inside. That didn’t matter. We had all the equipment we needed. The daemon fighters began to pull back. There for a moment it seemed as if there had been several swarms of them. A VTOL to our right explodes. We feel it shake our ship as we fall forward into turbulence. It feels like we are flying through the air. We are inside the daemon’s atmosphere.
	The need to sprint ever closer was removed. The daemon ship was visible now right were we wanted it to be. Relief coursed though us all. At least for a moment. The outside world became a complete blur. Lt. Barker was right when he said to forget everything. We weren’t fighting a war with anything we had seen before. I’ve seen burned forests and deserted towns and things no one would ever wish to see. Peace and beauty in green grass, parks in the middle of cities in the rain. I tried to find my place in the world once. Traveling. I moved from one state to another from one relationship to the next until I found you. 
	I had to tell myself over and over again why I was here. 
	I had to remind myself again and again what it was I was fighting for. 
	I could feel them. 
	I could feel them crawling inside me as we moved towards the fissure.
 
	“What the hell are you doing?” yelled Lt. Barker towards the pilot. 
His screaming broke my thoughts. For a moment I felt as if I had forgotten everything. Who I was. What I was. What I was doing. Everything seemed like a shadow. Everything except for an image of you. An image I was holding onto like a sigil. You were my anchor holding me in this harsh reality when I wanted to give up. 
 
	It was another daemon attack. Another defense they had. 
	This one attacked the mind. 
 
	A war somewhere in the desert - A country as far away from me as the moon. I see myself running down an alley. I'm holding some kind of modified M16. The desert is hot, burning hot. I feel the dust hit my cheeks like razors being carried by the wind. I catch my reflection in a broken window. I am wearing desert armor. I have a bandanna covering my face. I can't even see my eyes. My unit is behind me. Following me. We approach a doorway. The soldier on my six bursts through the door as it stands before us. I watch as he falls to the ground while at the same time my body twists in ways I never knew it could.
	I watch myself gun down a house full of bad guys before I turn around. Everyone is dead. Todd, Micael, Lt. Barker. Blood is flooding the floor.
	A slim blond haired woman is being held in the closet. She is an American. Blue eyes. The same blue eyes that remind me of you. 
	 If not for the blond hair I would swear it was you. 
	She tells me she is a journalist like it means something to me. 
	Her screaming and crying is making my ears want to bleed.
"Where is the artifact?” I sound more like I'm growling then talking. I don't know why I'm saying or doing these things. It's like I have no control. On my hand I see a number written. 1327. I have no idea what it means.
I scream at the journalist. "WHERE IS THE ARTIFACT?” She continues to cry, "I don't know what your talking about." Then one of my unit sees an opening in the floor. It's a cellar door. I watch as I reach my hand out. She takes it. "You’re going to be alright. Just stay behind me." One of the other soldiers shoots a round into the floor. Pulling back the cellar door reveals a staircase leading underground. "Command this is Alpha-1 we are going below, repeat, we are going below"
	I lead myself down inside the bunker. 
	At first it was like entering a dim lit cave. The walls were made from rock but soon the rock began to mix with straight flat black metal. Then the whole cave was nothing but a metal hallway. It reeked of piss and puke. I saw the journalist throw up. We stopped for a minute to get our bearings.
We were alone. We finally entered an open room. The room couldn't have been more then twenty by twenty feet and in the center was a red box. The box wasn't more then a few feet tall and maybe six inches wide. I recognized it as a black box from a dropship, at least that was what my mind was telling me. Why we were here to get this and what was so important about it I couldn't tell you. Why I kept wanting to call it the artifact I couldn’t tell you either.  I could just feel this was my mission. This was what I was suppose to be doing. We grabbed the box and secured it. I pulled out a strap and some thin rope and wrapped it around the box and threw it over my back.
	We continued to run into resistance as we fought our way through the tunnel. After fighting our down the dark hallways and what looked like a sewer we came to a ladder. We climbed. When we opened the hatch and reached the surface we found ourselves inside a storage facility. Dozens of daemons surrounded us in tubes 12 feet high filled with some kind of jell substance keeping them fresh. All of their eyes beat down on us. We felt like we had just walked into one of those horror movies. Walking through it felt like we were surrounded. Maybe we were. So many daemons. It was a nightmare. My squad mate. Michael appeared at the end of the room. He was alive again. He was staring at me. His eyes and ears looked like they were bleeding. He started firing. Not at me. He fired on the daemons that surrounded us. I watched as the liquid jell mixed with blood creating a purple substance that stained the floor. The bodies fell to the ground, wires, tubes sticking out in the open air. We heard people in the back screaming. Devon continued to fire and soon I joined in as well. We wouldn't let a single daemon survive. It was a massacre.
A large VTOL was hovering above the ground. The same one. The same one I was currently dying inside. It was waiting for us. We watched it land. The blades on the sides gave it a very gritty look. The wings were beautiful. It looked like a giant black bird just waiting to swallow us whole.
We got on board. I made sure the journalist went first... this was my mistake.
Before we were off the ground. One of theirs came out of the dust. He or she, I couldn't get a close enough look, all I saw was the black body armor covered in blood and dust and holding some kind of curved machete. They stabbed me in the back. I felt the blade tear through my skin and hit my bone. I could feel it stop. Michael immediately started firing on them and pulling me in at the same time. I felt the metal blade leave my body the same way it went in. I fell into the VTOL. I felt like I had a million needles running down my spine. I kept saying your name over and over. 
 
	A new face was standing over me but all I could make out was a black silhouette. I was back inside the VTOL. Back inside space. We were still on approach towards the alien ship. Blair had just taken a small black sword and plunged it into my side. He was screaming at me, his eyes were bleeding. He was calling me a daemon. Michael grabbed him and shoved him off of me. I was still screaming your name when I finally came back to my senses completely. Cassandra was standing over me. She had hitched a ride with us last minute. I had almost forgotten about that. She was still hiding herself from the rest of us ashamed for having taken Ed’s life. She had one hand against my chest and another against Blair who was being held down by Jackson and Michael. Blair had gone insane. He had a vision just as I had. Just as all of us except for Nate, Cassandra, and Michael. Nate didn’t get it because of his high intellect. He was easily able to tell what was and wasn’t real. Cassandra didn’t get infected because of her ability to heal. Michael, at this point I wasn’t quite sure why. Perhaps it was his ability to siphon off other people’s powers. Either way Blair had lost control and killed both Bran and the pilot. Lt. Barker was flying the drop ship. Cassandra was taking from Blair his life and giving me back mine. 



The Pilot’s Gauntlet
	
	The back of the dropship shook with turbulence again and again as we made our descent towards the daemon fissure. The Perseverance was still firing and our pilot was doing his best to keep out of their line of sight but once in awhile we could hear the buzz of a missile fly by as it pierced our ears. Jackson had the hardest time. The side of his face was bleeding and he was refusing help from Cassandra. Lt. Barker gave him a set of headphones to cancel out the sound but you could still tell he was hurting every single time. I could only guess how strong his hearing was. During training when they turned us into weapons he was always our eyes and ears. Half the time he wore a special set of ear plugs especially when firing a weapon.When we were lost in the woods of Alaska it was his hearing that guided us to running water. When we lost direction it was his hearing that led us home. We had been miles out then so as close as we were now he must have been in an innumerable amount of pain. 
	Jackson’s eyes darted around the room. Something was wrong. He got up and ran towards the cockpit. Every confused movement from the pilot’s fingertips. From Lt. Barker. Both of their eyes as well as ours at this point became fixed on the video screens in front of us. Lt. Barker relaxed his long arms and sat captivated by what he saw before him. 
	“It looks like the Marinas Trench only you know not underwater,” he said. Lt. Barker had switched to autopilot after plotting a small course on the dropship’s terminal. We were inside one of the most proficient weapons with one of the most accurate systems devised in the history of mankind. The ship was able to account for near-instant reactions and debris that swam around us. It even calculated the movements of the daemons that were lingering behind. 
	Michael and I wrapped up the bodies of Blair, Bran, and the pilot. 		“Three down, four if you count Ed and another hundred if you count those that died while in stasis and when the daemons blew that fucking hole in the ship,” said Emily who came over to help us. The rest of the team was huddled in the cockpit watching as the computer continued to plot our course. 	
	“They deserved a better death than that,” said Michael.
	“We all knew the stakes coming here,” I said.
	“How many died in stasis?” asked Michael. Both of us had been unaware. Even though Khione industries had sworn there was little risk we all knew there was a disclaimer. A warning before entering inside the deep sleep. 
	“About 24 maybe 25, not that many when you consider how many of us there were but still more then estimated,” she said.
	“How do you know this?” I asked.
	Emily held out a small tablet that she had been carrying in her jacket. 
	“It’s streaming the entire thing, this entire battle broadcasting it back to Earth with different feeds from our squad and several others,” she said.
	“So they are broadcasting this? Like a live TV show?” said Michael.
	“Not quite. It’s public and it’s live but only a few have access to it right now, mostly military and scientists. Same thing they did with the drones when we first encountered the daemons,” she finished. 
	“So we’re almost like celebrities?” Michael laughed.
	Both of us waved towards Emily and her tablet. 
	“It’s not filming from that stupid!” she said then pointing towards a small stud that was attached to the collar of our jackets. 
	“We are all the camera, and if what I have heard is correct then we are all broadcasting simultaneously while several dozen groups of coders do their best to create and maintain algorithms to send the right information to the right people. I also know it’s a two way street. There is a slight delay given how far away we are but the signal is broadcasting on a light spectrum. Another experimental program we’ve become unwilling participants in,” she said smiling.
	“I’m not sure how you can smile right now,” said Michael. 
	“Fuck you, you were just telling jokes about us being celebrities,” she said in return. 
	“Damn never heard you cuss before, two years of training even fighting withered and not a bad word that whole time,” he said finishing with, “plus I’m an asshole. I never liked Blair anyway. I feel bad for Bran and the pilot but like Jake said we all knew what we were getting into when we signed up to become human weapons.”
	“Fine, you’re right, I’m sorry. This is just a lot, I miss my family, I miss my friends, I miss the world we lived in,” she said.
	“We all do, that’s why we’re here,” I chimed in. 
	
	For a split second Michael and Emily made eye contact. I swear if you were there you would have smiled as it seemed like sparks were beginning to fly. Our team had lived and worked and trained together for two years but never had bothered to really get to know one another. You, Michael, myself we broke contact with our families years ago. Before the event even happened. The most conversation I had with my parents since you entered the dreaming had been a few times a year to hear how they were doing and to tell them I was alive. They were grateful of course just as I was grateful they hadn’t fallen ill or into the dreaming. My father, a soldier was re-activated and went with my mother to defend areas in New England. After Chicago we got back in touch and I told him how Michael and I had enlisted. How we had developed powers and that it would be awhile before we would be able to speak again. I never told him about this mission. For all he knew I was safe in Alaska away from the true terrors of this war. I wanted to leave it that way. 
Your parents were nowhere to be found. We weren’t sure if they had joined the dreaming or they were just dead. Michael didn’t spend too much time worrying about it. As far as your other siblings. They were alive and they were fine. You were the only one that fell into the dreaming. 
	A load moan burst from Jackson’s mouth. He squeezed his eyes shut, silently hoping that with each passing second that somebody would ease his pain and take him away. Cassandra rushed over to him and began to heal him. Blood poured down from his eye lids. 
	“We’re entering some kind of weird field around the daemon ship, as far as the ship’s sensors are concerned it thinks we’re entering the atmosphere of Earth only with a little less gravity,” said Lt. Barker who immediately began taking back control of the ship. 
	“Daemon ships approaching from the side,” said Nate.
	“Which side?” shouted Lt. Barker.
	“Left! Sorry Right! I meant Right!” shouted Nate just as we felt something hit the right side of the ship. 
	“Remember we are riding inside a giant bomb I would rather not blow up before we find out what’s buried inside that trench,” said Lt. Barker. 
	“We can take a couple hits, we’re not damned yet,” said Nate who began programming something from the co-pilot’s seat. 
	“What are you doing?” shouted Barker.
	“Creating a program to track the daemon ship’s coming our way, well, giving what we have an update. This piece of shit is practically useless its like they are countering our radar,” Nate replied.
	Just as Nate finished his coding. The monitors which had been displaying few red dots gave way to an area filled with red dots.
	“We can now see individual daemons, ones that aren’t inside dropships, remember how they took down the drones the first time we tried this several years ago,” Nate said. 
	We looked on in horror.
	“That’s why they recalled their grunts,” said Lt. Barker. 
	“Yeah, they can fly,” said Nate pointing towards a little red dot that was heading straight towards us. 
	
	One of the pilot’s escorting us came through the comm.
	“I’ll be brining you in, just keep the bird straight,” he said as the red dot disappeared. 
	Nate began fiddling around with the terminal again and several dozen blue dots appeared. The cockpit which before had seemed lonely was now full of hope. 
	“I’m happy to see everyone’s alive out there,” said Lt. Barker. 
	“Happy to be at service, you are all that’s left,” said the pilot.
	“All that’s left? You mean to tell me the Perseverance?” asked Lt. Barker.
	“No, Perseverance is fine. In fact the Captain is brining her closer to the fissure. They are going to swing left and provide cover fire for us. Another daemon ship broke through the hangar after you took off and we were only able to launch about half the fleet. The daemons at the moment are still outgunned. They used half their ships to ram us taking out the other VTOL’s. There’s you, me, and a about forty others still in the air that didn’t lose their mind for whatever the hell that was that happened a few minutes ago,” said the pilot. 
	“What’s your name son?” asked Lt. Barker.
	“Chiru, and who is it that I have the pleasure of escorting?” he asked.
	“Please let me say it,” said Nate looking over at Lt. Barker.
	He shook his head and gave the ok. 
	“The eight immortals,” said Nate cheerfully. 
	“Nice name, hope you live up to it,” said Chiru. 
 
	Emily pulled up Chiru’s name from the tablet she held. Another benefit of having a whirlwind of information. In his career he had been shot down four times; during his last crash, he was in the ruins of Chicago right around the same time we had been sent to receive the artifact. Fuel had splashed on his face just as the wreckage of his ship began to ignite. He was covered in severe burns but yet he fought on despite being in serious pain and almost blind. He killed about twelve daemons on his own using the same rifles we were using now. He then made his way almost thirty miles before finally being picked up by U.E.D forces. Once his wounds had healed he was back out there. He was rewarded an offered an officer’s chair but he refused telling the U.E.D he much preferred to be on the front lines. He spent the last year preparing for this mission and accompanying the Perseverance on her maiden voyage to Mars. He genuinely believed that victory was possible. Reading this aloud put our minds at ease. If there was anybody that we wanted watching our sides it was Chiru. 
	“Be back gotta fly ahead and take out a few more dragons,” Chiru said.
	“Dragons?” asked Nate.
	“Nickname we gave the flying daemons, not sure what to call them but they have wings, claws, and sharp teeth so we just went ahead and called them that,” said Chiru.
	“Actually they are called Cerbere,” chimed Nate.
	“Sorry ‘Mate that name is too hard to pronounce, doesn’t roll of the tongue or feel as exciting,” said Chiru back.
	“Wait so the daemons have names?” asked Emily.
	“Yeah I’m surprised you don’t already know about that with your tablet and all,” said Lt. Barker.
	“We didn’t exactly study them while we were training, though you think that would be important,” she said.
	“I studied them,” said Nate, “so the rest of you could focus on your powers.” 
	“So what are they?” she asked.
	“Three types we know of so far, the regular grunts that look like raptors from hell which spread across Chicago and Europe, they are called ‘Legion’,  there is a variant of them called the ‘yokai’ too that we’ve encountered in Europe. The yokai seem more feral like they have gone wild. Then there is the Cerbere, named for a daemon raven not the three-headed dog. They are the flying ones, the ones that look like Baphomet with wings though some of the larger ones do look a lot more in line with medieval depictions of dragons, hell they probably put the idea there. Then there are the Morax who look more like men fused with bulls. Then there is the Ronove and Berith. We think they are like engineers. We believe there are more. Probably several different races and genders in fact, possibly different cultures too based on how some of them in Europe behaved. They all want the same thing though, the destruction of Earth. Names or what we call them aren’t really important,” said Nate.
	“You don’t have to be a dick about it,” she said.
	“Know your enemy,” said Lt. Barker, “she’s right, information is power and you should have all been taught more about the daemons then you were.”
	“I just need to know how to kill them,” said Michael.
	“I agree,” I said supporting him. I didn’t care then and I don’t care now how many names you give them. They were all monsters. Monsters that took you away from me and I was going to make them suffer. Whatever hell they crawled and flew out of would be a paradise compared to what I had in mind for them. 
	“Four O’clock!” shouted Chiru. 
	Lt. Barker turned the drop ship scraping against the side of a daemon that Chiru had missed. 
	“Sorry about that, can’t catch ‘em all,” he said. 
	“What the fuck was that about,” said Lt. Barker. 
	“Nothing, should be another few ten before we are close enough to enter inside the fissure, get ready because we have no idea what is waiting for us inside,” Chiru finished.
	“They are closing in on us,” said Lt. Barker.
	“We can’t help, you have to find another way,” shouted Chiru who’s ship was starting to take damage. 
	Another pilot doubled back heading towards our rear. He was caught mid air by one of the Cerbere which then latched itself onto our ship. 
	“We’re in an Earthlike atmosphere right, meaning we can breathe and not worry about our eyes popping out like we would in space,” asked Michael.
	“You’re not thinking?” said Nate.
	“Will it work?” Michael asked. Nate shook his head yes.
	“Everyone grab a mask and buckle in, Jake, Jackson, Todd, you are with me, open the back hatch,” said Michael. 
	We did as he ordered. Each of us grabbed a cable and clipped it to our the center of our torso and upwards to a latch near the cockpit. We opened the back hatch and began firing our rifles at anything that moved. Michael and I stood at the edge of the abyss. All around us it still looked like we were in space. Like we were surrounded by the night sky. In front of us to my right I could see Saturn nearly filling the horizon. After several minutes we managed to take out two maybe three of the winged creatures as they moved around us like vultures scavenging for prey. 
	We were a few minutes away. We watched through Emily’s feed as Chiru and several others moved in tight formation taking out one daemon after another until there was nothing that stood in our path. Lt. Barker ordered us back to our seats and shouted at us to strap in. He had lost control. Something deep inside the fissure was pulling us forward. Over the next several seconds we lost contact with Chiru. All the red and blue dots disappeared. Lt. Barker fired the reverse thrusters but it was too late we were swallowed by the darkness. Emily’s feed went blank. The lights went out. Power stopped working. We felt ourselves falling. For a moment I thought I had gone blind and deaf as if all of my senses had somehow left my body. I didn’t feel sick. It was more like astral projection. I felt like I was standing up staring down at my own silhouette.  



Into the Abyss
	
	Do you remember that time we were racing to my car in the cold. I had just bought that car maybe a few months before we met. You ran to the door in forty degree weather. We were about to go to the movies. Another superhero film had opened that weekend. We were both excited. It was the beginning of fall our favorite season. The leaves were just beginning to turn red, orange, and yellow. You were wearing one of my hoodies and one of my Tee shirts. Below that you were still wearing flip flops. When you reached the car you yelled out “I win” like we were in some kind of relay race. I reminded you I had the keys and that you still had to wait for me. You laughed and smiled as I unlocked the doors. Since I sat down first I told you it was a tie.  	You were nearly out of breath but you kissed me anyway. 
	Only a handful of films were made after the event happened. Most depicted a war against the daemons. Showing a war we would win. For years those were the only popular science fiction movies. All the other stories aliens seemed irrelevant. Even the major publishers became overly cautious about what they released and how. Most everything was released digitally at that point. Going to the movies meant leaving the safety of your space. Going out mean having to leave a loved one alone in the dreaming. It seemed as if half the people that fell into the dreaming were the creative types. The filmmakers and authors of the world. A handful of bright open minded scientists. The dreaming didn’t care about age, race, or even gender, it just seemed to pick at random. You and I both smiled all the way to the theatre. 
 
	 3:27 am.
	I woke up screaming again.
	I forgot to take my medicine. This time I knew I needed help. I called the number you had given me once. A specialist. Someone you said could help me deal with some of my problems. You said they had helped you. I knew that was the only way I would be able to get any of this out in the open.
These nightmares I kept having. Other worlds. Worlds on fire. Space battles, aliens, angels and demons and the end of time. 
	His name was Dr. Leer.. He asked me to meet him at his office about an hour away in one of the cities most urban areas. He was a tall man, Egyptian descent, probably in his late thirties. He walked with a cane. He had served as a medic in the military and had retired soon after a helicopter crash. He had several degrees in various medical fields and psychology focusing on PTSD patients, and dream interpretation. His office was just as I imagined it. Perfectly clean with several full book shelves. Pretty cliche. 
	 "Please no hipster bullshit" Those were the first words he said to me,
“and no conspiracy theories either. I am here to listen and help you the best I can without prejudice or ignorance. Now so long as you understand me we can go and we can begin to unravel the truth behind your so called nightmares." I felt like I already liked the guy. He was very direct, straight to the point. He didn't clutter shit up with small details about this and that.
 So here I am. The middle of one of the largest cities in the world, an urban jungle and I am talking to a former officer about dreams. I never in a million years imagined I'd be talking to anyone about "dream interpretation".
 "So first thing I have to ask you." He paused. "Are you a daemon?”
 I felt shocked. Why is this the first thing everyone has to ask. What the hell did that mean? 
	 “No,” I proclaimed. I felt hesitant but I didn't let it show in my voice even though he must have sensed it.
	 "It's alright, I’m a daemon,” he said straight faced.
	I looked him up and down. I felt a pain shoot down the side of my neck like I was being stabbed a million times over by tiny pins and needles.
	“Just kidding,” he said comfortingly. The pain subsided. 
	 "What are you talking about? What does this have to do with my dreams?" I said knowing very well the word had everything to do with my dreams. The only problem was I couldn't explain anything else. The dreams in the desert. The nightmares of daemons coming to life and chasing me down as a child.
	 "Sometimes when someone dies, the images, the pain lingers on. From what I read you died a few months ago. A total of eleven seconds if reports are correct? Did you take the medicine?"
	 "I tried." I replied knowing that I did take the medicine just not on nights when I was with Vee.
	 "How many times have you died?" He asked.
	 "Once,"
	"Can you be certain?"
	"Yes," I said.
	"Then you know exactly how many lives you have left?" I knew the answer. One. I had one life. Just as I always had. 
	“Do you ever see your parents?” he asked.
	“”No,” I answered.
	“Even most people visit their parents at least once a few months. What was your problem?"
	 I began to feel angry. Why was this man attacking me? I knew I wanted him to be straight with me but every word out of his mouth seemed like he wanted nothing but to tear me apart. I felt a fear when speaking to him. Like I was on the opposite end of a bad debate.  I wanted to scream at him. I didn’t. I was here seeking help. 
	“I guess I just never thought about it... I don't see how this is helping me with my dreams." I finally get straight to the point. "Can you help me or not?" I say in my most direct tone. 
	Dr. Leer smiles. "Help you I can."
	I tell him everything. I'm not sure why. One minute I felt so angry at this cripple I was ready to walk out and the next I'm spilling my guts, things I wouldn't even tell you. I tell him about our first night. The date at the park. I tell him about how I dream that you are asleep. That I have powers. That there are superheroes and zombies.  I tell him about waking up every night at 3:27 am. I tell him about my family, my friends, what I studied in college, the music I like, the cars I've owned. The next thing I know I've been talking for two hours. Then as I begin to talk about the Perseverance and the daemons. It hits me. I just spilled my guts to this man but I still know so very little about him. So I look up from my chair. I stare Dr. Leer straight in the eyes. I am silent for about a minute. He doesn't say anything either, he just stares back at me. I can't read him. I feel like I am staring into a mirror. I ask him the only thing that matters. “I don’t remember saying anything about daemons on the phone.”
 	He smiles. I swear I've only ever seen Leer smile or stare.
	 "Now who told you that?" I asked. The question puzzled me because I should have known it was you that told him all the things he knew. It easily could have been you. My mind wouldn’t accept it. I felt confused. I knew you wouldn't call ahead. It wasn’t your style. You gave me Leer’s number to help me. You said that he helped you. That I needed to go in blind. 
	 "O yes, Vee. She is a good friend. Your girlfriend. You better take best care of her..."
	"Your avoiding the question" I cut in.
	"Sorry. Well... thing is you are dying again.”
 	I was puzzled. 
	"You are born,  The older you get the more stuck in it gets. Some people have tried genetically altering themselves through chemicals... paralyzed or killed themselves in the process of course. Even heard some mutated into monsters. Others have only received brain damage. Poor fuckers can't tell what's real and what's make believe. You can't remove death - death is every part of you. You are only human after all.  You are bred to die. Bred to go to war. To fuck. To fight. To lose.” 
	Leer had my attention now.
	 “Is this what you said to Vee?”
	"And myself, and many others. You see. The human part of you is the cause of your bad dreams."
	I exclaimed, "but then if you die you are dead for good!”
	Leer quickly replies, "What makes you think you didn't really die for good before. You were lost... Eleven seconds. So for eleven seconds where were you, were you alive, were you thinking, were you dreaming?" I feel like I'm in debate class again, arguing philosophy with my teachers and peers.
 "You were born in a tub, you spent 25-26 years living off crumbs…” Leer paused. I felt it again. I felt like snapping his neck. "The other you, born from the womb, lives it's life and dies a horrible painful death. Then three days later no food, no water, the doctors drain you of fluid and fill you with another fluid so that your body doesn’t rot away. Long enough your family can see you,” Leer says.
	 "How does this stop the nightmares, what do they mean?” I ask.
	“Faults. Our own mistakes. Sorry about that. Pieces we couldn’t flesh out. You see. Like I said. You are dying. Right now. Those nightmares are real. You came to this world naked, bleeding, screaming and then you found yourself falling inside another. Our world. Our home. We have a gift for you Jake. You love Vee. She is the one that sent you to me. She is the one in the dreaming,” Leer said. Click Click Click. I knew where I was. This had already happened before. The daemons were attacking my mind again as we began our descent into the fissure. 
	“We can unite you and her, you can join us. You can be together forever here as a part of us,” Leer said. 
	I want the nightmares to stop. I want to spend the rest of my life however long it is with you. The world be damned.
 
	 "Does it hurt." I ask.
	"Hurts like hell, but you won't remember it once it's finished." 
 	Leer stood up.
 	I nod my head, "Like a phoenix rising from the ashes."
	Leer walked over to the wall of his office. There is small desk there with a few drawers. It's satin black and blends well with the rest of the room. It's all very professional, very clean. I watch as he quietly and calmly opens a drawer.
 	"Does Veer know you are a daemon?” I ask.
	 "No," Leer replies.
	“She thinks she has just been waiting. Her life is and endless loop. She is dreaming of you, Michael, everyone she has ever known. She is sitting in a  room in a chair waiting for you to return,” he says pointing a small 9mm pistol at me he pulls the trigger before even finishing the sentence.
	 "You have to die again first."
	 The bullet enters my eye. I can feel the blood running down my face. The first shot didn't kill me. I scream. Second shot. Silence.
 
	I woke up on the ground. The dropship was banged up half buried in the field that surrounded me. Michael was still unconscious. Everyone else was either waking up or standing up looking out over the horizon. It looked like we had crash landed back on Earth. The middle of a field filled with ancient stone ruins. Even the sky was blue and filled with white fluffy clouds. The world’s delicate grip of hope had somehow held against the odds.  
 
	We were going to survive. 



Unearthed
	
	“Eat something before you get sick,” I said passing a protein bar to Michael who had finally woken up. 
	“Any strange dreams?” I asked.
	“No, nothing, last thing I remember is we were firing out the back hatch of the ship, I think we killed two maybe three daemons?” he said.
	“Sounds about right, same for me,” I said. 
	“Where are we?” he asked.
	“It seems once we made it through the fissure somehow we were transported here. This world,” I said pointing around. 
	“Daemons homeworld? Inside their ship?” he asked.
	“We’re not sure, we’re not really sure how this is possible. Lt. Barker took Jackson, Todd, and Nate to investigate. Emily, Cassandra and I stayed here with the ship until you came too,” I said. 
	“Any sign of the daemons since we landed?” he asked.
	“Crashed. And no. No sign of any life whatsoever,” I said. 
	“What about the feed? Are we still streaming?” 
	“No, all communication with Earth is lost.” 



Paradise Lost
	
	The ruins looked like they had once been a part of a larger city. This place could have once looked like paradise. Some of the foundations were made of stone or perhaps some kind of concrete while others looked like pillars of metal that had eroded away. They were as smooth as the pyramids of Earth and yet certain places they were cracked. I felt like I was standing in the middle of an old Greek Temple. There were no languages, no hieroglyphs or symbols to try and understand just an endless sea of something that once was and never will be again. Even when we stood there and checked out our compass the dial seemed only to spin like every direction was now north. This was unlike anything we could have dreamt. I began to wonder if I had fallen asleep. Was this a nightmare? When you fall asleep with a head full of images there is something there that burns in your mind. Something that haunts your dreams. Sometimes it can be the smallest thing. A stranger you met while at work or out to dinner. It could be your best friend, your family, your pet. An image of something or someone that creates an osmosis, that you feel you are sharing something with someone that doesn’t exist. I pinched myself. It hurt. I was thinking a lot at that time. 
	As time passed or it seemed time didn’t pass. I felt as though every instant was a capsule, a drug of sensation wrapped around me to the point I was paralyzed. I couldn’t believe the daemons had come from such a beautiful world. It was impossible anything so evil could survive here. Perhaps they had destroyed it and taken whatever this world was for their own. 
	We made cover behind some of the ruins near the crashed dropship. It was there in the distance we noticed the jungle that seemed to appear out of nowhere. I stood up, wondering how and why it seemed I couldn’t get my eyes to concentrate. I felt there was movement. Perhaps that had been were the others had wandered. 
	“They were suppose to stay in radio contact but the signal seems to come and go like there is something blocking it,” said Michael noticing my squinting eyes. 
	“Was that treelike always there?” I asked.
	“Yes, Your eyes are adjusting,” he said, “something about this place messed with the body, messes with your senses, it’s like a ghost town.
	“That doesn’t make sense?” I said.
	“It’s like waking up inside a dark room with only a small keyhole. Slowly over time your eyes will dilate and you will pick up on the light shining through and you’ll start to see around the room. Your eyes and body are adjusting, even the air is denser here while gravity is slightly less than that of Earth and even the starships, like I said this place ain’t right,” he said.
	“Do you think we’re in hell?” Emily asked.
	“Like we all died on that ship and came to Purgatory. At this point I wouldn’t not believe it, this doesn’t feel how I imagine hell,” said Michael.
	“How do you imagine hell? Fire and brimstone?” said Cassandra.
	“As a matter of fact, exactly, a place of torment and pain,” he said.
	“How do you know they aren’t just trying to catch us off guard?” I said.
	“I don’t but I do know we all have our weapons so we might as well shut up and make camp. Barker and the rest will be back soon, they only planned to trek for a few hours so we should see them anytime,” Michael said.
	Without Lt. Barker the rest of us were all the same rank. Michael was a natural born leader. We didn’t have to vote or say a word we followed his like he was our commanding officer. Out of all of us he was also the eldest of the group. 
	“I miss breakfast, my house, my car, my dog, my…” began Cassandra.
	“Shut up,” Michael interrupted her.
	“Why should I?” she said. 
	“Something is coming out of the treelike, look,” he said pointing.
	It was Lt. Barker and the others riding what looked like some kind of convertible floating in the air, a hover craft made to carry a team of four to six people with mounted machine guns. They were being chased by a massive beast. A daemon that looked like a yokai, a feral grunt only larger and covered in several bleeding scars. It still wore similar armor and it seemed to have some kind of saddle and satchel attached to it’s side. They were firing at it but it wasn’t slowing down. They were heading back towards us. 
	“Everyone take aim, try to hit between it’s armor,” said Michael. 
	We all took aim as Lt. Barker drove the hover craft towards us making a wide right turn towards the ruins. He was leading it for us. Leading the yokai into an ambush of his making. 
	“He made a very good guess were we are,” I said.
	“Our guns all have trackers placed inside them, he was probably looking right at us on his wrist tablet,” said Emily. 
	“More tech and weapons than an entire army and we’re stranded in some damn alien world,” I said.
	“We aren’t stranded, we’ll figure something out,” said Michael. 
	We took aim behind the ruins and fired. 
	The beast went down after several strategic hits.
	“My first daemon kill,” I said smiling. 
	“Mine too,” said Emily and Cassandra at nearly the same time.
	“Not mine, I’ve had some practice,” said Michael as both Emily and Cassandra looked over towards him. 
	“Chicago, the day of the invasion,” I said as Michael stood there silently.
	
	Lt.Barker had a broken nose. He had done his best to cover it with a bandage and some medical tape but it was still bruised around his eyes and there was still blood around his lips. He watched the gray clouds move over our heads. Standing on the flat stone summit of our new camp he looked resentfully around all of us and towards the forest and the fallen beast. 
	“I’m sorry, all of you, we shouldn’t have come here,” he said. 
	“What happened out there?” I asked.
	“We found the moon rabbit, most of it was intact but the crew had been slaughtered by daemons. There was no sign of them but we managed to download half the records from the ship and began to make our way out we ran through the hangar. That was were we found the yokai feasting on several members of the crew. We did our best to save them but we only attracted it’s attention. We grabbed the hover craft and began making our way back. The yokai chased us all the way. Lt. Barker is reviewing the logs of the moon rabbit now,” said Todd.
	“We saw the moon rabbit get destroyed?” I said.
	“Apparently not, that’s all I know, what we saw was some kind of illusion. It crashed but not out there against the daemon’s hull like we thought. It crashed on this world,” he answered. 
	As quickly as he spoke to us Lt. Barker turned and left our view limping his way towards the crashed dropship and kicking his way through the grass. Cassandra ran after him. From what I gathered the two had some kind of previous relationship. Not that kind. Lt. Barker had been a father figure to her after the first invasion. She was originally once a member of his team and he was working with her to help her better understand her powers. I heard that she was found not long after the withered appeared. Found inside an old school building that was being used as a safe haven for sleepers. It was overrun. So many had less luck than Michael and I. When they found her she was trying to heal both the withered and the sleepers. Something that couldn’t be done. They kept attacking her and somehow yet she was still alive draining the life force from all of those around her without her knowledge. Draining the life force of the sleepers and the living. When the U.E.D made it inside and cleared a path to her she was surrounded by the dead only she was in so much shock she had no idea what it was she had done. Several of the sleepers had been her own family members. 
	The dropship was a hundred yards away at this point. We had moved so far into the ruins and taken so much gear we all knew we were planning to stay awhile. 
	For awhile no one said a word.
	Michael picked up his rifle for the fifth or sixth time in a row and inspected it. The beauty of it made him want to cry. The wind blew. The grass swayed in the wind. Cassandra returned to us. 
	“Were are we?” I asked looking towards Nate.
	“I haven’t quite enough information to say,” he responded.
	“Give me a guess,” I said.
	“A guess wouldn’t be good enough, I could be totally wrong, I’m working on a few ideas now though,” he said.
	“Do you know how we are going to get home?” I asked.
	“Yes,” he said. 
	“How?” I responded feeling for a moment hope. Hope that I would at least make it back to the Perseverance, that somehow the dropship would repair itself and we would be able to take off into the sky. Somehow maybe Earth forces, the U.E.D had fit the ship with some kind of self repair facility without telling any of us. Another form of experimental technology I imagined would be based around Todd’s powers. Perhaps even that Todd could fix the ship himself.
	“In body bags,” he said.
	Michael punched him straight in the jaw. I grabbed him holding him back but at the same time I wanted nothing more then to do the same. Nate had turned on us. He might have been the smartest in our group but he was a nihilist through and through. Since the beginning he never seemed to have any hope that any of us would survive.
	“Why are you here,” Emily asked him.
	“Not that it’s important but my mother, she’s in the dreaming, I thought that if we defeated the daemons she would wake up, that even if we put up a large enough fight then they would turn tail and run, I was wrong,” he said.
	“What do you mean you are wrong?” she asked.
	“Have you not looked around you?” he said.
	“What about it?” she asked again.
	“We’re on another planet. Another place in time, the sun is starting to set have any of you looked up yet?” he said.
	At that point we did. It felt like you could see all the way into space. 
	There were no planets, no stars. 
	“How ironic we end up in a place like this when we have flown farther into the stars then any human ever has,” said Nate.
	“Not by chance. You said you were working on some ideas, if not about how to get out of here then what is it that you are putting all that time wasted thinking about?” I said. 
	“I think we are inside a prison,” he said. 
	“Yeah,” I said unenthusiastically. I placed my elbow on my knee, my chin in my hands and looked over towards the yokai daemon creature that had fallen. 
	“Why would they keep us alive?” asked Michael.
	“Study us, keep us as pets, I’m not sure, all I know is that we are stranded on some alien world or inside some kind of weird inter dimensional pocket, a small universe within our own, a gravity well of some kind must have pulled us in and somehow the daemons have technology to keep us kicking. Just look at this place. If this isn’t what they plan to do to our world then I don’t know what the hell they are doing,” said Nate.
	“They want our life force,” said Emily.
	“What?” exclaimed Nate.
	“Think about it. Everyone falls asleep but a few of us somehow get extraordinary powers. We somehow know everyone falling asleep and the daemons are two things that are not coincidental. They even used the sleepers to deliver us a message. They aren’t planning to attack us or wipe us out, they want to enslave us. I think they feed off fear,” she said. 
	“Rot,” said Nate. 
	“What the hell did you say that for?” said Michael.
	“I think she’s right, if this is a prison, if somehow they are feeding off our fear then they are just using us to strengthen themselves. Every attack they have made has been more psychological and strategic then an alien race hellbent on annihilation. If they wanted to destroy us they could easily. Hell if this place is something they can create and control then there is no reason they couldn’t sling an asteroid into Earth or just straight up infect our minds in such a way that we blow ourselves to hell,” said Nate. 
	“Ok, so if this is a prison how to do we break out,” I asked.
	“Perhaps we just have to wish there was no place like home,” said Todd. 
	“This isn’t a joke, I’m dead serious, if they feed off fear we can’t be afraid of them, not anymore,” said Nate. 
	“We’re at war, we’re going to be afraid,” I said, “not to mention they can and have really killed millions of us.”
	“Okay, it’s a balancing act. We can be afraid but we can’t be too afraid. We have to stand our ground without showing them that we are afraid without letting them infect us, without letting them get inside our heads,” said Nate.
	I leaned forward staring at the gray stone surface as it began to fade in the evening light. I stroked the surface of the stone with my hand. Some differential weathering of on the surface had made small rings tangible. Small almost impossible to see with the human eye. I felt like they were vibrating around me. I felt like I could feel the air move through my fingertips. I moved slowly away from the rest of my team and towards the yokai. I felt like I was inside a puzzle. The jungle that was there. Behind that the ruins of the moon rabbit. Beyond that what was there? If this world was a prison could there be allies? If there was a way in then there must have been a way out.
	I started going through the satchel that was attached to the yokai. The smaller daemons must have used this beast as some kind of mounted animal. Was that really necessary for them? I crouched on the ground. I could feel the dirt beneath the grass against my knees. The temperature was dropping. Nowhere near freezing but just cold enough that you wanted to cover up. There was something hidden inside the dark gray satchel. I moved towards it. Inching my way passed the smell of rotten flesh. There were small flies hovering the air around the creature. Strange how strong the smell seemed now when it was barely notice able near our camp less than fifty yards away. Like there was some kind of repellent in the air near the ruins and the farther away you went the more disgusting the world became. I reached inside the darkness and grabbed the familiar shape. I tried to avoid the small bugs that had began coming close to me. They were like roaches or large ticks. They seemed to have attached themselves to the creature draining it of whatever was left. I suppose they had never seen anything like us. I could only imagine what horrors would await us if they got a taste for human blood. I used my knife to kill one of them. It practically exploded. The others seemed to pick up that I was a threat and they scattered leaving me to my own.  I picked up the object. Up and held it up in front of me. I recognized it immediately. The sword of Lü Dongbin or at the very least something similar. 
	
	I brought the sword to Nate. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. For it seemed it was either an exact replica or the same sword. 
	“Impossible, that sword was on Earth,” he said.
	“I think we need to make a trip back to the moon rabbit,” I said. 
	
	
	



Rabbit
	
	Michael was sitting in one of the ruined buildings. There was just enough there to provide an exterior wall and a part of a ceiling. It looked like some kind of creature had torn it’s way through. 
	“Yea, Jake?” he said. 
	“Nate, Emily, Cassandra, myself. We are all planning an excursion to the moon rabbit. We are going to be taking the hover craft. We haven’t asked Lt. Barker or Jackson yet. This is my idea and I wanted to come and get your support,” I said.
	“Why the moon rabbit?” he asked.
	“Nate recovered some interesting things there. Something about this place isn’t adding up and we think it has something to do with the wreckage, we are going back to recover the missing logs so that not just Lt. Barker but all of us can find out what truly happened,” I said. 
	“I felt there was something wrong with this place since we arrived I’m in,” he said. He gestured back up before grabbing his rifle and following me out. We next asked Jackson and Todd. They both said yes. Last thing we had to do was ask Lt. Barker. We were going no matter what but it didn’t feel right to rebel against him. When we opened the dropship door we found him meditating silently. 
	“You want to go see the rabbit for yourselves?” he asked.
	“Yes,” I responded on behalf of our group. Michael and Nate were standing behind me. We thought we had a better chance of convincing him if there were at least three of us present. 
	“You have my blessing just be aware that you won’t find anything good there,” he said turning a computer screen towards us and showing us the last recording of the moon rabbit. We stood in the damp dropship as moisture from the night before lingered in the air around us. We had barely slept. We watched silently as a camera panned around the moon rabbit. A young Chinese man stood with his rifle out. It looked like a first person shooter. In front of him were feral daemons. Some were small, others large like the yokai. He was firing round after round ducking from one hallway to the next. His power allowed him to create some kind of force field that the creatures couldn’t pass. They boxed him in. They starved him out in the corner of a room for what looked like days. 
	“The moon rabbit crashed only a few hours before we came here, why does it look like several days have passed?” Michael asked.
	“If we traversed inside another world or even possibly traveled through some kind of event horizon it’s possible that time slowed down for us. By the time we landed time dilation took effect and days, months, maybe even years have gone by,” said Nate.
	“Time stamp shows that the moon rabbit was down for a whole week before my logs ended. You’re right though you have to go back. One of the last entries I watched said they had found something. Buried near the ship. Something they said might get them out of here. The moon rabbit has the coordinates but we weren’t able to recover that information in time. It’s in the center terminal on the bridge. What’s even more interesting is that the record belongs to our old friend Chiru,” said Lt. Barker.
	“Chiru did go through the fissure first, it’s possible he might have met up with the moon rabbit. He may even have survived if he was away from the ship, he could still be out there!” said Nate.
	“I thought you were the pessimist of the bunch,” laughed Lt. Barker. 
	“We might have a chance at this,” he said smirking. 
 
	A few more hours. Half a day’s hike. 
	“Are you nervous? You look nervous? You’re sweating,” said Michael towards me. I was carrying about a week’s rations in my backpack along with my rifle, a pistol, several smaller grenades, and a few other necessary survival items such as a small first aid kit, rope, a knife, zip ties, and a box of matches. 
	“I’m nervous and I’ve been there before,” interrupted Nate.
	“Well hopefully things go a little better this time around,” I said, “by the way, I’m not nervous. If you say it will be alright I will believe you.”
	“It should be,” said Michael smiling. 
 
	We made it to the moon rabbit by nightfall. We decided against taking the hover craft because we were worried it would make too much noise. Only Michael, Nate, Emily, and myself and Jackson had come. The ship looked just as I had imagined. Massive, very streamlined. It looked like an aircraft carrier with enormous engines mounted to the back and several guns on the front and side. The bridge wasn’t on top. It was there of course just on the inside along with several dozen other rooms such as a mess, recreation, bunks, stasis chamber, armory, engine rooms, control, communications, navigation, etc, etc. We found an opening in the side of the hull. The same opening Lt. Barker had led the others inside the the last time they had arrived. Inside we found no bodies. The ship seemed to have been cleaned up. There were several blood stains on the grey floors and walls but it was something that you had to look for to really notice. They had been scrubbed away to the point the rot had made everything just a shade darker then others. My breathing, my heart beats, the wash of stale air inside my chest. The tunnels led deeper like we were making our way down through a maze. 
	“This doesn’t help us end the war, you know,” said Nate.
	“It does help us get out of here so come on,” said Michael lighting his flashlight and leading us into the dark below. 
	“I don’t think the daemons will give in like we think they will, even if we manage to causes a severe amount of damage to their society, their state of being, I think they will keep fighting till the last. I think they want us to be fighting them, I think they enjoy this, like a game to them,” Nate continued on and on. We couldn’t shut him up. Some of what he was saying seemed to make sense. The deeper inside we walked the longer it felt like we were walking into some kind of trap. I felt like they were going to close the door on one end and lock us inside. There would be no point in that. If we were on the daemon’s homeworld then they would have the numbers. They could have come for us anytime but instead they watched as we killed the feral yokai. They watched as we ate protein bars and slept in the ruins. They were even watching now as we made our way through the ruins of our own Earth ship. 
	“That’s too negative an attitude to bring to war, to bring to anything. There are going to be moments in life were you have to take a leap of faith. Sometimes you’ll fail but other times you’ll find yourself on a new path, a new journey that is more hopeful and exciting then anything you could have ever imagined,” said Michael. 
	“Sounds like you are almost having fun,” said Emily.
	“No, but I will do anything to protect my sister and that king rat over there named Jake that I know even in the dreaming she loves,” he answered. 
 
	“There is something making noise up there,” I said pointing my gun towards the stasis chamber.
	“Withered,” said Nate. 
	“How?” I asked.
	“Trapped in stasis, the sleepers all reverted to that state, probably something about being on this world or something the daemons did while they were here. They are all zombies now,” said Todd. 
	“I hate the Z word,” said Michael.
	“Sorry, I forgot about that,” said Todd. 
 
	Todd had grown up in the city streets of Philly. He was as tough as they come but he had very little tact. When the event happened he was crashing at some of his friends. He thought he had been given some kind of bad drug. That the whole thing was some laced up trip gone wrong. When it never ended and his powers started to show themselves he fell into a depression. He began experimenting with different psychoactive drugs like LSD, Acid, and shrooms. He even took several high doses of EMT once and created a Mandela fortress out of several abandoned warehouses. When the withered appeared he used his powers to build traps for them. He had no empathy not like Michael and I. He didn’t care who lived and who died. He had created a castle out of the urban jungle that surrounded him. Eventually he drew the attention of the U.E.D who captured him and convinced him to serve our cause. 
	
	There were two or three lights flashing in the bridge control room. They seemed to flash with every single breath I took. I felt like something was pushing me back holding me in place as I tried to move towards the control panel to download the missing data. I felt something else anchoring me in place. There was a cold in the air. Part of the ship had been torn apart. An opening to the outside world. Cursing, the darkness gathered behind my eyes and I shot forward. I found the circuit breaker and began dialing up a connection. For the hell of it I tried communication but they were down. Everything was in flux even life support. There was something calming about being able to see outside. There were no stars, no moons, no clouds. It was like staring at a pitch black wall hoping that somehow light would shine through. I shoved my face agains the edge of the control lever and powered up the computer. Lt. Barker had apparently shut everything down before leaving. I’m sure a part of him thought long and hard about destroying the whole ship but who knows the level of devastation that would have caused. He also knew that somehow there had to be something more here. I moved my hand so that it would not slip away. I pressed the keys and downloaded the last of the logs. 
	I closed my eyes just for a second to rest. The next thing I knew I was falling. Out the window. Something had pushed me. I heard gun fire as I hit the ground below me. I lost my rifle. I was beginning to roll down a hill. Everything went still. At first it happened so fast I didn’t have time to react. All at once everything stopped. I was falling in slow motion. 
	A daemon leapt out after me from the opening in the ship. Another right after. The first one looked just how you imagine a daemon looked. Dark black eyes, veins and wrinkled skin, horns, spikes, tail, claws, teeth. Just like the grunts back home. It fell right next to me. For the next several seconds I tried to fight it off but I felt it break my ribs. I felt it’s claws tear my skin. Wounds so deep I knew I would need medical attention immediately and if I didn’t get it I would bleed out. I felt it at my throat. I could smell the iron and copper in it’s breath. There was a sulfur like odor that lingered off it’s body. The second daemon landed on top of it. It had similar features but it was smaller. It’s body a lighter gray. It’s limbs seemed more human. A part of me thought it looked less like a raptor and more human. One of it’s arms seemed to have a bone protruding from it like a blade just above the wrist. Before I lost consciousness I watched as it impaled the larger daemon and began making it’s way towards me. 



Shadows
 
PART 1
 
I just took the longest shower of my life. It’s been two years since you died. Two years and I still haven’t stopped crying. There is not a day that goes by that I don’t think you are going to return. That any moment you are going to walk through the door and smile at me. That you will ask for a kiss or a hug. That we will talk about our day. Eat dinner and stay up talking or watching our favorite television shows. Maybe we’d even make some art together. What happened to me after you left is where this story begins. Since that day I felt helpless. Empty. Like living in a state of decay. Sometimes I feel like I’m sleeping like I am only a small part of a larger whole compared to whatever is happening out there. What I lived through. I wish I could share it with you.  
	
	I miss you Jake. I miss you everyday since you died. 
 
What began as a cold Saturday morning quickly turned into a bright and sunny day. I lived around the equator not even a mile from the beach. I moved here from Chicago. I couldn’t stay there. Every place was a reminder. Dr. Leer, my psychiatrist told me it would pass. We tried several dozen exercises. Nothing helped. I couldn’t move on. Eventually I decided to start taking medicine. It numbed the pain. Then it came to me in a dream. We loved traveling. So I traveled. Leer suggested I stay in one place. That I stay in Chicago and try to ignore the fear and anxiety I felt every single day. I couldn’t. I left without saying a word. In my dream you were calling out to me. Telling me to search. I began searching. Hoping to find my soul somewhere beneath the waves. Eventually I found myself on the coast. 
	Every weekend I would pack my gear and head down to the shore to look for shells and shark teeth. Collecting shark teeth had always been your hobby but it was peaceful. While none of this was of any particular value to anyone but me this was something that I enjoyed and for every beautiful conk or fossilized tooth I found I felt proud inside. I felt like you were smiling looking down on me. This particular morning I grabbed my morning coffee and bagel as soon as I awoke. I sat on the couch with a headache, a vicious one. The more I sat the more I began to wonder how long my head had been hurting. It seemed like forever. I began to wonder if it would go away at all. ‘No matter the cost’ I thought as I grabbed my gear and stepped out the door. 
Before diving under the water I took several careful breathes. Cautiously and against the tide I closed my eyes and plunged into the depths below. Wary of the pain that pounded against my head I opened my eyes. I thought I had been in shallow water but everything around me was dark and never ending. Quickly I began to make my return to the surface imagining the clear blue sky but there was nothing. When I should have come up for air I hit a wall. I turned my head pushing against the surface of the water but the more I pushed the more the tide seemed to pull at my legs. I felt like something was pulling me down. I felt as if I was trapped under a sheet of ice. 
‘I can’t die like this’. I held my breath for as long as I could. I had been an excellent swimmer and could hold my breath for over a minute the last time you had timed me. Alas, nothing I did seem to matter. The tide pulled at me once again as I feared for my life knowing death would come the moment I opened my mouth. I made peace. I thought this was it. I thought about your face. The dimples you had when you smiled. I felt so much older now. You seemed so young. I thought I would see you soon. Be with you on the other side. When all was lost I let go and swallowed. It came as a shock that the moment I inhaled expecting to taste the salt water there was crisp clean air.
‘I’m not dead’ I thought exhaling and taking a deep breath. I began to push myself away from what the surface thinking all I could do now was swim down. I swam to the bottom. I must have been fifteen to twenty feet below. I could feel the pressure change around me. I could only see a few yards around my body but it very much looked like the inside of a black metal tube. ‘How has no one discovered this?’ I thought as I continued to move across the seabed floor. I can still feel the wet dirt as if it’s against my hand even now.
 
One moment awake, the next asleep. It felt like hours as I continued to make my way throughout the haze before me. I could feel the current of whatever it was I had been floating inside hit at the back of my neck. It sent cold shivers down my spine. Pins and needles. My perfect morning had become something strange indeed. I only imagined what it was I had discovered. I let my mind wander as my head continued to pound. My migraine seemed to get worst. As if I had discovered something I shouldn’t have discovered. I kept pushing forward. You told me once to have the courage to stay true to my own convictions. I imagined a portal to another world, an alien spaceship, a secret government project, or perhaps I had wandered into some kind of black hole. I knew little of such things but something inside me said to keep moving forward. I felt I would soon find the answer I was looking for.
 
There was motion below me and so I crept. I noticed a strange orange illumination appear. Soon I found myself surrounded. Even the dark abyss behind me lit up with the orange glow. ‘Down into the rabbit hole I go,’ I thought. All my life I had imagined discovering something important. My mother and father had always told me that I was gifted, that I had the power. Even you had told me I had a great destiny that awaited. I stopped believing them around the age of twenty-one when it turned out everyone else had been told the same thing. It was like believing in Santa Clause. You want to believe you are something special but in the end we are all the same. In a way we are all unique but few are ever given the chance at something extraordinary. The only time those words ever held any meaning was when you spoke them but you were gone now. You and a third of the Earth’s population had passed away on the day of the event. ‘Something in the atmosphere,’ said the news. Something in the air that made certain individuals fall asleep. I lost you and my brother that day. I wish it had been me. 
 
I soon came to a stop. Another wall stood in front of me and there was no clear way to get around. I was relived in a way as both my arms and legs needed the rest. I still felt like I was underwater and my fingers were so wrinkled I felt like I had aged into an old person. The worst part was my head still beat with the force of a thousand suns and it seemed the deeper I went the harder it pounded. I almost turned back but I had come so far already.
 
 Something moved like the shadow of a spider right below. I only caught a glimpse of it out of the corner of my eye. ‘I’m not alone’ I thought to myself. A part of me was relived. Perhaps there was someone here that could help. On the other hand what if there was something evil here. Something horrible. Something I’m not suppose to see. Quickly I decided it was time to make a move. I had to choose left or right and creep alongside the invisible barrier before me. I went left thinking to myself that was the direction of the shoreline. 
There was something familiar in front. A small black urchin with several crooked spines floated towards me. ‘Best to dodge that’ I thought as I moved to the side. I felt the tide grab hold of my arm as if I was being tackled to the ground. All around me the ocean floor appeared as the tube began to collapse. I took a deep breath hoping it wouldn’t be my last. I felt a wave of real water hit me pushing me against the wake. I was knocked unconscious by the sheer force of nature that came before realizing only a moment before that I stood in the ‘boneyard’ a spot you and I had come accustomed to scuba diving in and soon realized I was half a mile from shore. 
I blacked out. Unconscious. 
I came too face down in the sand. I took a deep breath and smiled relived to be on land again. I felt a wave brush against me as I began to lift myself up from the ground. The sun had barely moved. It seemed as if I had only been away for a half hour or so. ‘Had it all been a dream’ I said aloud as the throbbing pain in my head began again. 
‘No’ I thought as small pulses of pain began to sing and dance inside my brain. I stared at the ocean wondering what it was and if I should try and dive again. Would I spend the rest of my life looking for that strange underwater tunnel or had it always been there waiting for me to find it. Was this what you had told me to search for?
A strong fear took hold. I looked around and soon realized that this wasn’t my beach. I recognized the sand but there was a strange smell of ash and sulfur in the air. The smell of rotting eggs filled my lungs and I coughed blood. The air felt like it was filled with glass and I quickly began to run away from the beach and towards what I thought looked like a pier. As I ran I heard something move just under the sand. That was when I saw what I thought looked like people. 
 
Twelve of them stood around her holding strange rifles. They were camouflaged to blend in with the sand and it looked like they were each wearing some kind of respirator on their face as well as black goggles. I fell to the ground before them exhausted as the air around me began to choke my lungs as if I were a fish out of water. That was the moment I knew that this wasn’t home. 
 
“Another one,” a voice cried out. 
I was being carried over the shoulder of some kind of six foot figure and then without warning felt myself being thrown to the ground and into a deep pit. I let out a shriek as I felt my body twist from the fall. 
“Bloody hell, she’s alive!” said one of the figures. 
“Get her out of there! Is she injured?” said another. 
Quickly the same figure that had thrown me down came to my rescue.
“And get a bloody breather on her!” said the one I had guessed was in charge. 
 
“Sorry about the mistake love, just we don’t usually get guests on this side of the gateway,” said the man. 
	I said nothing but my silence said it all. My body language showed just how much pain I was in and just how confused and scared I was. Normally I would never put myself in any dangerous situations unless you count driving too fast around corners, scuba diving, or two shots of espresso as living dangerously. 
“Ok, I know your confused, maybe I can help,” said the man. 
“My name is Ben, and I’m in charge of the resistance around here,” he said. 
 
I stared at him and shook my head sideways
 
“Let me guess you went for a dive in the ocean and found yourself inside an opaque tunnel that seemed to never end only to find yourself washed ashore here,” Ben said. 
“Yes,” I answered as politely as I could. 
“Sounds about right, same thing happened to us only there seems to be something different about you… say what year were you born?”
“1992,” she answered. 
“God dammit, I’m over a hundred years older then you,” Ben said. 
 Ben didn’t look old. Maybe middle aged with a shaved head and a a dark gray five o’clock shadow. The other soldiers seemed younger then him which made me draw the conclusion that was the reason that he had been put in charge. There were other women around My age, at least what I assumed was my age by looking at them. We were inside some kind of camp. The pit had been a mass grave.. All in all I thought I saw at least a hundred other souls around me. 
“I was afraid of this,” Ben said.
“Seems you fell into a hole in the world,” he finished.
“Like a black hole?” she asked. 
“Not quite, ever hear of the Bermuda triangle? Its kind of like that only smaller and it moved across the shore line swallowing up organic life forms and pooping them out here,” Ben said.
 
I sat there a moment in silence. Ben had been very blunt about what he said. I already assumed she had possibly fallen into some kind of portal. I had a broad understanding of portal worlds based on the many classics I had read as a child but never in my life had I assumed it was possible that something like this could exist. 
“I’m not a mind reader, but I assume you have many questions, first let me tell you that you are perfectly safe here. We are well armed and some like myself have been around for awhile and know this place pretty well. The respirators allow us to breath easier but we can breath pretty well inside the tents and deeper into the woods as well. Most of the toxic air is situated around the shoreline. Kind of like an inter dimensional toxic gas. Don’t go wandering off though, this world wants us dead, everything outside our camp is a world ruled by a hostile alien species and they have been trying to lure us out for awhile, poison us, or just plain swallow us whole. The animals that live in the wild are just as dangerous as well. We will get you geared up and ready to go in no time. I also want you to know we all want the same thing. We all want very bloody badly to return home,” Ben said smiling and putting his hand out for me. 
 
PART 2
 
	What felt like days or weeks in reality was nothing more then a few very long hours that soon began to take their toll on me. I was given a pair of combat armor, a rifle and a sword. Trained to shoot the rifle - another talent I discovered I had - and warned never to venture alone. The rifle looked like something I imagined one would see in a theatre. It shot a blast of blue energy from the tip and every so often needed to re-charge or it would burst into flames or stop working all together. The blast was strong enough to tear palm trees in half and blow holes in the side of rocks. Something about it made me feel powerful. No one asked me who I was or were I was from. It seemed that the ‘creature’ that stole me away from my home and shat me out as well as this desolate world were not bound by time. Some of the soldiers beside me had fought in world war 1 while others were people thought drowned in Pearl Harbor. They had already heard from other passerby’s about the advances in human technology and how times had continued to change and many felt at peace living their lives in this impossible paradise. I soon learned I was now living on a very large mostly unexplored island dominated by the soldiers that rescued me and a hostile alien species known simply as ‘the others’ whose technology advanced even our very own. 
 
“Would you like some tea?” Ben asked me as she I back from the rifle range just outside the settlement. Politely I acknowledged and sat beside Ben who was sitting very casually drinking a very strong tea that tasted like a mix of citrus and coconut. After one sip I immediately began to miss the flavors of tea that I had kept at home from my collection of herbal and chai to green and super fruit. All in all I drank and did my best to swallow knowing very well that the tea Benjamin had served me was not very good. Not very good at all.
 
“I try to imagine something else, something familiar,” Ben said smiling at my reaction to his home made tea. 
“Occasionally we go into the woods and collect syrup from some of the indigenous plants out there and it helps sweeten the taste, makes it almost feel like home, however we have run out, our last venture into the woods we lost three good men to ‘the others’,” he said taking a big sip from his wooden cup. 
“Where do they come from?” I asked sitting up holding her tea in her shaking hands. 
“No one bloody hell knows, they were here before the first of us arrived. We think they live here on the edge of time but for all we know they came here the same way we did through some kind of cosmic entity,” Ben said. 
“Do they ever attack us here?” I asked thinking about how everyone around her seemed to have a weapon of some kind close at hand at all times. 
“We do a decent job patrolling our perimeter, like us ‘the others’ are low on resources and though they have an enormous amount of technology and small settlements here and there we have still managed to gain the upper hand time after time. We even managed to steal some of their weaponry such as the rifles we have here. They tend to leave us alone so long as we don’t invade their territory,” Ben began, “however, recently things seem to be stirring up, almost as if ‘the others’ have been gearing up for a bloody big war or something. We have lost more men recently and some of our patrols have reported seeing their ships flying in the sky above. Not long ago we sent a squad to investigate but they have yet to return,” Ben said staring into his mug frowning at the idea that ‘the others’ would soon come upon them and destroy their existence. I could sense something else in his voice, a fear, something worst then death. I felt as if there was a madness hidden deep inside Benjamin that was kicking and screaming to come to the surface as he stared into his tea paralyzed by the idea of what he was thinking. 
“I believe, and so do many others that ‘the others’ are planning an invasion of Earth. Since my arrival on this plain I have seen their culture grow into a war-hungry civilization and it seems they have the same desire as we have, to escape this place,” Ben said staring up looking me straight in the eyes.
“It seemed like so many people here are in good spirits? I haven’t heard anyone talk about being able to leave even though I know you said we all had that in common,” I said knowing that I was wondering if there was a way back. I had assumed I had plenty of time to think about that subject before blurting it out. The last time I spoke to Ben he told me that we all wanted the same thing but yet there were so many people around me that seemed complacent. I was also very afraid of the answers that would be given to me as it seemed everyone had done their best to integrate this society. 
“A few have left, but none so far have returned. Which means they either made it out or they died trying,” Ben said. 
I didn’t say a word. What could she say? If anyone made it out why the hell would they ever return here. 
“There might just be a way, though I dare not try I will tell you what I know,” Ben began, “on the other side of the island what feels like an endless journey there is an oracle that lives deep in a cavern at the top of a mountain. The mountain is in the territory of ‘the others’ however our studies have found that they only seem to observe the oracle as they see the creature there as some kind of demigod. Long ago when I first washed ashore in this bloody place I went and saw the oracle with my very own eyes. She told me there was no escape for I but that one day I would meet a woman whom I would guide and that she would save my people from the torturous hands of ‘the others’, perhaps that time has no come… perhaps you are that woman,” Ben smiled. 
 
I didn’t say a word. I was feeling more and more like my journey was something out of a fairytale. I had no question that this was not a dream but the only logical thing I felt she I could do was follow the quest that had been given to me. 
 
“I know!” Ben shouted, “we will take the sky ship!” 
 
And so the greatest journey of my life began…
 
PART 3
 
Less like an island and more like an entire continent. The world in which I now lived was made of one large island about half the size of Australia with most of the landmass being controlled by ‘the others’ while humans had control of the shorelines and several islands that broke apart surrounding the reefs spread miles apart offshore. Benjamin said that in his heart he believed that felt that ‘the others’ were planning an invasion of Earth and that if not for the humans defending the shores they would have found a way to cross over into our world. 
 
For a moment I thought about what that might mean. Sure the army would probably wipe the floor with ‘the others’ and they would be no real threat at all in a war. However if their technology was what Benjamin described then its possible ‘the others’ came from somewhere in our reality and that there plan was not just an invasion of Earth but a scouting mission.  Ben and I brainstormed for hours before they began their flight wondering what it was ‘the others’ were planning. Each theory made us feel worst as our own paranoia began to manifest in ways that made us uncertain any kind of mission would be a success. 
‘Without hope we are nothing’ I thought to myself. I knew in my heart that I had to persevere, especially if there was a chance the oracle would help me get home. There was something more. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Jake. What if this place, this Oracle, these ‘others’. What if there was some kind of connection between them and the event. What if the toxins in the air now were released into the atmosphere that day. Those were the questions I had for the oracle. Whether she would answer any of them was anyone’s guess. 
 
Ben led me underground. The human camp was far more complex then I had given them credit for. I felt like I had entered inside my own Area 51. Inside the underground I found several laboratories and bunkers filled with different levels of human and alien technology. It seemed as if the underground fortress had been around forever. Roman gladiator outfits and Revolutionary war muskets sat side by side in perfect condition. I could only wonder what the many variations of soldiers must have looked like as they fought ‘the others’ in skirmishes for what must have been centuries. I felt like I was playing a video game with customization from all of human history. And then Ben led me into the hanger. The heart and soul of the human resistance. 
 
Several jets lined up against the walls like they were stationed onboard an aircraft carrier. An airstrip ran towards a waterfall that sat just behind an opening revealing that the fortress was built inside a giant cave. I thought of Niagara falls, a place I had visited once with my family. God how I missed them. ‘Be strong’ I said to myself as a tear rolled down my eye. Ben smiled and turned me towards what looked like a Cessna aircraft only it had several futuristic features and a black paint job with lime green graphics painted on the side. It looked like a stunt plane to me. 
“What do you think?” smiled Ben, “been working on this for years, fixed up with salvage washed ashore and alien tech,” As I took a closer look the air craft seemed to become more alien. I could see that the black paint and green graphics covered the mix of bolts and pieces that had been sewn together. “This flies?” I asked nervously. “Of course!” Ben said motioning to one of the engineers in the cavern to ready the airstrip, “and we are going to take off in ten minutes so prepare yourself for flight!” 
I had flown only a few times in my life. Few times had been in anything smaller then a passenger plane. Ben who had come from a time before flight had taken a huge interest in the subject after learning of the Wright brothers and discovering from other cast aways the wondrous changes that had taken place in history. Unfortunately the ability to build your own aircraft does not make one automatically a great pilot. From the moment we launched out of the cave it seemed as if Ben had no idea what he was doing even after he reassured me that he was the best human pilot on the island. He was probably correct but that was simply because there were no pilots on the island.
One hour and fifty two minutes in flight I could see the mountain in which the oracle lived. In the distance to my right I also saw a massive city made from ruins that looked like the skyline of LA. The city was surrounded by fires and more ruins that looked like spacecraft to me. I began to feel more and more as if I had entered some kind of virtual world and some game developer was messing with my mind. She pinched herself again to make sure that I wasn’t dreaming or in some kind of a trance. At that same moment two alien fighters came out of the clouds. Poor Ben didn’t stand a chance. 
 
PART 4
 
	We crashed hard against the surface of the ground. Somehow I was fine. Ben however didn’t make it out alive. The aliens were coming for me. I could hear them in the woods. They didn’t bother with stealth they must have known they had the advantage. Greater numbers. What would they do? My mind raced again. I ran through the woods as fast as my feet would carry me. I ran until I felt the soles of my shoes break and my feet begin to bleed. Never in my life had I ran so far and so fast. I was nearly out of breath when I began to approach the mountain that held the oracle. We had crashed relatively close. Without question I began to climb. I saw a small cave on the side of the mountain and began making my way towards it. I hoped to god that Ben had been telling the truth that ‘the others’ would leave this place alone. Perhaps they would make an exception to hunt me though. The lone human that ventures into the dark, into the unknown. I couldn’t stop now. 
	I felt something slip. A rock from my hand. I started to fall but gathered the strength to pull myself up. Never in my life had I done something so demanding of my body. I could feel my muscles getting more and more sore as I inched my way to the threshold of the cave. I must have looked like quite a mess. Covered in torn clothing, mud, tears of blood had fallen from the scratches that seemed to have just appeared on my body. I could feel them following me. As if there eyes were watching me. I imagined them gathering below me debating in whatever tongue they spoke whether they should climb. They probably could have easily waited me out. If there was an oracle here I doubt they would be very hospitable or looking to keep company. 
I made it to the entrance of the cave. There before me I saw what looked like something from another world. The inside of the cave was lit up with lights. Real lights. I felt like I was looking down the hallway of the inside of some kind of prestige laboratory. No. Strike that. It was like I was staring down the inside of something from NASA. The inside of a spaceship. My vision began to blur. I felt one of the creatures push me down to the ground. They had appeared behind me. They had made their choice. They were coming after me. ‘Get up,’ I cried to myself as I tried to move. My body felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. Never in my life had I felt so weak. So helpless. The creature looked like a daemon. 
 
My body had been beaten. I was scared. Lonelier then I had ever been but there you were smiling at me. Maybe I was. If this is some bad dream then why won’t it just end. I am hurting. I have been here a month. Trapped inside a tiny cell alone with a toilet and blanket. There was no oracle. Some nights I use the blanket as a bed but most nights I wrap it around myself for warmth. There is always food waiting for me when I wake up but it always seems like it magically appears there. Once I tried to stay up just so I could see who was keeping me prisoner. I heard other prisoners call them daemons. The words purgatory and limbo echoed throughout the halls. I can hear the voices of the other prisoners as they cry at night. Sometimes there is a scream. My door has no lock on it. I have opened it a few times but this place just seems like some kind of maze. The last thing I want is to be caught with an open door. 	What would they do to me then? 	I thought for a moment I caught a glimpse of you. You were older. If I had to guess I would say four or five years older then you were when you died. I was naked laying in a pool of water. On the bad nights the prison cells flood with about an inch of water from all sides. You were singing to me. I couldn’t hear the words but I knew I could see your lips moving. Whenever you sang your face always looked a certain way. I couldn’t make out anything you were saying. There were other times. Perhaps I was hallucinating. I had become so lost since the day I died. You always looked at me like I was sleeping. Then there was that day. The day I looked at you and you looked at me like I was some kind of ghost. You told me you were coming for me. That you wouldn’t give up. You said, ‘as long as I’m alive, as long as I’m alive I’m going to survive this, I’m going to rescue you Vee, I’m going to wake you up.’ That was the moment everything changed for me. 
 



Daemon	
 
	Rifle gone. Nothing but my pistol left. One clip. Probably no way I could fire a shot without giving away my position anyway. The daemon was nowhere to be seen. Night had fallen.No word from the others either. Where they dead? Did they leave me? No. I couldn’t think like that. We wouldn’t leave one of our own behind. Michael sure as hell wouldn’t leave me behind. 
I was lucky to have survived the fall. My shoulder was dislocated. That was easy enough to fix all I had to do was find wall. Lucky for me I was looked straight up at the dark grey hull of the moon rabbit. I could hear gun fire in the air. The smell of forests burning. There was a fire south of me. I could see the light reflecting on the top of the starship’s hull. Something was going on. Something had gone terribly wrong. 
	I moved towards the sound and the blazing flames. My legs were tired. I felt like I had been unconscious for hours. I could feel the heat of the burning forests against my skin, the smell of daemons, sulfur stood out in the air against the burning embers of wood and leaves. When I finally reached the edge of the moon rabbit and could see into the distance I saw Emily. She was going supernova surrounded by a group of daemons. Her powers were like that of a god. She moved through them shredding them to pieces burning them like they were pieces of paper. She was unmatched. More and more came out after her. They seemed to never end. They were smaller then the ones that were attacking Earth. They looked weaker but they had numbers. They were a horde.
	I aimed down the sight of my pistol. There was little I could do but sit and stare. There was no way I could reach out to her and she didn’t need my help dealing with the predators that surrounded her. Suddenly her human body began to take a toll on her. I could see the tears rolling down her eyes even as she stood there ablaze. Her suit had been made to withstand the heat. Specifically designed for her by the U.E.D but there were parts of it that were burning. She was losing control. The more she pushed herself the hotter she became. I knew she had been the one to set the forest on fire. Was it a desperate attempt to drive the creatures out or had something else gone wrong? Where were the others? I had enough information to figure out that while we were gathering intel on the ship we were attacked. I was pushed out the window by two daemons. Did they make quick work of everyone else? Had there been more than two? I had so many questions running through my head. I could feel a pounding in my skull. I had a concussion. 
	I began firing. I’m not sure why. I didn’t think it would actually do much good. I didn’t expect to even hit any of the daemons but I did. All the training had paid off. It was like instinct taking over my body. From the darkness I killed them. One after the other as they made their way towards Emily. Her fire began to burn out. She seemed invincible but she was not. I stood my ground for as long as I could and began to run towards her. 
	“Light them up,” I shouted as another horde began moving in on her. Her skin began to glow blue. So hot that her suit began to tear away. She looked straight at me and held up her hand telling me to stop running towards her. I took cover and watched from behind a burned piece of debris as she went supernova. 
	A fire came out from her body surrounding her. At first it was orange and red then it turned blue and green. Finally it turned a hazy purple as it spiraled out around her. I felt the world slow down. My super power so far was the worst. First I was falling in slow motion and now I felt like I was going to slowly burn to death. The horde was swallowed by her flames. She fell to the ground like a bird with a broken wing. I could see the tears in her eyes as she was falling as they were caught up in the wind. She gasped for air one more time and then slowly began to turn to dust. I began reaching out towards her as she reached out towards me. The fire was still spiraling around us. I could feel it coming closer. I was about to become swallowed by her flames.
	The debris around me shook and formed a shield. Time sped up again. Back to normal. I couldn’t see Emily anymore only the dark grey barrier in front of me that appeared out of nowhere. I could see it was protecting me as I heard the flames hit it again and again. I could smell the metal burning on the other side as it poured down against the debris. More barriers began to appear. Again and again. They began to surround me like a fortress. When the fire stopped the barrier disappeared crumbling away just as quickly as it appeared. Emily stood there in the dust surrounding her. A daemon appeared picking what was left of her up and carrying her away. I began firing immediately. 
	“Not necessary,” I heard. The voice sounded mumbled like it was being shouted inside a small tin can. it was Todd. Todd had made the barrier that protected me from the fire. He was wearing a large suit of battle armor that looked thrown together by the same debris that he had used to create the barrier. 
	“My power armor, not too bad right?” he said.
	“What’s going on?” still trying to figure out what had happened back on the moon rabbit. 
	“That’s a long story,” he said.
	“Why did you let that daemon take Emily?” I shouted.
	“That wasn’t a daemon,” he said from the inside of his tin can.
	“What was it then?” I shouted again. I was losing my patients. 
	“That was Michael, he saved you earlier, now he’s going to try and save Emily, Cassandra is waiting for us inside the rabbit, follow me,” he said. 
 
	We made our way back towards the entrance to the moon rabbit. The forests around us were still burning giving off plenty of light so that we could see. The rabbit seemed older somehow. I began to feel like I had missed something the first time. Small pieces of the hull were beginning to rot away, rusting in the alien atmosphere that surrounded us. Something was different about Todd too. How had he become so powerful? Before making our way to this hellscape he never would have been strong enough to create a working piece of armor that surrounded him. Slowly we trekked inside. I didn’t say a word. I knew all my questions would be answered soon enough. 
	We made our way through the hallways of the rabbit and entered a chamber set just below the bridge. It looked like it had been some kind of medical bay but there was something more threatening about it. It was some kind of laboratory. The devices that surrounded us weren’t for healing, they were for studying. Tearing apart the daemons and finding their weaknesses. There were a few back on Earth. Most of these places were in Europe or deep underground. The kind of secret labs that people don’t really talk about. I had nightmares about them. 
	The inside of the ship had working lights. 
	They flickered on and off like clockwork every few minutes. 
	Every time they went off I expected to see a daemon appear. 
 
	“I told her not to go out there,” said Cassandra. She was staring down at Emily who was barely breathing. Someone. The daemon that they said was Michael had brought her inside and placed her on one of the tables. There was still blood on it. Black dried blood from where a daemon had been laying there. Immediately she began working her power moving her hand across Emily’s severely burned body. 
	“It’s not use,” she cried, “I don’t have the strength, I don’t have anyone else’s life force to draw from either,” she finished.
	“Put her out of her misery,” said another voice. 
	The voice was that of a young man that was half chinese, half american. I would soon find out that voice belonged to Chiru. He had crash landed on the alien world around us not long before we appeared. His ship was thrown in the opposite direction as our own carried by some kind of magnetic wind. He made his way to the ruins of the moon rabbit and found nothing. He left shortly returning to the wreckage of his fighter. There he gathered as much gear as he could changing from his flight suit into a more traditional wanderer outfit. He wore a dark robe with a hood over his head that seemed to blend in with the darkness around him. He carried with him the sword of Lü Dongbin. Nate had apparently given it to him as a token of appreciation. 		Nate, Lt. Barker, everyone but Michael were now standing in the room. The dropship came under assault by the yokai not long after we left towards the moon rabbit. Lt. Barker was continuing to try and piece together the fragmented logs. 
	“We can’t do that,” said Cassandra, “she is a part of our team.”
	“She’s an immortal like the rest of us,” cried Todd.
	“She’s in pain, if that were me I would want you to end it,” said Chiru.
	“You weren’t a part of our team to begin with, it’s not your call,” said Cassandra.
	“You weren’t a part of their team either. I may not be a part of your little pep squad but you’ve already lost two of your players and if we are going to survive out here we can’t have any dead weight,” said Chiru.
	He began moving towards her slowly pulling the sword from his side.
	A figure moved in front of Emily. A daemon.
	“Move Michael or I’ll kill you too,” shouted Chiru.
	I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was true. Michael had been hiding in the corner of the room. He had been staying hidden since I walked in. 
	Somehow Michael had taken the form of a daemon. 
	“I will kill you, don’t think I won’t!” shouted Chiru louder and louder this time holding out his sword. 
	“I have killed a dozen daemons now, you’re no longer one of us, sooner or later their thoughts are going to sink into yours and there will be nothing left,” said Chiru staring at Michael’s daemon form. 
	Michael stood there staring. For a moment he looked over at me. I could see a shame in his eyes. He hated the daemons and yet here he was walking around in the body of one of them. This was the ultimate form his power held. Everything began to become clear. Our powers were related to the daemons, many of whom seemed to have their own strengths and weaknesses. Michael was drawing upon their energy to the point he soon became the thing he hated. He was wearing his rage on the outside of his skin. 
	Michael’s body began to crack. He looked like he was in great pain. Chiru hadn’t moved. He may have said he would strike Michael down but it was his own fear and doubts that were swallowing him whole making him into someone that he wasn’t. Michael’s skin cracked and peeled. His human form began to appear. He stood in front of us vomiting black vile. I could hear him mumble to Jackson to grab him some clothes pointing over towards a bag near the side door.  Chiru put his sword away, “let her suffer then,” he said. Michael’s compassion had broken through his daemonic shell and his human side was showing again. 
	
	“What the hell happened to you?” I screamed.
	“I saved your scrawny ass,” Michael said. 
	“How the hell?” I replied as everyone stared at Michael who had just re dressed. His daemon skin flaked on the ground. We could smell the copper and sulfur in the air. 
	“Like shedding skin,” he said. He had black vile still hanging from parts of his mouth. He looked like he was stronger. Somehow his muscles seemed to have grown nearly double in size. 
	“Is that your same body?” asked Nate.
	“I don’t think so, I feel stronger, healthier, superhuman,” said Michael.
	“Interesting, so not only can you syphon small bits of power from those around you but you can transform into one of those daemons, what was it like?” asked Nate.
	“No time, I have an idea. Something that might save Emily’s life,” he said.
	Michael grabbed Cassandra by the hand. Parts of his body seemed to turn daemonic again. 
	“Listen you have to trust me, all of you,” Michael said reaching his hand out to the rest of us. I grabbed hold of his wrist. I could feel energy from my own body being transferred to his. I felt chills run down my spine. 
	It was euphoric.
	By the time everyone joined together Emily’s wounds began to heal. 	Her burns began to seal themselves and her eyes began to open.  
	Michael let go and fell to the ground. 
	“She’ll be better then ok, we did it,” he said smiling. 
 
	We spent the next several hours interrogating Michael. Some of us, including myself, felt uncertain whether or not he was still the same man he had been before. What damages could such a sudden transformation inflict on the human body, the human mind. Michael seemed to be handling it pretty well. Enjoying his new found strength he realized he was able to tap into other’s powers more. He could even manipulate small pieces of matter like Todd. Heat his skin. His intelligence seemed to grow. I had no idea if he could slow down time the way I could, we weren’t really in a position to test it. Michael had become a living weapon. Our Ace against the daemon horde that was coming for us.  
 
		…And they were coming for us.  



Fusion	
 
	The moon rabbit was probably the worst place to stay. 
	We had created an Alamo for ourselves. We had essentially trapped ourselves inside a tomb of our own design. The moon rabbit might as well have been a ghost ship with its missing crew, flickering lights and rustic hallways. The stasis chamber inside was full of the dead and missing. Parts of the hull had been torn apart or blown out by the collision with the alien world. Inside the bowels, the heart of the moon rabbit stood what was left of the eight immortals, Chiru, Cassandra, and Lt. Barker. We could hear the daemon horde making there way through the corridors that surrounded us. Their claws against the steel walls like nails on a chalkboard. Their breathing growl echoed towards us. We could smell their rotting flesh and taste the blood in the air come through the small ventilation shafts that hissed above us. It was like something from a nightmare. Our ship had crashed straight a paradise that had somehow sunk into the depths of hell. I thought about the legends of Atlantis, the lost continent of Lemuria. The sacred and hidden places in the world that were forgotten. 
	I felt like I was staring into oblivion. Michael waved his hand in front of my face but this wasn’t where I wanted to be. I began to dissociate myself with the world around me. I had had a breakdown in the past. That feeling when reality no longer feels real. That feeling there is something more. I remember once when I was younger I was driving down the interstate and got clipped by the car beside me. I remember the rush as I turned the wheel trying to avoid traffic. I could remember aiming for the wall as I tapped my breaks lightly over and over hoping I could slow down enough to not die in a car accident. I barely managed to make it out alive. My car hit the wall at around sixty miles per hour and I had dislocated my arm and broken several of my ribs. My air bag had deployed and nearly knocked me unconscious but I was awake throughout the whole thing. Another car hit me from behind sending me into a spiral. I can remember the glass as it cut against my skin. This is not where I want to be. This was before I met you. When I was alone. When I was studying for my degree. When I could never have imagined a world like the one I am living now. While waiting on the ambulance I saw my life flash before my eyes. I saw my parents, my friends, my teachers, my co-workers. I saw everything I had ever done and then my head was full of all the things I wanted - the things I needed to do. 
	I met you not long after all of that. Not long after the worst, the darkest time in my life. You were the answer I was looking for. From that first moment to the last I knew I wanted to be with you. 
	Thoughts of our last fight filled my head. 
	Where is this coming from?
	I could remember being so depressed I wanted to lock myself up in my room for days. I wanted life to stop. Not to kill myself but to rather cease to exist. What was the point. There were seven billion people in the world and at the very least a hundred million other people just like me if not more in the world. If I died you would find someone else. Someone else would make you smile, make you laugh, make you cry. I wasn’t anything special. A temporary stepping stone as you made your way to the top. 
	After our last fight I thought you were going to leave me. I don’t even remember what it was we were fighting about. Maybe we weren’t fighting at all. Maybe I was just scared and worried that you were growing tired of me. 	The two of us had come from very different worlds. 
	I could remember laying in your arms telling you stories how I imagined the world might end. How I hated thinking about it. How I hated how immature so much of the world was. How violent and cruel humanity was. You were a huge history buff. You loved history. I could remember you telling me stories about the world wars. You had even studied World War II for awhile on your own. I thought about your fascination with religions and magic. The way you held your tarot cards to your chest and whispered sweet words like prayer as you used your creative spirit to make gifts for friends. Bracelets, necklaces, scarves, even hats. The things you would paint. The worlds you would create with your mind. I was jealous. I had always been jealous. Why had you chosen me? Your affection made me feel strong but I was always questioning it. If you wake up would you still love me? What if the seed was there? What if you didn’t really want to stay with me? I could see it playing out before me. Like a broadway play inside my head. When this is all over. When we finally kill the daemons and you wake up you tell me that you had planned to divorce me. That you don’t know if you could spend the rest of your life with me - especially the violent man I have become. 
	Death means so little to me now. 
	I can see the daemons coming down the hallway like a black mass. 
	We are hiding behind a barrier that Todd and Michael made. 
	We look like we are hiding inside a bunker with only a small area to see and aim our weapons. I and the others hesitated to fire that first shot. Michael didn’t. I try to catch my breath. I feel like I’m drowning in the air around me. I feel so alone one moment and the next I feel like I’m surrounded by a hundred thousand screaming bodies. My head is on fire. I can feel a light breeze blow over my face as a cold chill begins waking me from my waking life. Everything around me appears upside down and I feel instinct take control of what use to be my arms and legs. I felt like my body was nothing buy a host, symbiotic to some higher form. A higher form of who or whatever it is that I have become. 
	What am I doing here. I ask myself. Not aloud. I don’t want to stop. I don’t want to lose this moment. I don’t want to think these thoughts anymore. I face them. I think about laying in your arms. Your bed. Those first few months we made meals together. I think of the pressure of your hand against my head as you bite my lip and press your hips into my own. I couldn’t even move my lips to scream. Not even if I wanted. There seemed to be no end to the daemon horde, to the bad thoughts that bear down against the front of my skull. I think of the roses I bought you. Walking into the store and spending half an hour trying to decide if I should buy red or white with what little money I had. I feel the thoughts hit me again and again like I’m being dragged through rugged ground. Each of us eight immortals must look so fragile to the daemon creatures. 
	There is blood raining down all over my suit. They are closer then ever to us. There is blood all over the ground. I must be hurt. A daemon grabs me and pulls me closer to its face and looks me directly in the eyes. I feel like I am floating through the darkness again trapped in my own mind. I don’t recognize any of the voices. They seem to only grow more and more distant. I can’t take anymore. I’m not seeing what they want me to see.
	From the corner of my eye I could see Michael begin to transform. Not completely. Just small parts of him. Small parts of his flesh became encased in daemonic armor. He was the living weapon. Perhaps something about the horde was drawing it out of him. I watched his skin turn from pale to black to a red hardened shell to solid black again. His rifle looked like an extension of his body. As he stared down the scope of his gun it was like watching him in the ruins all over again. He killed the daemon that took hold of me the same way he killed the withered. Without sorrow, without mercy. 
	The smell of burning flesh washed over me like a bucket of ice cold water. A blanket of disease and sickness. The sulfur smell was bad enough but as the bodies of the daemons continued to pile up. As they struggled toward us climbing and running atop their dead somewhere in the distance I could sense something else was coming. The barrier broke down. I could see Chiru drop his gun as he runs out of ammunition and take his sword out. He looks like a ronin. He moves forward in front of the rest of us and plunges it into the heart of the first daemon he sees. 
 
	I cleared my thoughts. I can feel the daemons attacking my mind again. 	Not this time. 
	I loved you no matter what. 
	Even if we win. 
	Even if you woke up and left me. You were worth fighting for. 
 
______________
 
	What are you dreaming about now? 
 
	Looking around myself now in this dark room all I see are soldiers lost among ruins. Alone on a ruined world. We are among the forgotten and our time has been wasted. The sounds of gun fire have faded away and I feel like I am listening to the noise stirred from a thousand wasps. We slowly move back, Chiru is lost among the daemons. I can’t see him as the lights flicker above us. Michael is standing in front of us. He is still firing from his rifle with one hand while hacking away at the smaller daemons with his claws. They bite him without remorse. They don’t care nor do they seem confused as to whether or not he is of their kind. I smelt of sweat. Scowling in the heat as I wipe the beads away from my eyes. I’m not scratching my eye with my finger. I’m scratching my finger with my eye. The daemons continued to come forward as if we had taken something away from them. Something with no business in our own world. 
 
	Three walls are cracked. The chaos keeps pouring in around us. Todd breaks free of his power armor for a moment opening it from the front. He looks like he is inside some kind of small mecha. He uses his gift to create another wall. Pulling apart the matter behind us and encasing us inside the room. Burying us alive. For just a moment I began to wonder why it was I was helping these people. I could feel the daemons inside my head. Five years. Five years since I have seen you smile. Five years since I have kissed your face. Five years since I have heard your voice. In that time have I forgotten. I am no longer who I was then. Will I still be able to go back if I live through this. Surely this will be my doom. 
	Todd’s wall buys us a few minutes. Michael and Chiru are left outside. 
	“We have to find a way out of here, we can’t stay here any longer,” yells Nate. 
	“Five more minutes,” the voice is that of Lt.Barker. He had been quiet since I came back. He was standing over Emily. The girl we had all unwittingly vowed to protect. She was the reason we hadn’t fled this ‘sanctuary’. 
	“Five more minutes, she’ll be recovered and I’ll have gone through the data of the moon rabbit, we’ll have our answers, we might even have a way to beat them,” said Lt. Barker.
	“If they had a way to beat them then why didn’t they? There were hundreds of them aboard this ship, thousands. They had an entire army sitting still on this world and what the hell happened to them, just look outside, look at what is happening to us now, the daemons have come,” cried Nate. 
	“Not so fast, I think I have discovered the reason they aren’t around anymore, you’re not going to like it or believe it,” said Lt. Barker. He motioned for Nate to come towards him and so he did. The two of them sat for a moment in complete silence as Nate looked over the transcripts Lt.Barker had managed to translate from the computer. 
	“We have to get outside, it’s our only hope,” said Nate picking up his rifle and moving towards Emily. He gently began lifting her up. It was as if his personality had completely changed. Something Lt. Barker had shown him had given him hope. We weren’t completely lost. I could see it in his eyes. 	Jackson was standing next to me as the wall broke. The barricade wasn’t enough. Todd poured his power back into his suit amping it up as much as he could. He ran towards the daemons hunched over like a he was going to tackle a quarterback. He dodged Michael who came running back towards us. His body was bleeding. He was in a state of decay. The upper half of his body was that of a human. His face, eyes, shoulders, his left arm all there just as they had always been but his lower body looked like a daemon. Claws, tail, all. He had a huge cut across the middle of his torso and he was bleeding black vile. It didn’t look like it was hurting him but we knew he was coming back as a retreat. Behind Todd the hallway closed up. We were trapped again. 
	“I have C-4 in my bag. We can blow a hole to the bridge above and make our way out,” said Lt. Barker.
	“We won’t make it through the hallways, do we have any rope? We can repel down the side of the ship one by one if we have to, the room above us is the bridge and there is a gaping hole in the side,” said Jackson.
	“Smart man, almost as smart as me, I was about to say the same damn thing,” said Nate. 
	“No rope, we’re going to have to fight our way through,” replied Lt. Barker as he gently pulled the tab on the C-4 and set a small timer next to it. The next thing I knew we were all taking cover behind several medical tables The explosion was pointed downward and the room was just big enough we were in the clear. The C-4 blew a hole right through the floor of the bridge.
	“Why didn’t we just blow a hole to the outside?” asked Jackson. 
	“The hull is made to withstand a nuke, wouldn’t have done anything but teased it, the inside of the ship however is barely put together aside from having the most expensive tech we could get our hands on. Hell you yourself could probably punch through one of these walls,” said Lt. Barker. 
	“I’d love to see that, do that next,” said Nate laughing as he picked Emily off the ground and began moving towards the open hole. 
	“Check for daemons,” Jackson yelled.
	Lt. Barker was first up and then Emily, Cassandra, Nate, Myself, Michael, and Jackson. As we moved to the upper floor we saw Todd get pushed back inside the room. He lifted his hand towards us and we watched as the hole began to close. Daemons overran him. They surrounded his fallen body and tore into his armor with their teeth. They looked like a pack of wolves that hadn’t had a decent meal in days. Before the hole closed Todd used his power to begin killing as many as he could. Every piece of matter in the room became a razor slicing through the air around him. Small pieces that flew in and out of the daemons one by one as he held on to life. The floors below us began to disappear as if they were evaporating into the air. The walls became fluid and the floors became quicksand. Todd sucked as many daemons together as he could fusing them to the inside of the ship. In the process he had done the same to himself. The only place on the moon rabbit that was untouched was the room we stood in. There was silence. Both Chiru and Todd had fallen. 
	



Codex
 
Log X
 
	The first few days after we lost contact with Earth there was chaos. We almost lost control of the ship. Then we aligned the stars. They had drifted but not far enough we couldn’t figure out where we were. We ran dozens of simulations and did hundreds of tests. We spent days creating algorithms to test our theory. That we weren’t lost. The Earth itself was gone. We had somehow been transported to an alternate plane. Some weird time distortion had separated us from the time and place we called our own reality. 
	The first week several of the crew took their lives. We were a ghost ship floating in a void. Not wanting to die in the nothingness that surrounded us we spent days searching the sky for anything. That was when we found the debris from the alien world. We thought it was some kind of asteroid belt but buried inside each and every element we found the same signature. Cold black empty space. We are on our way to nowhere. Time itself is our only enemy now. The ship smells old and musty as the air is constantly being recycled. It wasn’t meant to stay in space this long. It’s amazing we can even breathe. The air is stale. Most men or women would have gone insane. You can feel the abyss that is cold space outside trying to push itself in on you. It’s like diving beneath the waves of the ocean. The deeper you go the walls are always closing in. The darkness reaches its hand in front of your broken face. It is ready to suffocate you. It begs you to let go constantly reminding you there is nothing out there. No one is coming for you. Everyone you have ever known is dead and you are not worth saving.
 
Log XX
 
	Days have turned to weeks. We were now only hours away from dropping out of immer and descending down to our destination. We found a planet. Another world. It’s not Earth but it seems to have appeared out of nowhere with an Earth like atmosphere. We aren’t going to be able to set the moon rabbit down gently. We are going to have to control our crash. As we smash into the world below us I am thankful that we have at the very least come this far. Whatever pulled us away from our war with the daemons damn it. Damn it to hell. 
 
Log XXX
 
	We found something outside. Plants that we can eat. Some of it made us sick. Some made members of the crew turn hostile. Those that don’t calm down in the days after we have no choice but to kill. I came here to kill daemons. Not humans. At this point it feels like we are one in the same as the smell of copper fills the air. It's the smell of the lucky ones; those that died in their stasis chambers. Their bodies lay over broken glass severed limbs void of life they lay like dried fruit. Their bodies have long since withered away long before I woke up; they are nothing more than fossils now. A small reminder of what we will become soon enough. It's only when you take a deep breath does the madness of it all sink in. You realize you are breathing the dust of their remains. 
 
Log XXXX
 
	We were wrong. We thought we were alone. Lost. Abandoned but not long after our controlled dive the daemons found us. We began searching around for what we thought might have been other ships. We found nothing. Nothing of any real value. Nothing we could understand. Then we found the city. The ruins of an alien world. Another planet the daemons had destroyed. That was our first thought. We spent years fighting the daemons. They attacked at random. Sometimes in small groups. Sometimes in larger groups. Most of them were grunts. Feral creatures with little to no mind of their own. They might as well have been withered. They were easy to take down. A couple of our kids had some really fantastic powers. We had one kid that could use shadows to kill people. Something about the absence of light and using it as a weapon. We spent years studying the ruins. Finally we managed to translate. We found out where we were. Then we realized this wasn’t another world. This was Earth. Not our Earth. It was some alternate dimension. We sampled the soils, the water, the fauna. All of it was just as it would have been back home. All of the same elements were there but something in the air wasn’t right. This world was more artificial than ours. Everything had trace elements of sulfur and silicone. The air we breathed was full of radiation though not enough to harm us. Some nights it seemed we could see the stars as clear as day. Others they seemed to fade away even when there were no clouds in the sky. We orbited a star that looked very much like our sun. That too we found through further study was artificial. Created just as this world by an advanced dying race. The daemons or whatever the hell they were had found a way to rip a hole in reality. 
	
Log XXXXX
 
	We are losing ground. At first the daemons saw us as nothing but a nuisance. They toyed with us and played with us like we were part of some kind of game or entertainment. Perhaps we were. It was obvious we were on their home turf, some wasteland that the real daemons didn’t venture inside. The farther out we moved away from the ship the more they pushed us back. Sometimes they would send stronger daemons to face our gifted warriors. 		This was a place for ghosts. We discovered their history and the more we learned the more we seemed to lose. The daemons were born of this world but they were not the ones at fault for invading ours. The species that lived on this Earth, rather the ones that created it were  advanced machines. Machines created by a very human-like species. We found sculptures and images pained inside caves and buried in the ruins of cities that told us the story of the world around us. Any of the time we weren’t fighting we spent studying trying to piece together the broken pieces of this jigsaw puzzle before us. The humans-like species that lived on this world had advanced technology to the point that it would look like magic to us. Some of us have started calling them the Ema or Emites. The hebrew word for “horror” or “terror”. 
	They created artificial atmospheres and terraformed the solar system. We have found records that show eight to nine different planets depending on the source and several smaller worlds that they colonized. With so many different worlds they eventually went to war. They never left the solar system until finally their advancements got the better of them. After thousands of years the humans honed the metaphysical and taped into what we would call magic. They were using runes and machines to bend the rules of their world. If this was an alternate reality or dimension it was highly possible that not all the same laws of physics applied. They manipulated what we would call dark matter and tapped into their subconsciousness. When the sun started to die they built an artificial one around it and merged the two together. When the Earth began to die the wars began to stop. They recreated this world in the Earth’s image as the other ones broke away. Forgotten in all but their own archives. As time moved forward some began trying to ascend. They believed that if they could achieve a higher consciousness they would shed their bodies and join a deity that I can only perceive as what they believed to be God. They could live for thousands of years but they were still human, still mortals. Those that denied ascension built the machines and uploaded their minds inside of them. They achieved their immortality but it came at a very high cost. War broke out between those that longed for peace and those that longed for immortality. Their world began to die again. Some broke away. We found records of an exodus. A group that built a ship to explore the space beyond their world. They called themselves the ‘sons of god’ and they used their advanced technology to open a rift in reality. The rift destroyed half their solar system as it took an enormous strain of energy to open. They drifted outward and the rift closed. 
	We also found that when the ones that had uploaded their minds into the machine began to lose touch with the parts of their soul that made them human they created the daemons. 
	The daemons were born here. Created here as husks. Immortal bodies that would allow the Ema to feel the emotions that they had lost. The daemons were as immortal as the machines. They could never get sick, never get old, however they could physically be hurt or killed. Their minds were linked together like a hive. The Ema weren’t the same beings they had been before. They fed on each other’s emotions but their loss was too great. They had fallen too far to ever be anything like they once were. They linked their minds together in a collective consciousness in an effort to feel. Fear, pleasure, and all emotions in between. When their thirst became too much they reached out across the galaxy. Astral projection from their reality to our own. They began to seed our world. They filled our ancestors thoughts with the idea that daemons were real. Slowly they began re creating the technology that had been used once before to bridge our worlds. They created a rift. Small at first. They let their atmosphere bleed out just as their thoughts. They infected us. A circle drawn in blood. Their world, this world was a lost paradise. A place they desperately wanted to escape. A place called hell.  
 
Log XXXXXX
 
	Many humans are gifted with the ability to feel more then others. Something we call empathy. The ones that are highly sensitive and gifted with the ability to be affected by other’s energy, the life force that drives us all, that intuitively feel and perceive others as who they really are called empaths. The term has been widely used throughout history. Mostly science fiction though in many cases it’s something out of pure fantasy. Empaths can perceive physical sensitivities and spiritual. They tend to know the motivations and intentions of other people. It’s not a superpower. It’s something that we as humans have been capable of for eons. 
	There are three types of empathy. Affective, the capacity to respond with an appropriate emotion to another’s mental state. Affective is something we all do. Everyday. You are doing it right now. Cognitive, the capacity to understand another’s perspective. Cognitive is also known as theory of mind, the ability to attribute mental states of belief, intents, desires, pretending, knowledge, etc to oneself, as the two are often used synonymously. When a mother is in distress and her infant begins to cry. That is empathy at its most basic level. As humans have become more aware we have as a collective began to tap more and more into our own empathetic nature. The last thing to know about empathy is that it is somatic. Empaths have a physical reaction to the things around them. 
	As the rift in space grew the daemons thoughts poured through. When 2/3 of the worlds population became infected it was too much for the human mind to take. That doesn’t mean that we aren’t all somehow infected by the daemons or that we are less empathetic. It just means that those that fell asleep were more open for attack. Whether it was their personal religious beliefs, their own beliefs, or the fact that they were in fact empaths doesn’t change the fact. They were vulnerable. The human body adapted and they fell asleep. A pretty worthless defense mechanism if you ask me but who am I to truly question nature. The daemons don’t care if we are awake or not its all the same to them. They  feed on our emotions. 
	The rift also awakened something else in us. Those that were in close proximity to the empaths that fell asleep were gifted. The powers are a result of the branching out of the psychic energy from their reality to our own. In a way they are gifts from our own empaths. Gifts we have honed to use as weapons. Gifts that help create balance but also where there is power there is fear. The fear of what one will do with power. The fear feeds the daemons even more. The only handicap we have and it’s working against us just the same. The reliance we have made on those with powers. The fear we feel when even with the chosen ones fighting by our side we are still losing. 
	They use us like drugs. The sleepers as we have come to call them are constantly being bombarded by the daemons thoughts. The same daemons that used ancient technology to build the ships that crashed across the world and that are attacking our homes now. All so that they can get high off our fear, our pain, and our pleasure for war. 
 
Log XXXXXX
 
	We may have found something. A way to end this. The rift is being powered on this side. The daemons have turned this entire planet into a machine that is keeping it open. What we saw as a massive ship on the outside in our reality was a projection. We were seeing what the daemons wanted us to see. They wanted us to believe that our solar system was being invaded. We couldn’t see that we were flying into an event horizon and traveling through a singularity. A wormhole. A reality bridge. The downside. The bridge doesn’t go both ways. Once we passed through time became distorted. Time dilation. Their world is leaking into our own. Slowly. As minutes pass on our side years pass on this side. We can see out but we can’t leave. We have tried dozens of times. If you fly high enough you can see the rift. It’s massive. You can see the battle outside, the explosions as our weapons hit and explode inside the singularity. A few of us tried to cross it. Something about human anatomy. Our bodies literally disintegrate while crossing through like the rift itself is some kind of force field. We watched as daemons traversed it without any problems. Something about their skin and bones, another kind of genetic advantage they have over us. It didn’t surprise us. They were created in a lab and they looked like monsters I imagine they had all kinds of hidden strengths. We also realized that many of the feral daemons we were fighting seemed to be barely linked to the hive. They followed orders but they were nowhere near as intelligent as the soldiers, the grunts or the ones that they followed. We came to the conclusion they were created after the fact simply to be used as weapons. No mind, no soul. Just feral bodies that worked to safeguard the ones that came before. No wonder we weren’t doing any real damage. Everything we thought we saw was a lie. There are few of us left. I was in my thirties when I came through the vortex and now I’m wrinkled with gray hair. I stopped counting birthdays a few years ago when I finally gave up on a rescue.  



Vengeance
 
	That’s it then. The codex had map markers and everything.
	We couldn’t find any bodies because the crew of the moon rabbit had grown old and died. Some of them it seemed had planned to make the journey to the rift generator. A place that we learned they had been scouting for quite awhile. They even had a dropship in the hangar fueled and ready to go. Sometime before their planned assault they made their final stand in the hallways of the moon rabbit. From what we gathered only a few survived and they were badly injured. Too injured to go on. Most likely they had died here on the ship or out in the wilderness. After that they were probably dragged away by the daemons. The daemons had set this place up as a trap. Bait for whoever comes through the rift to their world. 
	“We need to move fast,” I said. 
	“So a year here is only hours on the outside, that means the daemons must either not reproduce or they have a massive army somewhere on this world, can you imagine?” said Jackson.
	“They don’t reproduce. Most likely there is a set number of them, Didn’t you catch that, the logs say that they were created. They are carbon copies. Each one we kill just makes them that much weaker. We might actually have a chance,” said Lt. Barker. 
	“Jake is right, we need to start making our way to the hangar while we have time, Todd and Chiru have bought us some time, we need to move,” Michael announced taking command even over Lt. Barker. Soon we were all following his lead as he and I took point making our way through the now dark and twisted hallways of the moon rabbit.
	“Todd must have destroyed the engines, probably twisted into some kind of abstract design, I’m sure it would be art if we were back home,” said Michael commenting on the winding corridor we were walking down shining our flashlights at the cracked walls. I felt like we were walking inside of a melted candle. The walls seemed like they were hardened wax. The entire ship felt like some kind of twisted surreal art something a mad sculptor would have made a mash of inspiration from Salvador Dali and H.R. Giger. Several parts of the hallway were lined with dead daemons that had been torn apart by Todd and his magnus opus. 
	We made our way into the rec room. Workout equipment was wedged into the door. Weights and bar bells hung overhead and molded into the ceiling like darts against a dartboard. Other pieces of equipment had become permanent wall fixtures. Broken glass was spread out across the floor. A live daemon was half buried in the ground reaching towards us with one arm. The rest of it was somewhere hanging in another room. It looked like it had fallen through quicksand. It was screeching, growling, clawing. It saw us and we quietly walked around it not letting our bodies move too close. Michael found Chiru’s sword attached to a severed human hand. He picked it up and slammed it down into the skull of the trapped daemon and let it rest as a grave marker not for the daemon but for Chiru, our fallen ronin. 
	“We never should have picked the name eight immortals,” said Nate.
	“You were the one that called us that,” said Michael.
	“Yeah I think it was a bad jinx, none of us are immortal as far as we know that isn’t on the list of available powers damned by the daemons or rift or however the hell we came to be this way,” Nate spoke. 
	“Bad jinx or not doesn’t matter now, we’re still alive, we still have people we need to protect so shut up and let us keep moving,” said Michael. 
	We were all tired, hungry, and everyone aside from myself had had little to no sleep since the daemons started their assault. We began taking turns carrying Emily who was still barely half conscious. She leaned on Nate at first then Jackson who carried her over his back like a child. We had made our way halfway through the moon rabbit past the stasis chamber and we were sitting outside the molted doors of the hangar. The stasis chamber looked like a twisted beehive filled with blown glass. Various colors appeared around the room as we shined our lights into the dark void around us. It was angelic in a way. I felt like we had made our way through some kind of crystal cave. 
	Cassandra had been a nurse before the day of the dreaming. She was a part of the trauma team at a city hospital in Boston,Massachusetts. She spoke to us now with the thickest accent I had ever heard as Lt. Barker took out a small welder and began firing it at the hangar door. 
	“Every once in awhile the trauma team becomes human, you can see the fear and anger bleed through from one anthers eyes. Most of the time we act as a group, a team that functions like a machine. We are an instrument guided by years of education and practice. I remember one night in particular we had two traumas hit us simultaneously. It was bad… I saw the trauma doctor step out of the room in tears, catch her breath and go back inside only a mere moment later. I listened to another tell radiology that they didn’t give a shit if they didn’t have an order that they had a John Doe and that they were coming down their with their patient in less than five minutes and if they didn’t get her on the CT table they would end their career. I watched them stick a tube down a young girl’s throat and I listened to the same doctor that was crying earlier give a report to a higher level with despair in their voice. I saw a young body twisted in ways it shouldn’t have been. I watched my team move room to room as each body came to us. We swallowed our fear and did our jobs. I watched flight crews stabilize them and lift them to the places that they needed to be. When it was over. Hours after my shift should have ended I walked by the families of the victims. The family the police had tracked down. The Jane and John Does had names, lives. I walked by all of them and I went home to my loved ones, the ones I lost when the daemons came, the ones I couldn’t protect, this is all I, all we can do for them now, we have to stop pretending we are going to make it out of here, if we can save the world by giving our lives, by closing that rift and sealing the daemons in this hell forever then we must,” she finished. It was the most I had ever heard her say and she said it so well. Lt. Barker cut open the hangar door. We shined our lights inside. The hangar wasn’t nearly half as mangled as the rest of the ship had been. Perhaps Todd had known somehow we would need the ship. There were several inside. A few dropships and several dozen fighters that looked like they had been torn apart for scrap. There was a small layer of dust on everything. There was something else inside the hangar too. The moment we entered we knew we weren’t alone. 
	A new kind of daemon clung to the ceiling above us. It was something out of a nightmare. Anyone with arachnophobia should stop listening to my story now. On top of the ceiling we saw what looked like a giant black widow spider with several dozen limbs and limbs stretching out from those limbs. It looked like it had teeth coming out of the sides of it’s body like armor. It was clinging to a massive web filled with dozens of eggs each about six feet tall and three feet wide. We were inside some kind of nest. 
	“Is there a name for that one?” asked Lt. Barker staring at Nate. 
	“No, sir, I think we should quietly make our way to the ship, it doesn’t look like it has noticed we are here,” he whispered in return. 
	“Follow me,” said Michael taking a small piece of twine he had been carrying in his pocket and giving it to me. He motioned for me to give the twine to Cassandra who passed it to Nate who gave it to Lt. Barker and then Jackson who was still carrying Emily. We each turned off our lights and began walking in the dark towards the nearest dropship.
	“How can you see?” I whispered to Michael who was walking like he couldn’t even tell it was dark. He was pulling us all along. 
	“Daemon eyes, they see in the dark, my body is leading me,” he said and as he looked back towards me I noticed a red glow from his eyes. He was mastering his new power slowly. He was becoming more and more in touch with himself and controlling the ability to manipulate parts of his body to transform at will. The daemon’s blood that ran through him made him stronger. He was less human for it but he was still one of us. We had no problem trusting him with our lives. The downfall to hearing his words. Now I knew it was possible turning our lights off didn’t really make a damn. If the spider-daemon could see like the others it probably had no problem seeing in the dark.
	Jackson was the first to notice. I felt him tug on the twine from the end of the line. He was warning us without words. We all immediately knew what he was happening. The spider-daemon had disappeared from the ceiling and we had no idea where it had gone. 
	“Where is it?” I whispered to Michael.
	“Just keep moving,” he said leading us closer to the dropship.
	Nate turned on his light for just a second. He had pointed it just to the right of where we had been standing. The spider-daemon was there. It was watching us. Studying us. We could see it’s hundred sod fangs drip some kind of fluidic venom from it’s mouth to the floor. It darted towards us.
	“I told you to keep moving,” shouted Michael who was the first to fire at the spider. It only took a few shots to kill it. 
	“That was easy, we should have done that when we walked in,” said Nate.
	“Guys, the eggs, the eggs have hatched,” said Jackson pointing his light up in the air. 
	We all started running towards the dropship. We dropped the twine. It felt like we were stampeding. Running for our lives from the darkness that surrounded us to the safe small quarters that awaited us. Around us we saw hordes of small infant like daemons. They looked like humans. Human children with horns and sharp teeth. I was hesitant to fire at first. Hesitant till I saw their eyes, their claws, their jagged teeth and veiny skin. They looked like they had just been born covered in some kind of alien goo. It took three bangs against the backdoor of the dropship to finally get it to open. I could remember Michael doing that to a computer once when it wouldn’t start up. Funny how when technology doesn’t do what we want we lash out at it our first instinct to bang it against something. In this particular case it worked. Michael’s knocking had caused the dust that had settled inside the frame to give way and open. We climbed inside firing at the infant daemons as Lt. Barker and Nate made their way to the controls. Lt. Barker took the pilot seat and began firing the engines. The infant daemons were smoked as we began to lift from the ground. 
	We sealed the backdoor of the ship only not all of us were inside. 
	“Jackson is still out there, I’m going for him, take us eight feet off the ground I doubt those things can jump like the grunts and yokai can, they seem feral driven only by instinct,” said Michael.
	“I can’t do that, we have to continue with the mission,” said Lt. Barker.
	“I’m not asking,” screamed Michael angrily. 
	“I’m not going to do that, I’m sorry, Jackson is on his own,” he replied in a stern voice.
	“He also has Emily. He was carrying her just as he would carry any of us with that super strength of his. I’m not a soldier, I may have been trained by the U.E.D but I’m here on my own free will. I’m not going to take your damn orders. What is the point in saving humanity if we can’t save each other,” shouted Michael as he tore open the cargo door and began firing on the small daemons that began surrounding us. Lt. Barker wasn’t listening to reason.
	“This is a suicide mission, we have all made our choice to go along for this, none of us are going to get off this world alive, you should just consider him lucky, each of you are only tools, weapons of war. We trained you because you have superpowers. Powers that real soldiers should have had not you fucking misfits,” the last words of Lt. Barker. The dropship began to rise further into the air. The door to the outside world began to open ever so slightly. Twisting and breaking apart as it fell driven by commands given inside the dropship. I pointed my gun at Lt. Barker, “We’re not leaving,” I said just as Nate shot him in the center of the forehead. 
	“He wasn’t going to let us stay,” Nate said still holding his rifle.We all looked at him in disbelief as he went on saying how he knew how to fly the dropship and had already memorized the coordinates for the rift generator, the source of power that led the daemons invasion into our world. Nobody disagreed. We all wanted to say how there could have been a different way but none of us did. I’m sure now even Nate was regretting what he did. He had chosen Jackson and Emily over Lt. Barker… over the whole damn world just as I was about to do the same. I was about to do the same. I’m not sure if I could have done it. I was threatening him but it was an empty threat. I wanted all of us to live. I had hoped that even if we destroyed the rift generator we would find a way to survive. Maybe Nate would even come up with some brilliant scheme to get us home. This was not a part of the plan. 
	“Spotlights, this should help,” said Nate flipping a switch and lighting up the room. The outside world was dark, it was still night outside we needed all the light we could to see for both Jackson and Emily and the mission. 
	There he was. Surrounded by a horde of daemons. He had his back to two walls and had placed Emily in the corner. The small daemons were surrounding him but attacking one at a time. There were a few grunts there as well. They looked like they had lost parts of their bodies. Two had lost parts of their arms, another a piece of it’s tail. The few grunts were taking turns attacking. I watched from the dropship aiming down my rifle and sniping a few as Jackson used his own hands to tear through the chest of one. He held it’s heart in his hand for a moment. The daemons had similar anatomy to humans. Their heart, lungs, stomach, etc all in the same place. Their muscles were denser though, their skin harder. A grunt weighed a good two hundred to three hundred pounds. Jackson’s was making small work of them though he was beginning to lose his stamina. They were wearing him down. If we had left him there would have been little to no chance he would have made it out of the moon rabbit alive. 
	Michael, Cassandra, and I began firing at the daemons and clearing a path for Jackson to grab Emily and jump onboard the ship. He did exactly as we thought. We worked in unison like a real team. We laid Emily down on the floor. Jackson was pretty hurt but nothing Cassandra couldn’t quickly fix. When we flew out of the hangar of the moon rabbit we could see just how much damage the ship had taken. It looked nothing like it had before. Parts of it had become mangled under the ground while others shot up like bent skyscrapers tearing into the sky and thinning out like crooked arrows. The sun was starting to rise and we could still see the forests burning. The higher we flew the more ruins we saw. The paradise this place must have been. Nate began to fly us higher towards mountains that we saw in the distance. 
	“Past the mountains there is a valley, the city of the dead, one of the Ema capitols and where the created the first daemon husks. It’s also the place were they built the rift generator. From what I can tell the temperature drops dramatically in that area. Probably caused by a series of anomalies so we are going to have to salvage this ship for some more gear, hopefully some winter survival gear if they have it stored in the storage containers under the floor. Shouldn’t be too hard once we get inside. The grunts can’t stand the cold and they never expected humans to make it this far,” Nate spoke giving us a breakdown of what was to come as we flew over the green plains and ravines below us. Before we reached the mountains we landed in an isolated spot and ate what was left of the protein bars we had on us. 
	We landed near a waterfall to rest. It looked beautiful. I thought about that time the two of us had gone hiking about an hour and a half away from where we lived. We spent the whole day out in the woods. Somehow being out there in the sun close to nature had made both of us feel at peace. I can remember climbing the slippery slops and the small cave we found behind the falls. We stood there sticking our faces under the cold water as it fell around us. We tasted the river and kissed as our faces dried in the cool breeze that blew around us. That was one of the happiest days of my life. See your eyes squint as you smiled and stared at me. The way your chin was slightly crooked and you had that one hair that was always out of place. The small scar below your eye. That was the moment I knew I wanted to spend my life with you. 
	Michael, Cassandra and I took off our clothes and went swimming. For a moment I thought I saw the two of them kissing under the falls but then again it was probably my mind playing tricks on me. There was something going on between the two. I didn’t say a word. I had always hoped Michael would find love, a love like the two of us shared. He had been in several serious relationships even married but nothing lasted. Sometimes it made me afraid that the same would happen to us. You and your brother were so much alike that I felt afraid one day our world, our dream would end or that the two of us would become disunite. I also worried that by worrying I would cause the friction myself. I spoke to you about it so many times and you always reassured me. That was the best part of us. Not only did we share our love for life, art, interests, family, etc but you were my best friend. 
	I was reminded of Earth. I felt for a moment like I was back home waiting for you to arrive. I could see small animals, not daemons from the corner of my eye and for the first time since we came to this world I noticed small birds in the sky. They looked like a cross between a bat, a sparrow, and a cardinal. They were flying in a wave that made them look like a small school of fish in the sky. I could see small furry animals in the woods. Like fluffy rabbits only they had several extra limbs big blue eyes and fox like tails. This planet had an environment like Earth that was separate from the daemons - much the same way our environment is separated from humans. We were in the wild. These animals were alive and thriving even with the chaos that made up their world and the creatures that had been created on the surface. How much of this world had the daemons lost back to nature. I was beginning to believe that the only thing they cared about was using their technology to infect our minds. They were so high off our fear that any advancements of their own had been halted. The daemons were lost in their sins and blind to the beauty around them. 
	I went back inside the ship giving the two of them alone time. I laid down under a small sleeping bag underneath the benches that lined the sides of the dropship. I was alone. The first time since I woke up. The first time I wanted - the first time I needed to be alone since all of this began. I pulled out a picture I had of the two of us. It was something I hardly ever looked at. It felt impossible to look at. As the memories flooded my mind all I could think about was how badly I missed your smile. The taste of your lips. The glimmer in your eye. I missed you shouting at shows, stumbling over words as you read. Even your many flaws. Each flaw only seemed to make you that much more perfect.The photo was something I kept hidden away tucked deep in the depths of my jacket buried under armor and gear. It was faded, nearly ruined wrinkled on all sides. I had it printed years ago. At one time before the dreaming I had been collecting small things here and there. Movie tickets, photos, bookmarks, take-out menus. I had planned to make a scrapbook. A small gift to surprise you. The photo now looked like it had been chewed and peed on. I must have stared at it for hours before I finally fell asleep.  
	We had all the time in the world. Since years here were mere minutes on the other side we took this time to live in the present. We needed to rest if we were to be prepared both mentally and physically for the fight that was about to come. Five years. Tomorrow you would wake up. Hopefully anyway. With the bridge between our world and theirs destroyed surely the Perseverance would make quick work of whatever was left on the other side. I would die here but you would live. They would tell you we died on the other side of the rift if they ever figure that part out. No most likely they would tell you we died in battle protecting the world. They would have no idea what happened here. No idea that we had been at war with another reality. They would only know that we have won. It only made sense. We were misfits and we were not ever going home and just as Lt. Barker had said this was a suicide mission. I gathered up a new set of combat armor that had been stored inside the dropship. I was lucky it was just my size. There was a soft blue and purple tint to the grey texture especially when the right kind of light hit it. I couldn’t help but feel that you would have loved it. 



Angels fall first
 
	Emily woke up. She was near a hundred percent. We spent a little over fourteen hours at the falls before gearing up and taking off again. When we set off we looked down at the falls below us. It was amazing how peaceful parts of this world looked. Within a few hours we could see the daemon structures in front of us. We flew through two towering mountains that had been carved with daemon features and the world seemed to change. We were flying in during dusk. There were more clouds in the sky so we took cover in them. Below us we could see daemon creatures flying with their wings spread out wide. They were looking towards the ground. 
	“Probably feral, scouting the border below us,” said Nate.
	“How far are we from the rift?” I asked.
	“This world is pretty much surrounded by it, charged particles in their atmosphere create the rift that allows them to cross between their world and ours, in a way it is their only means to escape this hellhole as the technology they used to create it has trapped them on this planet, if they had other worlds out there they won’t be visiting them anytime soon,” said Nate.
	“Once we destroy it what is to stop them from building it again?” asked Cassandra as she sat cleaning her rifle. 
	“They lack the resources now, they are so addicted to our fear that they also lack the necessary skill set to build it again. From what we can tell they may have been an advanced species at one time but they are little more then creatures now acting on pure instinct and greed,” said Nate grabbing a small brush and handing it over to Cassandra. 
	“We’re also going to blow so much of it to hell they won’t be able to rebuild,” said Jackson.
	“About that, do we have a plan?” I asked.
	“This ship has a nuclear reactor, did you forget that? Our intel from the moon rabbit suggests that the main generator is buried somewhere underground but they have several barriers in the way. The whole reason we are all going is so that we will have to take out the barriers on foot. Nate and I have been discussing it and we think that is why they failed, either way we should know exactly what we are up against pretty soon,” said Jackson. 
	He could not have said it fast enough. By the time we passed the towering mountains we could see a large beam of red energy shooting up from the ground below. It looked like waterfall of molten lava that flowed straight up into the sky and dispersed itself into the atmosphere. The rift generator was somewhere below it. We could see thousands of daemons now. Each were sitting scattered throughout the ruins of some ancient Ema city. The city looked like a cross between a medieval castle, an old Japanese town and a buddhist temple. It looked like they were deep inside some kind of mediation. We monitored their presence from the dropship. They hardly moved even as we began dropping out of the clouds. 
	“Psychic energy, right now they are projecting themselves into the rift feeding off our reality,” said Nate.
	“That’s a guess right? What happens if we start shooting at them?” asked Michael.
	“We would disrupt the flow of energy between their minds and the minds of those on the other side of the rift in our world, sleepers might start to wake up, or die, or nothing might happen at all. Who knows how many we would have to kill to make a difference, we wouldn’t even know if we were making a difference,” said Nate.
	“So not worth the risk,” said Emily. 
	“How many are down there?” I asked staring at the screen and what looked like thousands of red dots below us.
	“Hundreds of thousands, this is their feeding ground,” said Nate.
 
	We were high above the ground when we opened the cargo bay doors. We peered out at the daemon landscape. This part of the world was not the paradise we had seen before. This part of the world was decayed, tattered, loose. I felt like I was on some distant planet. When you imagine hell this is the place you see. The darkness that surrounded us, the red light from the rift that made everything look like it was lit by fire. We could smell the sulfur in the stale air and feel the heat from the ground below us. We were already sweating. Their were dozens of new types of daemons too. Some looked like ogres or imps while others were giants. Some even looked like cyclops with one red eye and sharp crooked teeth. Others looked starved like humans with tails, horns, and fangs with bird like feet. Like lab experiments gone horribly wrong. Some of the daemons with wings sat upon small pedestals looking outwards at the crowd below. On occasion we saw one or two snatch a smaller imp up in the air and rip it apart reaching it’s jagged jaw down and grabbing at it while mid air. 
	“Their bodies allow them to live forever without food or water but some must still enjoy killing and eating flesh, some things never change. Cannibals feeding off the weak so that the strong can enjoy more of the psychic high, less to go around I guess,” said Emily passing the controls off to Nate. 
	We floated for a moment mid-air. As Nate turned the ship towards the beam of red light we could see the massive crater that housed it. It was surrounded by metallic grey support structures that rose up around it in small half arches strapped with beams that looked like they had been welded together to create some kind of shield. The outside was also protected by several large canons that looked like they belonged several hundred years in the future. Michael picked up a small drone and tablet. He motioned for the drone to fly outwards and it did. He was amazed for a moment that there was nothing interfering with the signal between the two electronic items. The drone had been cheap. It was small. Not military but rather the kind a fancy real estate agent would use to take aerial shots of properties overhead. Every few seconds an image would appear on the tablet load and disappear. The drone was transmitting fine until it came above the crater. It was pitch black inside with the exception of the light from the rift itself. Why they had buried it so deep was a mystery to us but I imagined it went halfway down to the core of this world but there was no way to know. The crater itself was well defended surrounded by automatic turrets and canons. The small drone was disintegrated by a blue energy beam from the far left. The last shot we received was what looked like a power generator on left hand side of the crater from where we were hovering. 
	The daemons seemed unaffected by the intrusion. That or the rift’s defense system was so automated that they never imagined a small team of humans would ever make it this far. The turrets were probably made to keep their own kind away. There were no feral in the area so we assumed that they had been trained somehow to stay away. What better way to train them then death. This was a place for only the pure bred daemons. 
	“Those turrets are going to light us up,” shouted Nate from the cockpit.
	“Not so fast, I think I see a path to the generator but we are going to have to do some walking,” said Jackson. He was squinting his eyes staring downward and up again towards the crater. 
	“Yeah, I have a plan, I can lead us there and we might not have to worry about any of the turrets, it looked like those pure bred suckers probably can’t get too close to the generator themselves. I see a walkway with several daemon symbols on it, looks like a pathway, maybe made for engineers or elite,” he said smiling. 
	“Nate keep this ship in the air. Everyone gear up and get ready to drop,” said Michael.
	The daemon canons already spotted us. Nate had taken us too low to the ground. A single shot from one of their canons took hit the side of our ship tearing apart the wing and sending us in a downward spiral towards the ground. Emily ran towards Nate and the two of them took us into a controlled dive gliding the dropship to the ground sideways as the rear engine fluttered. We hit the ground hard but we were all conscious. I could feel my muscles tense. My arm was knocked back out of place but Michael quickly fixed it for me while Cassandra looked after the others. We were lucky. Only minor injuries. Scrapes and bruises. Nate however wasn’t so lucky. The smartest of us all he had pushed Emily aside safely away from the front of the dropship as it hit the ground. The broken pieces of hull went through his chest and he was dead before we settled on the ground. 
	We had no time to waste. 
	No moment of silence. 
	Nate was just the first of us, the first domino to fall. 
	The daemons knew we were coming. We could hear their scams and growls as many of the pure breeds began to wake up. They were angry. They never imagined any humans, lesser creatures would make it this far. We had invaded their home and they were already cracking their safe. Jackson disengaged the nuclear reactor. It was small enough to fit inside a backpack. However it was leaking radiation. He injected myself, Cassandra, and Emily with an tiny needle. Some cocktail cooked up by a genius back on Earth that would help boost our antibodies and protect us from the radiation for awhile. It was still experimental but he expected none of us would survive long enough to find out if there were any long lasting side effects anyway. Michael refused to take it instead suiting up in his daemon armor / skin. Jackson placed the nuclear reactor inside a bag and then inside a thick ballistic backpack. Michael had offered to take it saying how his body would have less to worry about should any radiation leak out but Jackson refused. He was determined to carry out our mission until the end. 
	“Move now!” shouted Michael as the pure blooded daemons came upon us. They were similar in shape to the ones we had fought before only they lacked the armor that had been nailed into the other’s skin. In fact these daemons were darker in color and had red cat like eyes. They were several feet taller and most of them had wings. Some carried alien rifles that shot a vibrant blue energy that tore through walls while others were carrying swords. Their bodies had been covered in scars from centuries of violence. It was possible I thought that we weren’t the first civilization that they had gone to war with. We ran faster then we had ever run before. Faster then any of us thought possible. The sweat ran down our suits and I personally felt like I was going to pass out from exhaustion. A few times Michael and Emily grabbed hold of me and told me to keep moving. I felt weak in the heat both dehydrated and dizzy. I had to keep going. I was pushing my body to the limits. 
	The walls around us were carved with eldritch circles. There were so many geometric designs I couldn’t be sure where one began and another ended. They seem to have been etched in the ruins long ago. We were at the entrance to the power generator  when Cassandra fell behind. Michael tried to go back for her. He used his body as a shield against the daemon weaponry but when three got too close to him with their swords he couldn’t block. He lifted his arm in the air as one of the daemons hacked down. It didn’t cut straight through but it was enough to make him bleed. His blood poured on the ground were Cassandra was laying. The daemon took another swing as the other two went to grab Michael from behind. I fired round after round from my rifle till my clip ran out of ammo. I only managed to make one fall and break the skin of the other. They let go of Michael though so it was a near win. The larger daemon grabbed him and began flapping it’s wings against the ground. I could see the dirt and dust rise as the two began to lift up into the air. Michael scratched at it’s chest before grabbing hold of it’s wrist and breaking it. He grabbed the daemons sword as the two of them fell. Swiftly Michael stabbed the fallen daemon and moved his sword back plunging it into the chest of the other. The other daemons that had gathered had been watching. They were lesser then the three, smaller grunts. They dared not interfere with the fight until now. They began coming at Michael in waves. He used the daemon sword to kill the ones that came close throwing their bodies to the ground. Others shot from a distance but their weapons were useless against Michael’s daemon hide. 
	Cassandra had not been so lucky. She had been shot several times and she was screaming at Michael to run. For the first time in his life he listened. He ran towards us as we blew open the entry to the generator and Cassandra grabbed hold of one of the daemon’s legs. She had the power to give life and take it away. She quickly healed from her wounds but became something else. Pieces of her body that had been human flesh became daemonic the same as Michael. Wisps of energy glowed around her as she began reaching out to the other daemons that were coming for us. She pulled them back with what I can only describe as clear vibrant red tentacles that glowed like a wisp of energy from her body. They fell to the ground and as her condition continued to get worst. 
	The wisps from her body spread out across the maze of daemonic ruins. She filtered the life from everything within a hundred yards. Some of the wisps even came towards us before we managed to shut the door. We stared through a small hole in the wall as she devoured the daemonic life-force around her taking it inside her. Silence fell. She stopped moving. Her skin began to turn grey and harden. Cassandra smiled towards us. She was not a part of our original team but she had since become family to us. Both her and Lt. Barker, rest his soul. I could see a tear rolling down Michael’s eye. The two of them had become very attached. I had no idea what the two of them had done or talked about at the waterfall but it was written all over his face. He would do for her what I would do for you if given the chance. 
	
	One moment she was flesh and blood and the next Cassandra had turned to stone. 	



Descent
 
	We made it, tear this place apart, find a way to stop the power flow,” said Jackson. Michael made quick work of the controls using his daemon claws to shred the alien console apart. We heard a sound that made me feel like I was sitting inside a movie theatre listening to the sound of a bass drop all around me. The turrets went dark. Our plan was actually working. 
	“Now we have to descend into the pit,” said Emily talking about the massive crater that surrounded the rift. 
	“How far down do you think it goes?” I asked. 
	“Pretty fucking deep,” he replied. His way of stating the obvious. 
	We pressed on. Jackson was the first to step outside but Michael quickly shoved past him grabbing Emily by the wrist. He was pulling her hard. Parts of his arms and lower body were still in daemon form. It looked almost like his claws were cutting into her skin but it was impossible to tell. She might have been using her power as a shield to protect her. Burning and regenerating the flesh that Michael ripped away again and again. He pulled her towards Cassandra. The two of them stood near her stone corpse. She looked like a statue lit by the red light from the rift. Daemons lay dead all around us but we could hear more screaming, a war cry from far away. They outnumbered us hundred to one and even with our powers we had little time to waste if we were going to destroy the rift.
	Michael screamed, “Save her,” pointing towards Cassandra. 
	Never in my life had I seen him demand or try to force something from someone else. Emily was crying. She placed her hands on Cassandra. She had a look of shock in her eyes something that all of us had feared. Cassandra, frozen to stone was still alive. One of Emily’s hidden powers. She could feel the warmth in all the creatures and world around her. The same way that Cassandra drew in the life-force of living matter Emily could draw out the heat. Michael screamed again, “Use your fire, melt away the stone. Save her or..” Emily cut him off, “I can’t do what you want me to do, that stone is her skin inside and out” she screamed. Michael then realized that Emily was clutching his arm so very tight while at the same time holding her hand glowing with red energy against Cassandra’s frozen waist. Emily had been trying. She had been burning her fingertips against Michael the entire time and he didn’t even realize it. 
	“She’s gone,” she said tears falling from her eye.
	“Then kill me, if it means saving her take all the energy you can from me,” he said. “That’s not how my power works, I don’t drain from others,” she said. 
	“We’re all going to die here, just let her go,” said Jackson walking up to the two of them.
	I was at a loss of words. Michael and I had bonded like brothers since this whole thing began but right now I felt so helpless so far away. 
	“You don’t know what the hell is going to happen, you can take your nuke and shove it down that hole without us, we there is still a chance we could run,” growled Michael even more furious now as he held Emily’s wrist against his human chest. 
	“We’re all damned on this world, let her go,” Jackson said. 
	“I won’t,” Michael said pushing him aside. Jackson then took out his gun and pointed it not at Michael but at Cassandra’s stone corpse. 
	“Don’t you fucking dare,” screamed Michael who’s face began taking on daemonic form. I could see his teeth begin to crack and sharpen as the daemonic skin broke through his human flesh shedding it like a snake rubbing against a rock. He was ninety percent daemon now. I could see it in his eyes. He was ready to kill Barker, Emily, anyone that wouldn’t help him. 	“We’ve been down this road before,” said Michael staring at Jackson.
	“Both Nate and Jake were ready to kill Barker to save you and Emily, now you are going to let Cass die,” said Michael who stretched his arm into a daemonic blade. He held it against Jackson’s chest. 
	“This is the mission, she’s a loss to us all,” Jackson said closing his eyes and firing a round from his rifle. Cassandra shattered into a million pieces. Michael changed a hundred percent into a daemon and struck his blade arm against the ground causing massive damage all around himself as Emily fell back towards myself and the others. Jackson lowered his rifle. There was so much remorse in his eye. I felt the sting out it from where I was standing at least ten yards away. 
	“Was there anything you could have done,” I whispered to Emily. 
	She was crying, “I could the warmth from her body, from her heart beating just beneath the stone but there was nothing I could do but put out the flame. I couldn’t save her, even if I had her power it would have been useless. I did what I could before Jackson,” she stopped pausing, “we have to go, we have to honor our fallen, we have to save those that we still have left,” she finished picking her rifle from the ground and moving toward Jackson who had begun looking for a way into the pit.
 	“This way,” I said motioning for everyone to follow me. I saw a staircase carved into the side of the pit from above when we were using the drone. I didn’t bother to explain to them how I saw it. Time had been speeding up and slowing down so much over the last few hours there were few details I had not noticed. I even had a pretty decent idea of where and how many daemons there were surrounding us. The staircase looked ancient. The rift it seemed had been built before the Ema uploaded their consciousness into their daemon avatars. As we descended downwards we could see tall statues carved into the side of the rock query. They looked very human like but there was something off about them. Several of the statues had six to seven eyes, others only had two. Some had elongated foreheads while others had four to six arms. The statues were everywhere and varied in size from eight to fifteen feet tall. 
	Michael was trailing us. 
	His silence said it all. He was ready to be done with all of this.  I wish I knew what to say to him. Five years ago I lost you. I would have done the same thing. I was doing it now. All of this on the chance you would wake up. 
	The staircase came to an end and we found ourselves at the threshold of a massive bridge and cavern. We assumed that the caverns led deeper underground. How hollow was this world? It seemed as if the Ema had been digging mining this world for resources for awhile. The ruins outside were covered in grass and nature but once a long time ago this planet must have been sprawling with cities. Even the thousands of daemons that were left must have been only a small fraction of the massive population that had lived on this world.  A massive daemon came out to greet us. There was something strange about it. It was twenty feet tall and had several heads, a fat body, tail, and shorter arms then the others. It looked like a Troll or some kind of freakish goblin. I couldn’t help but think of all the fairy tales I had read as a kid. The stories told by the brothers Grimm. Had they somehow tapped into this reality. Their imagination fueled by untold truths. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this had all happened before. I felt like I was fighting inside a dream. 
	Michael jumped ahead of us and attacked. The daemon pushed him aside shoving him into the wall. Michael’s body lay stuck there for several moments as his broken bones quickly healed themselves from the impact. Another daemon trait. Another hidden power he had when his body took that form or perhaps a gift from the time he had spent with Cassandra. Either way he wasn’t down for the count. We took cover were we could but the staircase was only about fifteen yards wide and had little for us to hide behind. We began climbing back upwards. The daemon moved slowly and clapped it’s hands in the air as we fired at it. I could see the sound wave move from across it’s body towards us. I closed my eyes. Jackson screamed. I could see his ears bleeding. His super hearing had become his greatest weakness. The sound the daemon made had blown apart the inside of his ear. He began firing on the giant relentlessly until it rushed him breaking his legs and throwing him behind us. Emily began to glow red. Michael jumped onto of the daemon from behind hoping to take it by surprise. The daemon threw him to the ground beside the rest of us. We were all weak compared to this gluttonous daemon. 
	“Thow me,” said Emily looking at Michael. 
	“What?” he said confused.
	“Throw me as hard as you can at the daemon I’m going to go supernova,” she said. 
	He did just that. Picking her up and throwing her towards the raging daemonic giant. As she flew through the air I felt like I saw her grown wings of fire. She looked like an angel rising it’s way out of hell. At first she was glowing red but the closer she burned towards the daemon the more vibrant she became. First purple and blue then green and white. When she hit the daemon she tore a hole through it’s bowels. It screamed in agony as it fell to the ground. The various faces on it’s body began to break away as smaller daemons began shredding their way out it’s corpse with smaller scrawny bodies, long bony arms and tails. They burned up in Emily’s embers as she stood on the ground at the entrance to the cavern. Her entire body was aflame.  Michael walked through the fire towards her in his daemonic form. She fell into his arms and he whispered, “I’m sorry.”
 
	There was no longer any light around us. 
	The caverns were pitch black and filled with hundreds of hatched daemon eggs. Jackson stayed behind telling us he would hold off any daemons coming our way. There was little we could do to change his mind. He motioned for us and screamed at us to go on without him. He had gone deaf and had two broken legs. His left eye was also badly damaged and bleeding. He handed me the backpack with the nuke and we left him.
	We made our way through the caves until we finally came to an opening. It felt like we had been walking in a downward spiral. The red light from the rift was visible. We finally saw the truth. What the daemons had been hiding. In front of us stood a giant sixty to seventy feet high with chains wrapped around it’s neck, arms, wrists, and ankles. It was being held upright against some kind of massive cross. Giant nails had been driven through it’s wrists, shoulders, and several places around it’s stomach. It was completely naked yet it had no gender. It had seven eyes. Three on one side and four on the other. No nose and it’s mouth had been sewn shut with wire. On it’s back were two torn wings. A voice in the back of my mind told me that this was an Ema. A variation of the statues we had seen on our way down. This place at one time must have been a temple. A place of worship. This was their true form. The body of the creature bled wisps of red light into small tubes that were attached at random to different parts of it’s upper half. Several of the tubes ran out from behind it. They flowed upward into a sphere that formed above creating the rift. We had made it to the bottom layer of hell against unsurmountable odds. Now it was time to kill an angel. 



Dreaming
 
	“STOP!” a voice cries out in front of us. I see a man standing there. Myself and the others hold still. The voice is familiar and I recognize it immediately. I had dreamt of him before. The face of the figure in front of us is Chiru, but it is not his voice. Suddenly, we were surrounded by daemons. They came up from the ground. One immediately tried inserting it’s blade inside me while I dodged. I blasted it with my rifle. Another group was grouping around Michael who was still carrying Emily’s unconscious body. Jackson threw me the backpack. In my hands I held a nuclear bomb and I was ninety nine percent sure I was going to set it off. The daemons couldn’t catch me. Time slowed enough I could see their movements and dodge them. I felt like I was moving through water. I ducked, dived, even rolled once moving closer to the angel in front of me. Then the zombie Chiru spoke again. I froze. 
 
	“Everyone around you is either dead, dying or sleeping. Is this really how you want to spend your last few moments alive? Fighting? We can set you free - I can give you what you want. You want the girl right, Vee. You want to live happily ever after and you don’t give a damn how that happens. You think that by destroying the rift, the angel that she will wake up. Do you have the heart to kill an angel. If you would kill an angel for her certainly there is something I can offer you now that would be much easier. A deal. Yes. Let us make a deal. Something that befits both of us, both of our species. Tell me have you ever heard the story of Adam and Eve? How would you like to start a new world, I can even save your friends. Yes. The cherry on top. Save your girl, save your friends. All I ask is that you stop. You let go and we will see to it that Vee wakes up. We will return you to your home. We will make sure that humanity survives for a long long time far far away. That’s the deal. All you have to do is shake my hand and we can all go home. Damn this world and save your girl, save your friends. Damn this world and live,” Chiru said. No I recognized the voice now. It was Leer, the man from my dreams and he spoke with a wide grin across his pale white face. Chiru was dead and they were using what was left of his body to speak to us. First contact. 
	
	“Don’t tempt me with false promises,” I said shooting Chiru in the chest. He fell to the ground dead. We weren’t here to negotiate. We tried talking to them years ago when they first appeared. We tried sending every kind of signal we could and they attacked. They had burned through most of Europe if they could attach themselves to human hosts and speak then they should have done that then. They were scared. We had them on the run. I was carrying a nuclear device strong enough to level this underground temple and bury myself, my friends, the daemons, and the angel all in one. All I had to do was detonate but Chiru stood up. His body was healed. His wound mended by daemonic skin. 
	“I uploaded my mind into this body, made a few improvements, our promises aren’t false. This is a mutual decision. We have all decided together that we will let you and several thousand of your kind live. We even have a world picked out for you, a few light years away from the place you call Earth. You and four hundred generations can live in peace and prosperity. All you have to do is stop,” said the voice. 
	“Sacrifice billions so that few could live, what so you can do all of this again?” I screamed firing my rifle again. 
	“We have done this before and we will do it again, if not you we will find someone else, another Adam, another Eve, another Cain and Abel, another King and Queen that will lead your people while we feed on the remains of your broken society, you really think your kind deserves the reality in which you live reside? You think yours is the only world in which we feed. You think you are the first to make it this far. Let me show you what you are,” he said.
	For a moment I was in the cave and the next I was falling over an island. Below me I could see forests and rivers. An ocean in the distance. I could see older ships, pyramids, ancient artifacts from our world that were out of place. I could see humans fighting daemons. They looked like they were using rifles from World War II. Others looked like they were using weapons reverse engineered from the daemons. I could feel the smoke in the air before I finally hit the ground. I found myself waking up inside a prison. Surrounded on all sides by grey walls with very little light. I could hear crying form inside several of the cells I couldn’t tell one from the other but I stood up and began walking. I felt like I was inside some kind of surreal dream. I walked for what felt like hours in silence. Leer’s words echoed through my head. What would I do? What would you do? I was doing all of this to save you and now I had the chance. 
 
	I finally came to a very specific cell. I pressed down on the door and opened it. None of them had been locked. This was a prison only because we chose to believe it was one. Inside I saw you. You stood barely clothed in the corner of the room. You were weak, fragile, you looked like you had barely had anything at all to eat or drink. I stood there staring as you stared back at me. Before I knew what was happening you lounged out at me. I felt your fists beat against my breast. You were screaming. I wrapped my arms around you and began weeping. 
 
	I use to believe I was special. Different. Until I was proven wrong. When I lost you. You were so close to me that without you I felt like I could never recover. I tried. I tried to love your brother, to survive after the world had come to an end. The hours I spent sitting by your side talking to you wishing you would wake up and say something back. Anything. The mornings and nights I spent exercising your comatose body and feeding you through a tube. The days I watched you sleep inside stasis. Floating in perfect form. I have changed so much since that time. A man, a student, a warrior, a pawn in a larger game. Yet here I am still chained to the one thing that keeps me human. You. 
 
	My worst nightmare had come true. I always imagined that the two of us would unite and kiss and hug. I imagined holding you in my arms, ripping your clothes off and never falling asleep without you staring into your eyes again. Reality is a cruel monster. A waking nightmare in which we live only for hope. Hope for better days. Hope things will change. Hope for something amazing. Hope that the dancing, the loving, the friendships and family will never end. It was all over. You didn’t recognize me. Even when I said ‘I love you’ again and again. My voice which must have sounded so much deeper now compared to who I was back then. You flailed your skinny arms around trying to break away from the hold I had on you. As you pushed I held you tighter. If I just hold you I knew you would come back to me. I felt old. I felt like a stranger in your arms. It wasn’t working. Tears ran down my face and I let you go. You took off like a scared child running away from me into the hallway into the darkness. I fell to my knees. I was alone again. 
 
	“She will come back to you, give her time,” said Leer.
	He was standing in the corner of the room. 
	“Would you like some coffee?” he asked a mug appearing out of air.
	“What did you do to her?” I said making my hand into a fist. 
	“We broke her, a thousand times, over and over and each time we reset her. We trapped her inside this dream state, this world were you and the others like you died. She was swimming in the ocean when she figured it out the first time. Her own consciousness began creating a new reality from all of the fairy tales and stories she had read throughout her life. History blended and she sought answers from what she called the Oracle. Obviously we couldn’t let that happen. Sometimes the angel weeps and it’s thoughts mix with ours. It’s something we have been trying to fix. When that happens we keep them here. I think you call them sleepers. They are the key to our psychic link. Their minds allow us to tap into a network that transcends our two realities. We keep their thoughts flooded and we feed. Their fear, their sadness, we feed on their pain just as we find nourishment in your own. This war you have started with us. It has been a feast. It has been centuries since my brethren have fed so much outside our own reality. Let me help you, it is the least I can do as a thank you,” said Leer taking a sip from his coffee.  
 
	Leer teleported us back into the room. You stood in the corner again. He smirked and pushed me forward. You turned and looked up at me and smiled. You ran into my arms saying how you knew I would come for you. You knew I was alive. You laid your head against my chest and pressed your body against mine wrapping your arms tightly around me as if you were scared out of your mind I would disappear. Tears balled from your eyes as you said thank you over and over and over again. I was hesitant. How could this be you. You had just run away. Leer smiled and pushed me forward with you onto the bed. You began tearing at my clothes and kissing my neck. Then you froze. Time stopped completely. 
	“Run, reset, run again, while she sleeps we can make her see and feel anything we want,” he said. 
 
	It clicked. I let Leer do it again and again. Every time you smiled grabbed hold of my waist and pressed me against the bed time froze. I smiled at Leer. 
	“You feed off of us, it’s almost like without us you don’t survive. Our two species our two realities run parallel to one another. Without us you don’t get high, without you we lack our powers,” I said. 
	“Powers? Right those things some of you manage to do ever since we started culling your world. A rather nasty side effect though some of the things your people have done have only surprised us in the best of ways, that fellow that became what you call it a super villain back on your home world, the fear he instilled in those without powers was delicious and we didn’t even have to do any of the work. Perhaps if there were fewer of us about we could feed off you and your flawed for centuries,” said Leer laughing. 
	“Yeah but haven’t you noticed yet? Since we arrived in your reality our powers have been growing, how many of your kind have we killed,” I said standing up and looking downward at you. Frozen in time I stroked your hair. It felt so real like I was really right beside you. Even your lips felt real. 
	“They weren’t strong enough, most of them were pretty useless anyway, if anything I should thank you for sorting us out, we were beginning to forget how fun a good war could be,” said Leer.
	“Why us?” I asked. 
	“A long time ago when we first opened the rift we discovered your world and the human mind was such a magnificent palace how could we not resist?” he said. 
	I began laughing. Leer was right. The human mind was magnificent. 
	“You got me there, I accept your deal, only a few things I see you failed to notice,” I said. 
	“What is that?” asked Leer. 
	“Like you said the human mind is a palace, we don’t need daemons to create fear or villains, we can create our own, the human mind can create wondrous things, entire worlds. I myself am a dreamer, a story teller, hell I’m a master level bullshitter. I paint pictures and pull on heartstrings with the instruments of my emotions. My words. My tales. All birthed out of deep personal love. Even this prison is the result of one human mind,” I said.
	“Your point?” said Leer frustrated. 
	“My point is in your reality our powers have evolved. Michael can turn into a daemon, Todd could transmute an entire starship, Cassandra could drain the life force of hundreds of daemons at one time, Emily could go supernova without losing control. I thought my power was so simple. I thought when my adrenaline kicked in time slowed. I thought I was able to read a room and second guess the movements of everyone and everything around me. Saved me quite a few times here and there but I was wrong. That was only the beginning. I was freezing time. I was reading minds. Seconds at first. Small fragments. Mostly motor functions such as movement. I thought I was dodging a fist but what I was actually doing was reading. I knew exactly where the fist was coming from. Right now you have invaded my mind. Out there in the real my heart is beating, full of adrenaline. I’m no longer dodging fists. No longer just reading movement. I’m in two places at once. Here and there. In one room talking to you. In the other I’m escaping,” I laughed. 
	“What are you talking about,” said Leer. 
	“You still don’t get it?” I said. Leer looked over at me confused. 
	“You aren’t the only one that can invade someone else’s mind,” I smiled. 



Awake
 
	Michael, Emily and I were already to the top of the crater when Leer and the other daemons finally woke from their dream state. I had used their own physic energy against them. These powers we had were gifts. In this reality and our own they allowed us to do the most extraordinary things. Jackson had stayed behind. Michael had gone back for him and handed him the nuke while Leer showed me the prison he had built for the sleepers. I kept the daemons locked in a trance, all of them frozen in time while we made our escape. The angel screamed as the nuclear bomb went off. I had never heard anything like it. At first it sounded like pure hell but in the end there was a moment of joy. Freedom. Whatever the angel was whether it was truly an Ema or some other supernatural being it was free. We were barely out of the blast radius when we saw the rift begin to collapse inward on itself. Their reality was beginning to tear itself apart with us inside. 
 
	Michael placed Emily on the ground beside me. I ducked over her as he raised his arms in the air. His daemonic body spread out growing around us. He was channeling all of his strength to create a sphere around us. The next thing I knew I lost consciousness. Michael had disappeared. When I finally woke up I was onboard the Perseverance laying in a medical bed. I had an IV sticking in my wrist. I could feel my powers were gone. There was a smell in the air. Vanilla. When I finally opened my eyes I saw you standing there. Smiling. 
 
	Five years I had waited to see that smile. Sometimes you have to remember the good times, the happy memories, when life isn’t shitty. Five years I waited. We spent the next few weeks catching up before joining many of the others in stasis. Never had I been so happy. I was wrong to believe that you wouldn’t still love me. I was wrong to think that the new wrinkles on my face would turn you away. I was wrong to think that either you nor I had changed. You could remember everything. The daemons had created a prison that kept your mind full of fear keeping you asleep. They fed off you and the others. You would tell me about it from time to time. Some nights you would wake up screaming. Afraid. Alone. You would poke me hard wondering if I was real. Sometimes you questioned reality. I did too.
 
	I was saved when the Perseverance had broken through the barrier. It had only been a few hours behind us. The massive starship entered inside the rift at the same time we set off the nuke. Unlike the moon rabbit they managed to stay in control. Their dropship recovered Emily, Michael, and myself. We managed to get on board and escape as the reality bridge between our worlds collapsed. The hull of the Perseverance made it possible for us to pass through what would have been impossible otherwise. 
	
	When I woke up out of stasis for what I prayed was the last time we were orbiting Earth. Over nine months had passed since we won against the daemons homeworld. Michael and Emily had already made their way back down to the surface of Earth. There was still a war. Europe and parts of Asia were still under siege. The daemons that survived were relentless. Most feral. They were beginning to capture and convert humans to join their army.  Michael was the only one of us not to lose his powers. He was a hybrid. Half daemon half human. When I looked up and saw you were already awake. Etching on the walls. Thousands of mathematical formulas and symbols I couldn’t even begin to comprehend. You told me that while you were asleep there was a voice speaking to you. That you woke up and began writing. The crew of the Perseverance said that you had created a new kind of math. You barely understood it yourself after you painted it on the walls. You called it a gift from the angels. 
 
	A happy ending isn’t a cliche it is just as real as a bittersweet one. 		Sometimes in life we are lucky enough to have happy endings. 
	
	You are my happy ending. 
	
	- - END. - -
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