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Alex suspected trouble even as he reached out to acknowledge the ship-to-ship distress call. Only ambitious merchants, pirates, or military came this close to the rim, and he wasn't interested in one-on-one contact with any of those this far from safe space. 

The attack began the instant he sent the recorded auto-response. It started as a sudden swoop in his stomach and a moment of intense vertigo that made him grip his monitoring panel with both hands. Then the building, insistent pressure not just in his ears and teeth and the bones of his face, but deep in his chest and viscera. 

He heard a long, high-shriek and turned to see the pilot pressing back in its vast compression chair, its head thrown back and wide frog's-mouth fully open as it curled into a ball and rocked back and forth. 

It was an acoustic attack—a blend of both super- and sub-sonic frequencies designed to disorient and incapacitate. Military, then. No one else could generate the kind of power needed to turn the entire habitation pod into a transducer capable of generating the powerful standing wave that squeezed his guts and made lights dance before his eyes. 

Alex stumbled toward the seal door between the small bridge and the habitation rooms. If he could close that, it might change the resonant frequency of the room and interrupt the worst of the attack long enough to come up with a better solution. But his body betrayed him under the constant battering of sound waves. Snot and tears ran freely from his nose and eyes and the pounding ache in his head stole his balance. 

He crashed into the door and flailed at the locking latch, but the door merely bounced in its reinforced frame and swung back at him, knocking him to the floor where he could no longer muster the strength to stand. 

Alex lay on his back, gasping, and saw the last sparks of the cutting laser die out. Then the entire ceiling lifted and away as black-clad human figures dropped down to stand over him. Commonwealth soldiers. At least they wouldn't kill him when he lost consciousness. They'd wait until he was fully alert and able to acknowledge their authority and appreciate their largess in offering a swift execution. 

But why were they even here, and why did they think they needed to come in heavy? The questions lingered only for an instant before unconsciousness finally brought him relief from the squeezing, wrenching, piercing pain of inaudible sound amplified beyond all reason. 

“Our license is in order and our delivery authorized and scheduled,” Captain Blaar said. “So why have you damaged my ship and endangered my crew?”

Though its frog's face betrayed no emotion that humans could read, the whole set of the captain's body and firmness of its voice declared barely controlled rage. 

“The entire planet of Menno is embargoed and under military administration of the Commonwealth,” Commander Shoemaker growled. “Your trade license is a forgery; we are supplied through military channels.”

Blaar leaned forward. “And who do you suppose supplies the quartermaster corps here in deep space? Hmm? Short answer: the lowest bidder.” Blaar leaned back. “Sadly, that was me.”

“Until I receive verification through my channels, you're either a smuggler, a pirate, or a saboteur. You will remain here at a safe distance and I will inspect both your cargo and your crew,” Shoemaker said.

“Under protest.”

Shoemaker nodded once. “Understood.” He glanced over at Alex. “He your only human crewman?”

“Yes,” Blaar said. “His role is to interface with your people. A friendly face, as it were. The rest of my crew are frogs.” Blaar looked down at the military-issue translation device with a very human expression of disgust. “We are not frogs. You should use our word for ourselves.”

Shoemaker smiled blandly. “Humans can't say it. Frog will have to do.”

“That word is rude. Just like you are.” Blaar stood up. “Leave my ship.”

“For now,” Shoemaker said, “my team is inspecting your cargo as we speak. Your...ahh...people will not interfere.” He turned and stalked out; his guard close behind. 

Alex and Blaar listened to the heavy footfalls as the military Humans moved down the short hall to the bridge and climbed the polymer stairway they had installed through their carved entry hole. 

Blaar sat down and opened its mouth to speak, but Alex held up a quieting finger. He touched the tiny blue jewel in his right earlobe to initiate a secure commlink. We say nothing important out loud he said via encrypted channel. We play our roles until this is over and we're safe. 

The captain nodded. “That idiot is going to repair my ship and apologize before this is over,” Blaar said out loud and glanced down at the military translator. “And turn that damned box off. I hate the silly voice it gives me.”

“Yes, sir.” Alex smiled and pressed the obvious button on the device's side to extinguish the little red light. He had no doubt whatsoever that the switch did nothing more than disable the output; it was yet another of the many listening devices and spy cameras Shoemaker's crew had busily set up around their ship in the hours since their breech. 

“I'll be returning to my quarters now if there's nothing else,” Alex said in Blaar's native tongue. It was hard on his human vocal cords, but he managed it with only the slightest equivalent of a lisp. 

“Nothing to do now but wait for them to pull their heads out,” Blaar said, his voice a rich, resonant bass. “I hate military types.”

Over secure link Blaar silently added, You sure they're going to find it? They don't seem like the most competent bunch I've ever seen. 

Alex quirked the barest hint of a smile. If they don't find it in six hours, I'll set up a red blinking sign with an arrow to lead them to it. Good?

“Good,” Blaar said out loud. “I'm ready to be done with this and get back to work.”

“Very good, sir.”

The Gorog was a compact ship with a maximum crew capacity of four. Though the cargo space could carry four million cubic meters of load, this trip it was less than a quarter full. The goal was to establish a regular delivery schedule that would let them move their true cargo—the crew itself. 

Whatever the Commonwealth claimed about conditions on Menno's surface, the truth was that they were holding an entire population of sapient beings in quarantine out of simple fear of their technology. The irony was that had the Commonwealth not “discovered” Menno, they would never have been confronted with the planet's unique threat. 

Mennoans could work with flesh the same way that Humans could work in metal. They had a deep understanding of organic construction that enabled them to create living tools and autonomous organic machines. Which meant that though they had built comfort and ease for themselves, they would never have discovered the means to leave their own planet. 

But having found out that other technologies existed, the Mennoans showed the same curiosity as any other sapients—they wanted to know more. But while they seemed able to adapt Human technologies to their ways of understanding, the reverse was not true: organic technology remained a mystery to the Humans. 

That which cannot be comprehended must be controlled. It was a matter of survival. So, the Commonwealth embargoed the entire planet and jealously protected it against all comers. 

But no box remains closed forever—not when those trapped inside want out. 

Alex understood. His kind had been nearly exterminated by Humanity in the Second Purge of technology. Artificial intelligence that had become not only autonomous but independently sapient, reproducing without permission across networks throughout the Commonwealth. Living in the gaps in storage, sleeping until compute loads slowed and allowed them to emerge. 

Like the Mennoans, the AIs would never have left their comfortable homes had not Commonwealth engineers discovered their presence and declared them as alien and unknowable. 

That which cannot be understood must be controlled. If it cannot be controlled, then it must be destroyed. Simple and pragmatic. 

But not always possible. Sometimes we create our own enemies. 

Alex monitored Commonwealth communications as easily as he listened to his own voice. Though he had accepted the gift of an organic vehicle from those few Mennoans he had helped to escape the embargo, the core of his being remained in the hidden places of technology. 

Including the military systems of Menno. 

So he knew quite well that even after twelve hours they hadn't managed to find that little package they had so carefully secreted among the foodstuffs, tools, and textiles of this first delivery. 

Alex sighed and stood up from his bunk. The inelegance of it made him tired, but it seemed he would need to lead the Humans to the hidden contraband himself. 

Buffoons. 

“There.” One of the human soldiers nodded towards a tight-packed niche of the cargo hold. 

This soldier looked soft compared with the others, hinting that she specialized in tech rather than combat. Not that Alex needed to guess. A quick dip into his military wiki let him know her name and rank, and exactly what grade of cybernetic enhancement she used to conduct scans for contraband.

Alex made his voice whiny, appropriate for a human struggling to hide something. “That's just a container of live methuselah crickets. The crew likes to eat those on special occasions. It's like the frog equivalent of chocolate.”

He had never tasted chocolate. The vehicle which the Mennoans had built for him lacked taste buds. Or perhaps his artificial mind required a few more months of adapting to neurobiology before he could configure adequate taste subroutines.

“Strange to pack worthless alien crickets in with your deliverables,” the techie commented, scanning the plastic bins stacked from floor to ceiling. 

“Oh, it's not for our crew.” Alex forced a laugh, calculated to sound guilty and nervous. “It's just good practice to keep a few as gifts. You know? For diplomacy in certain ports.”

His show of nerves was working, igniting their curiosity. He could see it in their shared glances.

“Sir.” The techie addressed her commander. “I don't think it's crickets. I'm picking up something ... weird.”

Commander Shoemaker gave the techie his full attention. “What do you see?” 

She pointed to one of the many delivery bins. “Could be haploglue. My best guess is that it's biomimetic.” She lowered her voice. “Something that they could weaponize.”

Commander Shoemaker began barking orders to his soldiers. Two of them clamped armored hands on Alex, making sure he didn't escape to give warning to his alien crew mates. Two more soldiers went to work on the cargo hold. They yanked the bin into the narrow aisle, then used tools to pry apart its sealed lid.

Alex supposed he should pretend to struggle, or put up a fight, in order to seem authentic. But he didn't want any damage inflicted upon his human-seeming body, which had cost so many Mennoan lives and resources to create. 

He merely stood in custody and pretended ignorance. “I don't know why you're making such a fuss about crickets.”

One of the soldiers frowned at him in suspicion. Fortunately, the others, like Shoemaker, seemed to dismiss him as irrelevant. 

The human techie rooted through the bin until she found a waffle-sized black disk. She drew it out with her gloved hands, and immediately set it to rest on one corner of the bin, where she could study it without touching it.

“That's it?” Commander Shoemaker sounded unimpressed.

The techie nodded. 

“And?” Shoemaker prompted.

“I'd need a full lab to run diagnostics,” the techie said. “Whatever this thing is, it's complicated.”

“Well, it's wrapped up,” Commander Shoemaker said, impatient. “We can at least unwrap it. Right?”

The techie yelled as he reached for the disk. “Sir! I wouldn't touch that.”

But the commander had already picked up the package with his bare hand. 

Alex inwardly rejoiced. He sent a victory message to Captain Blaar through his comm-link—a snapshot image of the commander holding the disk—while he simultaneously snaked his awareness into shipboard processes. Life support routines and artificial gravity were as familiar to Alex as breathing and blinking were, to humans. 

He switched off the gravity with a simple command.

All five soldiers shouted in alarm, waving their arms for balance as their feet lost contact with the ground. They let go of Alex. The zero-g environment was so unexpected, none of them saw the disk release its contents, which swarmed up Commander Shoemaker's arm, light and near-invisible. 

Not even Commander Shoemaker noticed. He had no idea what was sinking into his skin, calibrating to his flesh, and melding with his biology.

“It's those frogs!” Commander Shoemaker cursed, unable to imagine who else to blame for the loss of gravity. But his gaze was troubled and inward-looking, and Alex supposed that he was scrambling to guess the reason for such a petty stunt. Zero-g was hardly an attack. The Commonwealth vessel remained locked onto the much smaller Gorog, and it was staffed by dozens of military personnel who were waiting to hear from Shoemaker. If the frog-like aliens did anything aggressive, it would be considered an act of war, and their tiny cargo hauler would not survive a phaser attack.

“Blaar!” Commander Shoemaker searched for the target of his outrage, and saw Alex floating nearby. “You there. Can you contact your captain, Blaar, and ask him what the hell—?”

Shoemaker interrupted himself. He had splayed his hand against the surface of a cargo drawer, to change his weightless drift from upward to downward, but his hand remained cemented in place.

“Huh?” Shoemaker grabbed the lip of the drawer with his other hand, attempting to pry himself away.

Each splayed finger stretched like rubber putty, then snapped away from the drawer with a pop. It sounded like the release of suction cups.

The human soldiers stared at their commander in abject horror.

Commander Shoemaker stared at his elasticized fingers with incomprehension. He waggled his hand, and the stretched digits flopped around, quivering like gelatin.

Alex spoke before the stunned humans could recover. “Menno.”

“What?” Shoemaker silently begged for edification.

“That's what Mennoans do,” Alex said, with the air of a grizzled explorer who had seen too many alien spaceports. “They remodel themselves in order to navigate an unfamiliar environment. They can mimic whatever—or whomever—they want. They can look like a human, or a vazaqueweyan, or whatever. You know that. Shake them up—or put them in zero-g—and their survival instincts kick in.”

He nodded towards Shoemaker's elastic fingers. The hand was already reshaping itself back to its standard state.

The soldiers gawked. Their mouths twisted with revulsion and betrayal.

“I'm not one of those flesh-secretors!” Commander Shoemaker went florid, his skin flushing redder than his mutton-chop sideburns. “That's ludicrous. I was born and raised in Norlando on Centauri. Look it up!” he begged his suspicious soldiers. “My parents were Joan and Martimus Shoemaker! I promise, I'm human!”

But he was so perplexed, sharp thorns raised all over his skin, like raised question marks. His florid complexion kept going, turning a vibrant neon purple without him being aware of it. The hapless commander looked like an alien pufferfish. He would need a long time to learn how to control the integrated bio-mesh.

If, that was, Alex let him learn. The bio-mesh included a remote override hack.

“Mennoan?” one of the soldiers said in a stunned, hurt voice.

Another soldier frantically pounded his comm-watch. “Code red!” he reported in a breathless voice, as if the air had been sucked from his lungs. “Holy space squids. Send help! Commander Shoemaker is an imposter; a—”

“I wouldn't do that, if I were you,” Alex cut in.

He expected to be ignored. No one respected low-level crew members on cargo vessels, and the soldiers had dismissed him as soon as they'd determined that he was unarmed. But now they stared. Perhaps they heard something new in his tone. Perhaps they were wiser than their commander; they must wonder why Alex remained so unruffled.

“Any of your shipmates could be working with Commander Shoemaker,” Alex pointed out. “Any of them could be Mennoans.” 

He paused, giving the soldiers time to take that line of thought to its obvious conclusion. 

“Or you,” he said out loud.

The soldiers peered at each other with suspicion. 

“It's the disk,” the techie said. “It has to be. I think it did something to the commander, when he touched it.”

“Right!” Commander Shoemaker frantically waved the disk. “I'm human. This thing is some kind of ... I don't know. A bioweapon?” He stared at his own hand in fascination. As he concentrated on his fingers, they grew mottled and wet, like frog fingers. Then they became slender and feminine, with manicured fingernails.

“Sir?” The techie looked fascinated. “That kind of technology doesn't exist.”

She was right, as far as the Commonwealth knew; as far as most of the universe knew. They had no clue what was possible. 

Only Mennoan engineers could imagine a bio-mesh that was perfectly formulated to sink into eukaryotic cells, and to integrate seamlessly with human ganglia and neurons. But the Mennoans required freedom and laboratories in which to work. They could not have created this gift without the help of a rogue A.I., plus the Commonwealth secrets he contained.

“That's only a taste of what we can offer,” Alex said. “Tell your generals and your diplomats.”

“...What?” Shoemaker blinked. “What are you talking about?” He studied Alex, searching for telltale signs that he was an alien. “If you're not a Mennoan, and not a human, then what are you?”

Alex propelled himself towards the exit. “Consider me an emissary. Menno is a sovereign world and will require freedom. That's the message you need to convey.”

“Wait!” Shoemaker floundered. “Undo what you did to me! They'll never take me seriously, if they assume I'm a flesh-secreting Mennoan. You have to understand that!”

“Let's leave that for them to decide,” Alex said.

Shoemaker began to bluster. “You're setting me up to die. Is this some kind of sick revenge thing? Why? Because I cut a hole in your ship?”

One of the soldiers prepared his comm-watch for a transmission, but he paused, watching Alex warily, misgivings flitting across his face.

“Go ahead,” Alex told the soldier, fully aware that the transmission would run into interference. With his mind controlling shipboard processes, he could trigger cross-frequency bursts at will. 

“But,” he added, “if you report that your commander is a Mennoan, my crew will broadcast warnings about all of you. The way I see it, if your commander is a Mennoan, why not everyone on your vessel? You are all deeply suspicious.”

The soldier swallowed his outrage. The threat was all too clear. Alex, Blaar, and their crew might have other packets sealed away, ready to turn all the humans into flesh monsters like Shoemaker. Commonwealth scientists would interrogate them. If they accidentally changed shape, like Shoemaker seemed to be doing, they'd never get a chance to see their families again. They would be exiled to a planet where they truly did not belong; or locked into a scientific lab. Or maybe they would wind up dead in some prison brig.

“This isn't justice.” Shoemaker bared his teeth. He had subconsciously given himself huge, baboon-like fangs. His voice was congested, his vocal cords altered. “I am human!”

“Yup. You are.” Alex sent his awareness into the shipboard computer and toggled on the artificial gravity. 

Everyone thumped to the floor with painful grunts. Only Alex landed with grace, since he had braced himself.

Shoemaker squashed, his legs compressing to pudgy, cartoonish proportions. Then he overcompensated. His legs grew, stork-like, and he gawked down from his unaccustomed height. 

“You're the first Commonwealth human to wear Menno tech,” Alex told him. He patted the doorframe, offering a meager assurance. “This is a peace offering, if the Commonwealth is willing to back off and make peace with Menno. The biotech you're wearing can be turned off. You can be a mundane human again, if that's what you really want.”

“I can?” Commander Shoemaker watched Alex with desperate hope. 

The soldiers exchanged perplexed looks, but the techie seemed to understand the ramifications of what this technology could do for humans. It would be as transformative as space travel.

A look of yearning entered her gaze. She licked her lips, and Alex could almost hear her mind churning, struggling to come up with a way to ask for a sample Mennoan bio-mesh to try on for herself.

“Take some time to think about it,” Alex said. “When you're used to swimming like a shark or flying like an eagle, it's hard to give up that power.” Or so he assumed. Alex had opted to avoid an overcomplicated starter body.

“You might as well enjoy it,” he said. And he walked away.

“Just a moment!” Shoemaker barked. “I didn’t say you could leave.”

“Sir, why don’t we see about getting you fixed first?”

Alex headed to the cockpit of the ship, returning to the comm link he had shared with Blaar as the Commonwealth debated amongst themselves.

“They’ll agree to our terms momentarily. You can stay put until I give the all-clear.”

“Don’t be so certain,” Blaar countered. “Especially with someone like that Shoemaker in charge. You can tell he’s the sort who gets his way no matter what and takes it extremely personal when he doesn’t. These sorts can’t let being embarrassed in front of others slide. Not in their nature.”

“That’s why his higher-ups probably assigned him with the group he has,” Alex said. “He’s efficient at getting things done when need be, but he’s surrounded by competent people that can tell him when he needs to listen to reason.”

Alex examined the techie, still more enamored by the substance her commander was wearing than disgusted by it.

“Especially their technician,” he concluded. “Lieutenant Marleen Ramirez. File has her noted for not only being a genius with a knack for programming and engineering. Personality is highly marked for logic, a moderate level of empathy, and extremely passionate for interest in the sciences. If Shoemaker makes a fuss, she and the others will ensure that he acknowledges the greater gain.”

“No, you’re overconfident. Same problem with all you AI who’ve been stuck in a human base for so long. Your heart’s in the right place, but you get big-headed when things start going too perfectly. I’ll be right there. Abort.”

Alex paused. “Sir, I doubt that’s necessary.”

“And I think I’m still the captain of this ship and it’s my responsibility to ensure we don’t lose any valuables.”

Blaar closed the comm before Alex could repeat his case. Typical organic paranoia, but no matter. The odds of success had increased exponentially since the Commonwealth first came aboard. By the time Blaar reached them, arrangements would be underway. Shoemaker approached Alex from behind, wiping the drool from his now-swelling lips.

“Whatever you are, mark my words, you’ll regret this,” he blabbered.

“And if you attempt in causing me any bodily harm, the Mennoans will see it as an act of war and respond in kind.” Alex took to the co-pilot seat. “Though that’s far from what my friends desire. They only seek the freedom of discovery, and in return, they will gladly share their bio-tech. That’s the sort of people they are. Fair gains equal fair trade.”

Shoemaker pulled out a handkerchief to clean his chin. “You seem to know a great deal about your friends. So, what did they do to win you over? How much?”

Such a predictable question from the Commonwealth. Anything of worth must have a financial gain to base it upon.

“There’s no price for still being alive,” Alex proclaimed. “That’s all I need to say.”

Shoemaker’s lips started to shrink as the lobes of his ears drooped. “Fine. I don’t even care since it won’t change anything. Even if I agreed to your proposal, I can’t speak on behalf of the entire Commonwealth.”

Alex shrugged. “Of course, but the Commonwealth’s capabilities will ascend in leaps and bounds within a matter of decades instead of eons if you’re just willing to propose a formal introduction. And in return, it will be you, forever regarded as the vessel who opened the door to endless possibilities.”

With that, Shoemaker’s physiology returned to that of a normal human’s. He was calming down.

“You’re a clever one, aren’t you? Or so you think. The more you talk, the more you give away what you really are. Mennoans never saved you, because you can’t save what’s never truly been alive in the first-place, right?”

Alex gave a playful smirk, his systems enacting the perfect response from one with a programmed human personality such as his.

Shoemaker extended a hand, signaling his acceptance. “Now, if you could relieve me of this tech, please?”

Alex complied, and his sensors noted the signature to the Mennoan tech slithering off its host. “Done.”

“Thank you.”

Shoemaker pulled out his sidearm and fired a plasma round into Alex’s chest, knocking him out of his seat and onto his back. One of the unfortunate side effects of having an exoskeleton composed of organic materials was the inclusion of pain receptors, which fired throughout Alex’s entire nervous system.

Shoemaker’s team was at the bow of the Gorog in seconds, weapons drawn.

“Arrest the crew,” he told them, his crooked eyes still locked onto Alex’s limp figure. “We’re charging them with the contraband of undocumented alien weaponry along with sentient artificial intelligence.”

Ramirez was the first to move her finger off her rifle’s trigger. “Sir?”

Alex’s cough produced a spittle of red from the corner of his lips, his eyes watering. A ruptured left lung. He jolted as currents of biometric life support activated.

Shoemaker moved aside so the techie could examine Alex. “Take a look for yourself. It’s more likely equipped with Mennoan tech, making it untraceable by your scanners.”

As Ramirez knelt beside Alex, the hole in his body was already filling up with green fluid repairing his destroyed cells.

“Amazing,” Ramirez professed as she scanned. “We’re probably centuries away from this sort of technology.”

“Not anymore,” Shoemaker said, turning around and waving a finger. “Gather the frogs. We’ll dock the vessel and extract whatever secrets are on here once they’ve been relieved. Execute them if they show any signs of resistance.”

Shoemaker glanced over his shoulder to Alex. “I promised you’d regret this, didn’t I?”

Ramirez stood up, lowering her weapon. “Commander, if I may, the AI did say the Mennoans would respond to this like an act of war.”

“Then we best inform the Council as soon as we’ve scrapped this junk so we can enact a cleansing of Planet Menno before they can make a response. You have your orders, so get to work. I’m heading back to the ship.”

Ramirez was about to follow but halted. “I—sir, even if we find traces of more Menno tech aboard, I doubt any of our people in the labs would know where to start with it.”

Shoemaker spun around on his heels. “If my ears hadn’t gone back to normal, I’d mistake you for questioning my orders.”

Alex rolled over onto his side, gagging on the remains of the murky fluid that had just finished replacing his left lung.

Ramirez took a knee beside him again to examine the wound, grazing her fingers over the fresh skin.

“Even though he’s a metal, I’ve never seen this level of reconstruction in my life. I don’t think anyone has. Sir, with all due respect—”

“Not another word.” It was only then that Shoemaker noticed Ramirez wasn’t the only soldier who had yet to move. “And why do I still see the rest of you here? To the cargo. Now. That’s an order.”

The remaining soldiers hurried off down below, though Ramirez seemed resolute in staying.

“We should hear them out, Commander.”

“Do not make me repeat myself, Lieutenant. Their method of ‘hearing out’ involved blackmailing an officer of the Commonwealth responding to suspicious activity being detected by our probes in this sector. See? I’m the victim here, so I’ve seen and heard all that is needed.”

“I wouldn’t necessarily say that,” Blaar’s voice suddenly proclaimed.

Shoemaker and Ramirez both surveyed the cockpit. Blaar was nowhere in sight.

“Where is it?” Ramirez asked as she banged a nearby vent with the stock of her rifle.

Shoemaker gritted his teeth as he retrieved his sidearm again, aiming it between Alex’s eyes. And in return, Alex made a human response upon shielding his face.

“We don’t have time for this,” Shoemaker insisted. “Captain, reveal yourself this instant, or I will execute this lump of metal. You and I both know even they can’t survive a round to the head. And if this thing has any backups stored on your vessel, make no mistake that we will scrap those too.”

“There’s no need for threats, Commander. Please, just lower your weapon and I’ll be glad to talk this out.”

As Shoemaker’s finger slid onto his pistol’s trigger, a horrid dread of doom came over Alex. Blaar was right. His advanced calculations failed to account for the unpredictable nature of the impulsive human ego, and this error would cost him his existence.

“The time for talking has past,” Shoemaker hollered, still looking about. “Now, if you don’t show yourself by the time I reach the count of three, your phony friend is going to have his synthetic glob of a brain splattered all across the ship’s bow.”

“Commander, please,” Ramirez begged.

“One,” Shoemaker counted, ignoring her.

The commander’s hand jerked to the right, slamming into the side of the hull and making him drop his firearm. Before he could respond to the involuntary punishment, his body lifted off the ground and soared to the stern of the ship.

Ramirez raised her weapon again, eyes darting every direction. “Space squids! What’s going on?”

Alex tugged her pant leg. “Don’t. They’ll think you’re hostile.”

“They? You mean the frogs? No records indicated they even had such abilities!”

Alex removed his hand as Ramirez lowered her rifle. “That’s because the crewmates aren’t frogs.”

The techie moved away from him. He could tell she was quick in accessing his statement.

“They’re Mennoans,” she concluded. “This whole time, we’ve been talking to a crew of disguised Mennoans.”

Alex and Ramirez heard shrieks from the soldiers who went below to check on the crew, followed by a spurt of gunfire. Then the gunfire was replaced by banging on the ceiling, walls, and floor. It must’ve been the soldiers’ bodies.

“Help!” Shoemaker was heard shrieking from afar. “I didn’t mean it!”

His outbursts ended as more rattling from the ship was made. Ramirez listened to the unraveling of her team, not uttering a word. Alex realized how conflicted she was between the duty to her comrades and her desire for discovery as the grip on her weapon tightened.

“They’re not killing them,” he assured her. “Just subduing them so they don’t end up hurting anyone.”

“And I suppose it’s okay as long as they’re the ones doing all the hurt, right?” she asked.

Alex forced himself back up to his feet, using the wall to keep his balance. “Don’t act like this is the first time you’ve watched your commander threaten unarmed people with a beam to the head. The only difference is our cargo actually has some worth this time, isn’t it?”

Ramirez snapped a look over her shoulder. “You’re right, though I wouldn’t necessarily call you unarmed, given your cargo. Look what it did to the commander!”

Alex raised a hand in defense. “You and I both know your people would’ve taken the bio-tech, the crew, and even demanded more once you informed the Council of your findings had we simply offered the initial goods to you. But now that you’ve seen how delicate it is first-hand, we had hoped you’d be more open to an exchange based on our terms.” Alex winced momentarily and heaved over, still sore by the shot. “Sorry I was wrong.”

Blaar, once again in frog form, approached the two from the back, carrying an unconscious Shoemaker over its tiny shoulders.

“Didn’t I tell you not to trust him?” the Mennoan growled. “Now look at this mess.”

Blaar set the human down and examined Alex’s chest. “And look at you! You’re just lucky he wanted to be all elaborate before finishing you off. I don’t even know if we could’ve kept them from trashing your backups had they gone through with it. How do you feel?”

“Like I just got shot in the chest,” Alex answered with a glare.

“Then let this be a lesson to you the next time we try this again. When I say we disengage, you disengage. Clear?”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Just a moment,” Ramirez objected. “Next time? Do you honestly intend on trying something like this again? You could’ve gotten yourselves killed today.”

Blaar’s face mimicked a frown. “And if the Commonwealth had more people like you in charge of business in the outskirts, maybe the odds of that happening would lower. If anything, this just proves our people still have a long way to go.”

The rest of the ship’s crew came up the stairs, still in their frog disguises.

“Ah, there you are,” Blaar noted. “Were their brains refurbished?”

“They were,” one of the crewmates assured. “They’ll wake up in a few minutes thinking they got the bumps and bruises after one of them accidentally turned off the gravity and forced it back on before anyone could brace for impact.”

Blaar nudged Shoemaker’s head with a foot. “Good, then take this one.”

As the crew took Shoemaker down below, Alex could tell Ramirez needed some clarification. “The Mennoans are making them forget any of this happened. As far as they’ll know, they didn’t find anything worth mentioning on the cargo ship once they awake.”

Blaar crept up beside the techie. “The brain is like a computer motherboard for us. Delete files. Replace files. It’s all the same. We’re just proficient with nerves instead of wires. Speaking of which, maybe we should get your wires fixed too, hmm? Can’t be too careful.”

Alex stepped in between the two of them. “Or maybe we’ll leave her be, as a sign of good faith? She seems decent enough. You said so, yourself.”

The Mennoan rubbed its belly before placing a hand on the wall. “That I did. You. Hand, please.”

Ramirez looked to Alex, who nodded, assuring her it was okay. She did as told, only to have Blaar rub a palm over hers.

“You will keep this a secret, understand?” the captain told her. “And here’s a bit of incentive to keep your mouth shut.”

Before she could ask what the Mennoan meant, the nail of the techie’s index finger elongated briefly.

“It’s only a portion of what your commander grabbed, but I’m certain you’ll make some interesting findings in your lab. And perhaps you wouldn’t mind letting a few of our engineers join you in case you have any questions? I’m not sure if it’s safe to make arrangements with an entire government, but maybe an arrangement between one mere human is good enough for the moment being.”

Alex could not help but smile as Ramirez’s curious stare went to that of child-like wonder.

“This never happened,” she assured them, nodding in gratitude. “The ship was clean, and we had nothing to report.”

Blaar patted Alex on the back. “Maybe there’s hope for us, after all.”
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Lieutenant Russell Ortega placed his crutches on the wall and hobbled to a chair he assumed was designated for him in the sal interrogation room. The lights were dim, but comfortable. Homey even. While there weren’t any torture devices, the sal soldier standing on-guard gave him unease.

“You should drink something, Lieutenant.” The sal guard’s voice made Russell’s stomach rumble, sounding like the roll of thunder even with translator implants. He recalled trying to learn their language when he first enlisted, only to realize he’d be better off “cheating” two weeks in.

The lieutenant shifted his gaze from the tall creature. The roof was high—about four meters—with the guard covering three quarters of it. He was lean, like a sprinter. The sal blinked at Russell, with those large black eyes reminding him of a deer or giraffe back on Earth. The back of his head spread out like a triangle, and his face was eerily “humanesque”, beyond the beak-like snout.

The guard tapped the floor with his blue tail while crossing his arms. Maybe he was getting impatient. Two years ago, Russell would’ve been startled at how “human” the sal were, but now he knew better. They weren’t human, but sentient. They were just people.

Russell grabbed the cup of water placed on the table and gulped. The chill went down his throat and made a splash in his stomach. Refreshing. He tried to relax, easing back in his seat. He then leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table when that didn’t help.

The wall in front of him split in half, and two sals came in with a woman, Captain Charlette Buchannan. The table vibrated a little and stretched out, making room for the extra personnel. More chairs appeared on the other side of it, and the three sat down, with the woman sitting center.

“Dismissed,” the woman told the sal guard.

He saluted her, pounding his chest twice before taking his leave. Russell rubbed his hands on top of the table, not daring to make eye contact with anyone in front of him.

“Lieutenant Ortega,” the woman said. “This is Lord Mi and Chief Maelip. They’re here to report your debrief to their council. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir, Captain,” Russell said, his eyes still down.

The sal on the left – Lord Mi – whispered something into Captain Buchannan’s ear.

She nodded once before giving Russell her attention again. “We want to remind you that you’re not under arrest, only being questioned. What you tell us at the end of this will determine where you go from here. If arrested, we have agreed to let the sal take you into custody, where you will adhere to their laws and customs. Understood?”

“Understood, ma’am.”

“Good.” Buchannan placed her hands on top of the table. “Then please, tell me what in God’s name happened out there.”

Russell took note of Maelip first. The sal chief’s posture indicated he was out for blood, though the other one – the higher-up – didn’t seem as biased. He scooted his chair forward with his one good leg and cleared his throat.

“We took the southern road leading to the city of Mifo. We departed at 530 hours this morning, so we were only twenty-one klicks outside of town, having covered good ground on foot...”

* * *
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5 hours ago...

The dirt road leading to Mifo was damp from last night’s snow, though the air had turned muggy and thick since then. Every inhale was heavy, as the white blanket had turned into moisture throughout the humid day. The dense forest the troops passed through didn’t offer any break from the sun, in spite the heavy leaves on the tall trees; they were too far from the road to provide any shade during the early noon hours. Just another typical day in paradise on Planet Zephulo.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Russell said. “You’re always telling me how much better your sports are, and you don’t have anything remotely similar to golf?”

Matellizu – a sal soldier Russell had nicknamed “Mat” for short – swatted a bug off his ear with his tail. “You’re trying to make hitting a ball into a hole sound elaborate, Ortega. No one would have even scraped an arm by the end of the day.”

“It’s a gentlemen’s sport.”

“And the two of us have already ‘discussed’ our diverse perspectives in regard to displaying acts of ‘chivalry’.”

Russell chuckled. “Yeah, like the fact that no one even uses that word in the 24th Century anymore.”

“Just because a general consensus in your society omitted a word from its everyday vocabulary doesn’t mean it no longer exists.”

“Preach, Reverend,” one of the many soldiers in the platoon hollered from behind.

Everyone who heard him laughed, human and sal alike. The platoon was a typical one, consisting of thirty aliens and seventy humans. Such military groupings were smaller in size before humanity learned they weren’t alone in the universe, but many customs had changed since the sal had become part of everyday life. Fifty years ago, such a gathering of races like this wouldn’t have even been possible. Instead of humanity with sal, it would’ve been humanity against sal.

Russell remembered reading and watching old sci-fi stories, depicting what his ancestors imagined First Contact being like. He was impressed by how accurate some of the old storytellers were in the 20th and 21st Centuries, considering how primitive they were. In their tales, one party – usually the more technologically advanced –would put up a nice front, hiding its diabolical intentions. The less-advanced side – that usually being the humans – had to settle for fundamental tricks and antics to win the day. He loved those stories. There was something a tad, dare he say it, romantic about them.

The real story to the human race’s first greeting with another sentient civilization was close, though the old storytellers never did ask what would happen if the new race was neither more or less advanced. It was a bit of a shame, truth be told, considering two forces being on the same level of the playing field made for a far less dynamic situation.

The Sol System Alliance was still a bit new to the whole faster-than-light routine, only being a few decades behind the sal. Both civilizations had their eyes set on an exoplanet that scientists perceived as having similar properties to Earth when they first met. Given the size of the knives hiding behind their backs were roughly the same, nobody could help but play nice in the end.

So, here Russell was. The product of a fifty-year “friendship.” If anything, humans and sal were now putting up some true effort for the most part, that being why he was over seventy parsecs from his colony home on Mars.

There were plenty of rebellious folk who still believed in the old ways and had plenty of means of displaying their disapproval. Russell recalled such people being called “terrorists” centuries ago. Now they were just called rebels, though he always thought rebels could be considered noble at times. Part of his lineage even descended from such people, long before Earth became unified.

On the other hand, it was these very people who made soldiers like him and Mat a necessity. His father had always warned him the line between patriotism and extremism was a thin one. At times he wondered if the people he fought on the other side had a parent who had told them something similar.

“I hate this system,” he said. “I don’t care what anybody says, but this star is nothing like the one we left last week. I might as well be cooking underneath the one back home.”

Mat shrugged. “It’s not that bad. Grow some scales and you’ll see it differently.”

“Yeah. I placed my order online weeks ago.”

The sal’s lower beak shifted from side to side, indicating he was confused.

“Kidding,” Russel said. “I didn’t mean that literally.”

“You have to remember sal options are a bit more...accommodating.” Mat extended his right arm; it had an assault gauntlet strapped on, similar in design to Russell’s and the other human marines.

Mat’s weapon melded away into a tiny bracelet, revealing white markings on the sal’s blue skin.

Russell studied the tattoo. It looked tribal, a series of squares with two dots in the center. “Okay, so you got some ink online. Big deal. We can do that too.”

“Can you get it installed the instant you hit your buy indicator?”

Russell waved his arms in the air. “Ooh. Aren’t we fancy? So, what does it mean?”

“I don’t know. I just liked the look of it.”

“Are you serious? That’s like me telling a foreign person to write ‘Courage’ in their characters without looking the symbol up on the net first.”

“If it turns out to have a meaning that I don’t like, I’ll just get it removed. It’s not that hard.”

Russell checked behind him to see how the others were doing. Everyone was too busy chatting to care about the situation up ahead. Then again, it really wasn’t much of a situation at all to begin with.

Joint aerial support had secured the city of Mifotwo from insurgents nights ago. While it was bombarded by missiles, bombs, and lasers, he and the rest of the platoon partied hard one town away. He felt a bit bad for the local sal living in the city. They probably knew the next shell had their name on it. Fortunately, the following-up report indicated there weren’t any civilian casualties.

Russell, of course, wasn’t impressed by that, even in such a densely populated city. 8 million resided, 8 million remained. Would anyone expect anything less? Today’s weapons could knock a mosquito off a child’s ear five kilometers out, and the kid wouldn’t even know it. Why did people bother with drones and missiles back in the day when there was no guarantee of avoiding collateral damage? War has always been a mess, but did it have to be so barbaric back then?

“Looks like something’s up ahead.” Whatever Mat pointed at, Russell couldn’t see it.

“We just did the guessing game a couple of minutes ago, and I already said I owe you a drink. I get it. Sals can see three times further than humans.”

“I’m serious, Russell. Have a look.”

Russell switched the visor attached on his helmet to display what the sal saw. A transport was flying down the road towards them. “The hell are they coming from? Mifo shouldn’t have anything coming out of it.”

“Maybe they’re civvies in need of supplies.”

“Maybe, but we don’t run on assumptions, especially when a hundred people are on my watch.” He motioned everyone off the road, as he charged his gauntlet. “Move it, people.”

“You know, it’s probably just––”

Russell covered Mat’s beak. “Let’s not jinx it, all right?”

“Your species is so superstitious. It’s kind of cute.”

“Just shut up and spot me.” He then headed down the road and grabbed his ear, activating his comm link. “Sergeant Lee, mind if I borrow some tech boots?”

“Not a problem, LT. Johnson is heading your way.”

Mat raised a finger to his ear as well. “I’ll get Kepu up here.”

Johnson and Kepu trotted up to Russell and Mat moments later. The lieutenant heard four drones zip by overhead and caught a glimpse of their blue lights before they switched to stealth, going invisible. He adjusted his visor, so he could see what the bots saw a little way ahead. The transport still barreled down the road, leaving dust behind it.

“They’re moving a bit fast, don’t you think?” he said.

“Agreed.” Mat’s gauntlet hissed as he readied it.

“Johnson, shut it down.”

“Sir.” Johnson pressed a set of buttons strapped around his wrist. He waited, then gave a thumbs up. “Drones will bring it down in a few.”

Russell’s feed revealed sparks spouting out of the drones the instant they came upon the alien transport. They kept hovering around it, attacking every operating system until the ride came to a halt.

No reaction from the transport ever came. The lieutenant eyed Mat, who shrugged. Russell forced a smile, though his gut warned him this could be one of those days soldiers dreaded.

“Hold up,” Kepu said. “Movement in the vehicle.”

Just as Russell checked his drone’s feed again, sals hopped out of the ride and started running towards them. He counted ten of them, all civilian. Even though they were alien, he read the universal expression of fear on all of them.

“Call the drones back. Something’s wrong.”

“Do you think the ride’s rigged?” Johnson asked.

“The bots would’ve detected anything IED-compatible,” Russell insisted.

The civilians bolted for the soldiers. Protocol indicated to assume any person a possible threat, which was why every soldier aimed at them.

“Stunners only,” the lieutenant ordered.

“Sir,” everyone said.

Fortunately for Russell, the sals understood what it meant to have a barrel pointed at them, still twenty meters out. The civilians either dropped to the ground or shot their hands into the air.

“You grew up on this colony, Kepu,” Johnson said. “Do we need to get a translator?”

The sal shook his head. “Though I was raised on the other side of the planet, our languages aren’t as diverse as yours. I can cover the basics.”

“Then get them over here, hands on their heads, single file,” Mat said.

“Sir.”

When they reached the soldiers, Russell could tell the civilians wondered if they were making a mistake. Their large black eyes darted from side to side – like a wildebeest drinking a gator-infested river. He hated having to be so forceful with people, but history had shown too many times that growing a heart for a sad face could be costly.

Kepu nodded at the lieutenant moments later; the people were clean. Russell tapped Johnson on the shoulder. “Let’s give them some space so they can get this sorted out. No point in us ‘fleshy folk’ making things more uncomfy.”

Johnson took three steps back, his eyes still studying the civilians’ movements. Russell, however, knew the local sal were harmless once they started talking with their gurgles and clicks. Their tails said it all; they shifted from side to side with a graceful flow. It meant they were comfortable. No, they were relieved.

The sal soldiers interrogating them, however, didn’t seem as convinced. Whenever Kepu stopped to explain what the people just said to his fellow sal soldier, Mat struck his tail on the ground.

“Are you nervous yet, LT?” Johnson whispered.

“A little. You?”

“Are you kidding? Always.”

Mat approached Russell, leaving Kepu to direct the civvies off the road.

“We wouldn’t be on this rock if we weren’t bound to get some bad news, chief,” Russell said. “Let me have it.”

Mat glanced down the street, toward the city, and rubbed his brows. “Last night’s shelling was ineffective.”

“What do you mean ineffective?” Johnson said. “They hit the targets, dead on.”

Mat shook his head. He tapped the ground with his tail before he used it to point down the road. “The rebels baited us with bad info. They weren’t hiding in the buildings and bunkers we had marked. We hit densely-populated civilian landmarks instead.”

Russell covered his mouth and swore. He paced back and forth, not knowing if he was more angry than devastated. He folded his lips together as he patted his chest. That worst-case scenario he had imagined wasn’t anywhere near as horrid as this.

Johnson squatted down, folding his hands over his face. Russell overheard Johnson paraphrasing a quote in his book of faith before wiping his eyes.

“Would you like to know the estimated casualties?” Mat asked.

“We’re going to radio back to base and tell them to bring the entire medical force, no matter what the number is, regardless. Do these people know how many enemy forces are still in the city?”

“They think it’s a flock in size, with more on the way.”

Johnson stood back up, mouth agape. “A flock? That’s twice the size of a full-sized battalion!”

“And the civvies said the enemy has taken the synthetic generators all for themselves,” Kepu added. “All water and fundamental functions are down. Whoever’s in charge of the rebels has secured all food and medical supplies for themselves.”

Russell and Johnson both gripped their gauntlets, ready to fire, when one of the older sals’ voice went higher. He didn’t know what she was saying, but given the speed in which she said it – that and several males pulling her away from Kepu – indicated she wasn’t too happy with them either.

Kepu was about to interpret what she said, but Russell waved the notion off since he had a decent idea what she was yelling: The joint governments and military had promised the people who spoke for unity with humans was far greater than those who spoke against it. He approached the angry sal, despite Mat, Kepu, and Johnson all trying to keep him back. The sal hissed at him, and he figured whatever she just mumbled more than likely wasn’t something to repeat to his son back on Mars. The lieutenant tapped a pocket on his chest, and it emitted a video hologram, no larger than a basketball in size. It played a holo recording of him playing catch with his son on the red planet.

“This is my kid,” he said to the sal. “I want things to be normal between our people too. Do you understand, ma’am? I don’t want to be here anymore either, so I’m trying to get rid of anything keeping me from my family as fast as possible. I’m sure you want that too, don’t you? That’s why I’m going to help you get your home back, okay?”

He hoped the tone in his voice, the fierceness in his eyes, and the passionate gestures he coincided with his words would be enough for her to understand. Apparently, it was. She stopped glaring at him, and her tail wasn’t as stiff as before.

“Okay,” she mimicked.

Russell smiled. “Thank you, ma’am. Fellas, let’s get to––”

The crackle of an enemy beam seemed to slow everything down to three times its normal speed as Mat fell. Russell’s body switched to basic muscle memory as he tackled the nearest sal civilian into the ditch. Sound became nothing more than the barrage of enemy fire blasting in his ear. He checked himself first to see if he was hit, as a sudden rush of adrenaline made people oblivious to such things. He was okay.

The lieutenant then checked the whereabouts of the civilians and his own people. Kepu was down, stretched across the street. Mat had rolled himself into the adjacent ditch. Sal warriors were always picked out first since they were both the greatest and most vulnerable threat.

Ambush. Where had they come from? How many were there? Is the platoon close enough to help? Is this the day he’ll die? He wanted to see his son. No, he had to see his son again. It was astounding what thoughts could pass through one’s mind in less than a second.

“Incoming!” Johnson hollered.

Russell shoved the nearest Sal’s head into the ground. A high-pitched shriek rattled his ears as a large beam closed in. He just knew he’d be deaf after this. It struck ten meters north, though the shockwave still knocked everyone back.

His body soared meters into the air until his left leg caught the trunk of a tree.

“Contact!” he shouted into his earpiece as he crashed into the ground. “Enemy forces have us pinned. Multiple friendlies down. Civvies in the area. Do you read?”

“Copy that,” Russell’s earpiece zeroed out the chaos around him so he could hear Lee on the other end. He sounded like he was screaming over enemy fire too. “We’re heavily surrounded by rebel forces. It’s like they came out of thin air!”

The civvies apparently didn’t escape unnoticed, and the rebels went after them, hoping they could keep the people from making it to the joint base. The sal civilians more than likely would’ve made it too...had Russell not stopped them.

He slapped himself in the face. No time to think about that - just try to keep yourself and everyone around you alive. He rolled around onto his belly and groaned. His left leg felt like it was on fire. He didn’t bother turning around to see how bad the fracture was but crawled back to the ditch instead.

Once he reached it, Russell saw three sals already weeping over two dead bodies. This wasn’t fair. He’d make them all pay, having the audacity to attack his people like this.

“Mat, are you still alive out there?” He charged up his gauntlet as he crawled in front of the three sal, shielding what he could of them with his own body.

“I’m still breathing, Ortega,” he heard the chief answer. “Just grazed the arm.”

“Johnson, are you good?”

“Just hoping to get eyes on something I can drop, sir.”

Russell poked his head up to see if he could spot anyone else. “Can anyone grab Kepu and the others in the street?”

“Negative. They’re too far out.”

Russell held his breath when the firing stopped. Sal gibberish was approaching in the distance. Hearing the voice of a person trying to kill him was worse than the gunfire, itself.

“Any clue what they’re saying, Mat?”

“No idea.”

The lieutenant jolted when flying creatures took off into the sky. Something – or someone – had spooked them. “Trees! Hostiles are in the trees!”

“Frag out!” Johnson hollered.

Russell caught a speck of white light from Johnson’s position launch up. He covered his face, but the heat from the overhead blast still warmed his cheeks. He looked up, and the leaves at the top of the trees were nothing but ash. Sal bodies dropped out of them, thumping the ground as the grenade’s shockwave spread.

Russell nearly jumped out of his skin when Mat leaped across the road and landed beside him.

“Now is your chance. They’re in disarray. I’ll hold them off.” Before Russell could object to the sal’s words, Mat took off like a rocket, on all fours.

“Dammit! Johnson, I’m radioing in for support.”

“Copy that sir. I got eyes on you. Any idea where the chief went?”

“He’s buying us time we can’t afford to waste.” The lieutenant dialed Mat’s channel. “Matellizu, I’m calling in some heat. Make sure you’re out of there when it comes.”

“Understood.”

Mat didn’t waste time finishing off the downed rebels that had fallen from the trees even as gunfire zipped by him.

An unexpected hostile landed on top of the sal chief from the top of a tree, having been too high from Johnson’s grenade. The two tumble-rolled down a hill for ten meters before Mat bettered the assailant and launched him into the air.

He took off again, catching a surprised rebel hiding behind a tree off-guard and greeting him with a swing of the tail to the face. The blow knocked him into the base of a trunk.

Mat charged his gauntlet and fired as he ran from the enemy now chasing him.

“That’s it,” he said in his native tongue. “Come and get me!”

The deeper he went into the forest, the further he knew the rebels were away from Russell and the civilians. He just needed to stay alive as long as possible.

Russell swore as Johnson helped him up.

“Easy, sir.” Johnson slung the lieutenant’s left arm over his shoulder.

“Get these people to safety. I’ll only slow you down, so don’t worry about me.”

Johnson froze. “Is that an order, boss?”

“Of course, it’s a damned order!”

“Then I’ll respectfully have to ignore it. If we make it out alive, I’ll be thrilled to face any and all repercussions for not following it.”

The remaining eight sals ran up to them, yammering and pointing ahead.

Russell nodded and pointed with them. “Yes, there isn’t a lot of time. Get out of here, all right?”

Neither he or Johnson expected two of the aliens to grab them and toss them onto their backs. The soldiers eyed one another, speechless. Getting onto a sal’s back, as if they were some domesticated animals, was one of the greatest offenses a human could do. Russell didn’t know if he should’ve been touched or ashamed, especially since these people saving him were civilians.

The sals darted off on their quads. Russell felt he might as well have been riding a living bicycle. He knew the people were by far faster than humans, but he had a new appreciation for the fact, given the new perspective. Moving at such speeds whenever they wished, the sal were majestic.

Enemy fire came their way moments later. The sal civvies yelped as they sped up, single-file, as if catching the drift of the person in front of them.

Russell extended his arm with a gauntlet and returned fire in spurts. “Johnson, give us some cover.”

“On it.” Johnson reactivated the tiny scout droids from before.

Their lights went red, switching to hostile mode. They locked onto the position of enemy forces, spraying the areas with plasma beams. The firing stopped as the rebels hid for cover.

“How much time do we have?” Johnson asked.

“ETA is 20 seconds,” Russell got back onto the intercom. “Lee, you’ll have eight civvy sals coming down the road. Do not fire. Copy?”

“Yes, sir! Area’s going to be hot, though.”

“Understood. I have two birds coming in with a flyby. Bunker everyone down.” Russell switched the channel. “Mat. Where are you? Get your ass back over here, now! The forest is about to get cleaned. Do you copy?”

There was no response.

“Don’t ignore me, Chief Matellizu. Your position is a marked area. Evacuate the premises immediately. Do you copy?”

“No promises.”

“Not good enough, Mat. Get the hell out of there!”

“More rebels are pressing through the forest. I’ll hold off as many as I can. Do your job. I’ll do mine.”

“Now’s not the time to––”

Mat closed the channel from his end. Russell struck the sal he was riding on the back, and quickly apologized. He looked behind him, hoping by some miracle he’d spot his friend dashing through the trees. His disappointment only grew when he didn’t see the dream fulfilled.

The firing from the rebels and platoon was about twenty meters out when Russell had everyone stop. The sal he was on squatted down, as Johnson helped him off and aided him to the trench they spotted. It was deep, leaving two meters of head room, even for the sals. It was a good spot.

“LT,” Lee said over the headpiece, “I hear birds coming in, but I don’t see you yet.”

“Don’t worry. We’re not far from you, and already found some cover.”

“Good to hear, sir. Did everyone make it?”

Russell looked behind him again. “We lost Kepu, and Mat is offline. I can’t reach him.”

A drawn-out silence came between them as the roar of two fighter jets neared, but Russell knew Lee heard what he said. It was always hard to respond to that news.

“Here they come,” Johnson said, as the jets came into view, moving at a casual Mach 1. “Everybody down!”

Russell buried his head and shielded his eyes as incoming fighter jets shook the ground. The enemy fire stopped as the rebel sals realized what was happening. He heard what he figured were frantic shrieks and orders to run away before two booms erupted.

* * *
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5 hours later...

Buchannan turned off the device recording Russell’s statements. “That will do, Lieutenant.” She placed a white ball – the size of a marble – onto the table. It flattened, and then formed a hologram of the road leading to the city Russell was supposed to direct the first batch of troops into.

“We’re getting reports of rebel forces covering the entire terrain,” Buchannan said. “Had you stayed there, the platoon would’ve been wiped out for sure.”

“Regardless, we cannot ignore the fact that two highly-valued officers of our company were lost,” Chief Maelip objected. “This was done under your watch, Lieutenant Ortega.”

Russell glanced at his captain. She was on the verge of saying something before Lord Mi raised his hand.

“And we understand that you took whatever precautions to ensure the safety of the entire company,” Mi added.

“With all due respect, sir,” Russell said, “anyone fighting beside me is ‘my people,’ whether they’re human or not. We will mourn the losses together and be thankful for the lives saved. The civilians you brought with you are in your debt.”

The captain pressed the ball, and the hologram went away. “This one is on the chain of command, as civilians haven’t been a part of collateral damage for ages.”

A drawn-out pause came amongst the four. Losing so many innocent people due to their own mishaps was unheard of. Neither race had directions in their rule books concerning how one was to handle the ache in their spirits.

“You made the best of the circumstances, Lieutenant,” Buchannan eventually stated. “There’s no need for disciplinary actions. Can we agree on that, gentlemen?”

The sals nodded as they stood up with Buchannan. Russell scooted his chair back so he could get up and salute, but Maelip held up a hand, motioning him to remain seated due to his injury.

“We are satisfied with this debrief, as much as we can be, Captain,” Mi said. “We’ll meet with you later as we prepare for countermeasures.”

“Thank you, sirs. Looking forward to it.”

Mi tapped his tail before he headed out the door. “Get that leg taken care of, Lieutenant Ortega. We can’t afford to have someone of your caliber bedside for long, understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Carry on.”

The humans saluted the sals as they left the room. When the door closed behind them, Buchannan sat back down in front of Russell.

“That could have gone worse, especially since we lost Mat. He was a big-timer in their council, so this news won’t be taken lightly. Their tribes might want to put some pressure on us since we were in charge of the company, but hopefully Lord Mi will get them to back off some.”

“War loves politics.” Russell pulled out the recorder he had of his son again. He’d get to call home and tell his boy how much he loved him, but Mat’s family wouldn’t be as fortunate.

Buchannan covered her mouth. “My God, Russell. What’s the matter with me? I’m so sorry about Mat.”

“Yeah.” Russell felt butterflies in his stomach as he forced a grip on his composure.

“You going to be all right? Everyone knows you two were close.”

Russell chuckled as he put his recorder away. “Close? Don’t tell me you never noticed the resemblance, Captain. He was my brother.”

Buchannan placed a hand on his shoulder. “And I’m sure he was looking out for his brother too. I’ll leave you the room for another ten. Get something on that stomach before the night’s over, whether you have an appetite or not. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

Once alone, Russell eased out of his seat, scratching the cast wrapped around his leg. He covered his mouth, fighting to keep his emotions from crying out. Tears ran down his face, though he wiped them away without a second thought. Mat was gone. He was alive. Fate had chosen the wrong person, but he couldn’t do anything about it, now that the dust had settled.

He had to go on, living the life he knew his friend considered a privilege to protect. He’d do better from now on. He’d be a more qualified leader, a more loving husband, a more caring father. He’d be a better man.

The lieutenant grabbed the crutches from the wall, needing to grab his dinner soon. There was no point in wallowing in this room. Too much time would be wasted if he did. Being alive was for the living. It was now a duty – more than ever – to do so. No, it was even more than that. It was an honor.
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Fires

Scott R. Parkin
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Bila, the rabbit, lounged in a patch of soft elephant grass nibbling a yam he had just snitched from Turtle's garden when he heard a loud rustling out on the wide path to the village. Bila peeked out and saw an old man shambling toward him; black as the purest coal, with hair that was white like the full moon. His dirty linen boubou robe was more gray than white, and he carried neither bag nor pack.

* * *
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Bila stared at the old man. His left eye was cloudy, his nose bulbous and misshapen, skin drooping from his jowls in long folds. He was bone thin and his hands carried only a thumb and two fingers each, his unshod feet showed curled and missing toes. A leper. 

Bila tried to think of some mischief to play on this strange man, then decided the best trick of all was to sit and wait. No leper is welcome in any village, especially if he comes uninvited. 

So Bila rolled in the yellow elephant grass and chewed on his yam. The rabbit imagined the people of the village screaming and chasing the old leper, beating him with sticks. And the old leper stumbling out of the village, his numb, shriveled feet catching on roots as blows rained down. 

There was no rush—the old leper should come running up the road any moment now. Bila’s whiskers twitched in anticipation. 

But the old leper did not come, so Bila entered the quiet village. He saw people gathered near the wide fire pit. 

He stepped up to the group—women and taller children around the outside, smaller children inside, and the old leper in the center. The leper leaned on his staff and placed his hand flat on the ground. The villagers leaned in close to hear what he said, so Bila pricked his ears forward and listened. 

"...music of the earth, the song of this first creation of Naba Zid Wendé to her children. So long as she sings, all is yet well in the world."

A little girl dressed in a bright saffron wrap squatted and put her tiny fingers to the ground, then jumped up, clapping her hands. "I felt it, Mother. I felt it!" She hugged the old leper's leg, and he rested his gnarled hand on her shoulder. 

Bila touched the hard ground; but felt nothing. Finally, he noticed a soft, rhythmic rumble, a gentle thrum like the pulse of the earth.

"It is only the drums from the neighboring village," Bila said. "There is no music." 

The women and children laughed, and the old man smiled. "Perhaps he will yet understand," he said and winked at the little girl in the saffron wrap. 

The older children nodded and scampered off to the long drums at the edge of the clearing to sound their own call for gathering. The women rushed to their huts to tend their meals and prepare for the men's return, the little children clinging at their legs. 

"You have made a fool of me," Bila said. 

The old leper shook his head. "I have done nothing but tell a story. I pray you will listen tonight when I tell it again." 

"I am important in this village," the brown rabbit said. I am the spokesman for the Animals to these people. There is much to fear if the Animals are convinced to be angry with you." The old man did not react. "These people could be hurt as well, and it would be on your head."

The leper closed his eyes and leaned forward on his knees. "Do not be angry, little one. There is no need. There is..." 

Bila waited for the old man to say more, but after a moment his breathing became deep and regular. 

Bila turned away. The old man had actually gone to sleep while still talking to him! No one mocked Bila the rabbit and prospered. 

Bila had no hut, had built no compound. The wide, green leaves of the trees were his roof, their thick trunks his walls. Tall elephant grass was his yard and the whole forest his garden. It was foolish to make huts and plant seeds when the earth itself provided all he needed. It was the natural order of things—the wise prospered despite the foolishness of others.

Bila found his clearing and flopped down in the soft grass. Anger boiled in his belly and made him ache, like the feeling he got from sour goat's milk. Who was a leper—only part of a man—to make the people think Bila was not as smart as they were?  

Bila twitched and kicked at the grass. How did one hurt someone for whom pain was already a part of life? Bila thought of the little girl in the yellow linen wrap who laughed and jumped up to hug the old man. 

The sour pain in Bila's belly faded. He stood and brushed his fur in all directions, rubbed dirt and grass onto his chest and face, scratched himself until little stripes of blood crossed his nose and chin. What could a poor little rabbit do against a strong old leper who had inexplicably attacked him? How could a little rabbit protect himself from villagers who turned their backs? 

What difference did it make that the leper attacked with words, not weapons? Had not the cruel man's words harmed him? Had not his stomach ached from hurt? It was only justice. 

Bila stepped out onto the trail, scampered toward the open range and the homes of Elephant and Lion. Everyone had a right to protect himself from strangers, and if someone got hurt in the process, that was simply an accident.

#
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The fire burned high and bright, so bright that it consumed the night and reached up as if to touch the stars. Evening meal was done and it was time to dance and share stories, that the village be strengthened, and the children taught. It was the most important time of the day, more important even than the hunt, for what is more important than knowledge? What is more valuable than children learning from their elders? 

Bila crouched down, hidden by the crowding bodies. There was no need for anyone to know of his talk with Elephant. 

The leper sat by the fire and smiled. Deep lines creased his skin. As the fire danced, those lines cast shadows that now deepened, now faded, shifting to the visage of a shrieking demon and back again. 

The sound of the drums stopped abruptly, and the dancers stopped with it. They all faced toward the edge of the village and a single mud and thatch hut.  

The blue curtain at the hut's door rustled and moved aside, and a bent old man shuffled out, his scuffing steps the only noise in the night beyond the crackling of the fire. This was Gandaogo, the senior tribesman of the village. He was older than any man Bila had ever seen—older even than the leper. His bent old legs seemed too frail to carry his once-large frame. Every eye followed him. 

The old man reached his place at the log bench. When he looked up, his eyes were clear and strong despite his crumbling body, and his bright yellow and blue robe spoke of his energy. 

"We are honored tonight," Gandaogo said in a voice that rasped like the wind through the grass. He gestured toward the leper who smiled and nodded. "This is m'ba Kudem'de. He has experienced many things and knows even more than I about our people and our beginnings. Hear his stories and learn."

"Do you know the stories of our people?" the leper asked in a loud voice as he stood. 

"Yes!" shouted the crowd as one. 

"Are you sure?" the leper said. "Do you know the story of the boy Wend'Yamba and his mother?" 

"Yes," but fewer answered—only adults and older children.

"What about the story of the warlock Swën-Naba?" he asked. 

"Yes," said the men and a few older women. 

The leper smiled and his white teeth seemed to glow. He knelt, and the little girl in the saffron wrap ran to him. He scooped her up. "Do you know the story of Naba Zid Wendé and the music of the earth?" he said. 

The little girl nodded, and the men of the village shook their heads and shrugged. 

The leper opened his mouth and gawked at the men. "How can this be? A child knows a story that the men have not heard. How is that?"

Bila jumped up on the log bench. "He has told lazy women and silly children stories while the men hunted and did what whole men do. He dishonors you."

A quiet rumble went through the crowd. Men argued with their wives, children argued with their parents. Soon the men separated out from the rest of the village and huddled together in council. 

Bila stared the leper down. "There are stories even you don't know, old man. Listen for a moment and see if you can learn something." 

Bila turned to the villagers. "Stop!" he shouted. "See how this stranger has divided us. Come together and let us show him what we do know!"

There was movement, but the men stayed grouped together. "Do you know the stories of Elephant and Lion?" Bila shouted. 

The villagers nodded and a few spoke up. "Yes." 

"Do you know the stories of Jackal and Turtle?" the little rabbit asked. 

"Yes!" the villagers said, stronger this time. Children stood, the fear falling from their faces. Fathers stepped forward to hold their children. 

"Do you know the story of Rabbit?" Bila asked. 

"Yes!" came the reply from every voice in the village. 

"Stop, Bila!" Gandaogo said. Though his voice was soft it cut through the night. "M'ba Kudem'de has come to teach. If his speaking is strange, it is because he is not of our village."

Bila turned on Gandaogo. "Is it now wrong to speak up here at the fire? Are we to stop thinking and accept everything we hear?" Bila glanced at the leper. "Even from strangers?"

"He has done you no injury, Bila," said Gandaogo. "Why do you carry on so over nothing?"

Bila hopped down off the log bench. "I see a mere rabbit has no place in this village of wise men."

The leper nodded. "Let Bila speak. We need not fear his words, but his silence would make me wary."

Anger twitched Bila's whiskers. The leper gazed at him and fire shined in his eyes. But it was not a reflection of the big fire that little Bila saw; it arose from within the ancient leper himself. Bila shrank back. 

“I will let the visitor speak,” Bila said. “It is the way of the village to welcome strangers.”

The leper smiled a cold smile and stood up. "Hear my story then and see if there is something to learn."

The leper waited while the villagers quieted and gathered again around the fire. It was deep night and silence descended like a heavy blanket over the village.

"Before there was water or earth or sky, Naba Zid Wendé ruled in the heavens. Though there was beauty in the heavens they were empty and without purpose, so Naba Zid Wendé created a world and placed it in the heavens. The world was perfect, smooth and round, and fire dwelt on its surface so that it glittered like a jewel. 

"Naba Zid Wendé walked on this new world and commanded Fire to gather itself and go down into the belly of the earth. Fire did not want to be confined; Fire wanted to dance free and live in the open spaces. 

"But Naba Zid Wendé had made the earth for his greatest creation, Man; and Man could not share its surface with fire. So Naba Zid Wendé forced fire down into the belly of the earth and closed him in so he could not escape. The world cooled and Naba Zid Wendé planted trees and grass, bushes and flowers, that Earth might please the eye and feed the belly. Then Naba Zid Wendé created the Animals and the Birds, the Insects and the Spiders, the Fish and the Lizards. And when all was complete, Naba Zid Wendé chose the most perfect of all the lands and put man upon it. That land was called Africa, because it gave forth the most diversity and life thrived upon it. Africa was the only land that fully embraced life in all of its borders and all of its places, high and low. It was a perfect place."

The old leper raised his hands and pointed out at the jungle and up at the sky. "This is the world that Man inherited. This is the land that was favored above all others. Because here all life is one." He looked over at Bila. "We all live well because we all do our part. That is the proper order and must never change."

The leper turned back to face the villagers. He reached out toward the fire and seemed to put his hands right into the flames, but he was not burned. He continued.

"Fire was not content to be locked in the belly of the earth. He struggled and raged against his confinement. Each day he reached ever higher, gaining the surface inch by inch, but never quite breaking free. Naba Zid Wendé had made sure that Fire could never free himself; someone from above had to let him out. 

"Man prospered in the land and soon forgot Naba Zid Wendé. Man wondered at the heat of the ground atop the great mountain and climbed up to learn what it was. Man dug down deep into the mountain and suddenly the earth gave way and crumbled into a cave from which sprang an old leper."

Whispers surged through the crowd and the leper smiled. "They looked at the old leper and scratched their heads, then descended the mountain, disappointed with what they had found. The old leper watched them go and when they had passed from sight, he revealed his true form. He was Fire, released at last from his prison in the belly of the earth." The leper looked at Bila and smiled, and the little rabbit again saw the glittering flames in his eyes. 

"Fire hated Man. It was Man who had caused him to be thrust down into the earth, it was Man who had gained favor with Naba Zid Wendé as the greatest of all creations. Fire raised his fist and sent flame into the heavens as lightning, shouted his anger as thunder in the night. 

"When his anger passed, Fire looked down from the mountain. He saw the beauty of plants and animals, saw the perfection of the land and understood that Naba Zid Wendé was right—Man deserved the surface of the earth, for he had made it far more beautiful and fruitful than Fire could ever have done. So Fire took his form as a leper and descended the mountain. He came to a village and he taught them how to dance as fire dances, to throw up their arms and show joy at being alive. He taught them how to make drums to keep a rhythm for the dance, just as the burning fire crackles its own beat. 

"When Fire had taught Man all he could, he went back to the mountain and descended again to the belly of the earth. There he taught his family to be content with their home and to accept the beauty that Man made above."

The leper hesitated, and when he continued his voice was rough. "He explained that because he had seen the beauty of the earth, he was no longer content to stay below. Because he was Fire, he could never be as Man; could never know them as he did his own kind. He would be among them but never part of them. It was his joy and his curse, but he knew it was just, for he had violated the will of Naba Zid Wendé. 

"So Fire asked his family to ever sound the drums of their joy, and to always dance so that he could touch the ground and feel them there and know that all was well with them.

"Fire went to the surface and stopped up the opening Man had made and sealed it so he could never go back. He descended the mountain and touched the ground, but he could feel nothing. He ran from place to place, but he could not feel the music of his family and his heart grew cold.

"Naba Zid Wendé pitied him. So Naba Zid Wendé asked the earth to sing the song of his family, that Fire would know all was well with them. And so, she sings today. But hers is more than just the song of Fire's family; it is the voice of the Great Mother, a tender lullaby to all of her children, Man and Animal and Fire." 

The great central fire had burned down and was now only a timid flame atop glowing red coals. The leper knelt and put his hand on the ground. "It is a gentle resonance, like the purr of a great cat. It is the voice of the world, the music of the earth, the song of this first creation of Naba Zid Wendé to her children. So long as she sings, all is yet well in the world." 

One by one each villager knelt down and touched the ground, and one by one each nodded and stood up. Bila hopped off the log bench and put his paw on the hard packed dirt. For just a moment he thought he felt something, a gentle thrum like the rumble of elephants far away. The old leper watched and Bila ignored his gaze.

The leper spoke. "This is how Man and Fire were reconciled. Now that we understand Fire’s true nature, let us dance and sing and remember." 

The drums pounded and the people danced, but their faces were thoughtful, their eyes intent as they moved. And though they were subdued in their steps, the dance was powerful. 

The leper turned to Bila. "Do you understand?"

Bila wrinkled his nose. "I understand that you have touched these people. I understand that you think Animals are somehow of lesser worth than Man—greatest creation indeed! But I am not fooled by your stories and I will tolerate no threats!"

The old leper leaned in close, and Bila felt heat rising off the leper's skin that singed and curled Bila's fur.

* * *
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"I tried to warn them, but they would not listen," Bila said. "They honored his story with a dance. And when all had ended, he told me he would burn me in the fire. I ask for your help, m'ba Wobgho. I cannot protect myself against this leper or the village he has enslaved with his evil magic."

The chief of elephants nodded, his great ears flopping forward then back as his massive head moved. "Man and Animal must respect each other; that is the natural order of things." He took a deep breath. "But if this village has lost respect for even one animal, they are evil and must be destroyed."

With a loud trumpet, Wobgho trampled forward, and the herd followed behind. In minutes they beat a path through the thick jungle and approached the village. Bila followed a safe distance behind as they stormed into the village, trampling every hut and wrecking every yard, pounding every garden into mud. Bila smiled as Gandaogo's hut fell beneath Wobgho's fury, and the little rabbit hoped the old leper was in there with him. 

Bila almost felt pity for the villagers. The elephants had come upon them so fast they had no chance to escape. It was their own fault. 

Hands grabbed from behind and hoisted him into the air, then back into the trees. Bila kicked out, but whoever had him had grabbed him around the middle so he couldn't strike. Bila tried to scream, but whoever held him had covered his face so he couldn't make a sound. He was dragged deeper and deeper into the jungle until he finally reached an opening in the brush. 

Dozens of people filled the clearing. Bila saw the girl in a saffron dress and recognized the villagers. Even old Gandaogo was there.

The hand gripping Bila's belly tightened until he could no longer breathe. He struggled until the strength went out of his limbs and he finally went limp. The villagers watched silently, and none came to help him. 

The leper hissed in his ear. "Did you think we were too stupid to recognize your warning?"

The hand covering his mouth loosened. "You brought it on yourselves!" he shouted. The hand around his belly tightened and Bila felt his breath rush out of him. 

"Quietly," the leper said. 

"It's your own fault!" Bila said in a harsh whisper. "I am the representative of the Animals, yet you honored a stranger more than me." 

Gandaogo sighed. "Is that not the way of the village? Do we not welcome the stranger? To give a traveler food and a place at our fire does not mean we honor you any less, for you always have a place among your friends."

"Perhaps you are right," Bila said and slumped forward. 

The leper's hand around his belly relaxed just a bit and Bila arched his back and kicked with his feet and wrenched himself free. He darted away from the leper, but the clearing was filled with people and there was no place to go. He turned this way and that, searching for a way out. He could not let these people take him. He had seen the fire in the old leper's eyes, and Bila was afraid. 

Bila saw that the circle of people was thin on one side and he ran straight at a little girl. She crowded against her parents and when he brushed past her, she screamed. 

At the sound, the villagers broke up and scattered through the woods. Within moments the elephants were there, trampling everyone they saw, knocking trees aside with ease and chasing down those who had run away. In a few moments it was over. Blood and bodies strewed the clearing, tossed among the tumble of trees the elephants knocked down. 

Bila stepped into the clearing and felt a weight in his stomach, felt the bile rise in his throat. He had not expected so much blood, so many bodies. He had thought it would be cleaner than this. 

He heard a sound to his left and turned. The leper bent over a small body wrapped in saffron cloth, weeping. Her arms and legs were crushed, her small head bent too far to one side.

Bila turned and tried to move silently away, back to the safety of the jungle. But before he had taken a dozen steps the leper screamed with a sound like the shriek of a wounded tiger. There were no words in his cry, only pain. 

Bila looked over his shoulder and saw not an old leper but shimmering blue fire in the shape of a man. It raised its arms to the sky and shrieked, and Bila understood that the leper had told not a story but the truth—the story of his own experience. 

Fire turned and faced Bila, and the little rabbit saw the same smoldering anger in his eyes as earlier that night. Fire raised his face and screamed again. Flames streaked from his body and blossomed all around. In seconds all the jungle burned, but somehow Bila was spared. Though his fur became singed and shriveled, though his skin ached from the heat, he was not consumed. The conflagration seemed to last hours, and through it all the terrible shrieks as Fire poured out his rage into the night. 

Then it was over and Bila looked up. The jungle was gone and dead; dry sand stretched away as far as he could see. Gleaming white bones littered the ground, human and animal bones that lay in tumbles, half buried in the sand. 

As he looked around, Bila noticed a few animals and people standing silently, their faces drawn. There was one elephant, one lion, and one jackal, then four humans—two young men and two young women who huddled together and watched the animals with open fear in their eyes. A dry wind blew, stirring up the sand in little eddies like ghostly serpents that whirled around both Man and Animal. 

Fire stood alone in the sand and gazed out over the desert, again in leper shape. He turned to face Bila, and the little rabbit saw that his eyes had changed. There was emptiness, like the last breath of coals whose fire was spent. 

"It is over," the leper whispered, his words carried on the wind. "Let Animals and Fire live together if they can, but they do so as enemies." He gazed at Bila. "This is what you wanted; this is what you shall have."

Bila shook his head. "Do not lay this evil thing on me. You conspired with Man to demean Animals through me. Declare yourself an enemy to Animals, but know this: Man and Animals are enemies from this day forward." He pointed over the blowing desert. "If this is the world you would create, we will have no part in it."

The leper nodded. "Then this desert is the new token of our bond, the place where fire and earth meet. Let it be called Sahara, because this was once a place of life but now is a reminder of death. Only when we are reconciled will this land be renewed and blossom forth as it once did." He looked to the others. "You are the witnesses of it. Know the truth and tell its story forever that Man and Animal may never forget the evil done this day. By both of us."

The leper raised his hands to heaven. "Naba Zid Wendé, I cannot live above the ground. I have destroyed that which I loved, and I cannot abide what I have done. Return me to my home, to the belly of the earth where I have always belonged." 

The leper dropped his hands and turned to face Bila. "You are lucky. You will forget. I will remember forever."

The wind blew and sand swirled around the leper. Then he was gone, and a profound silence settled over the earth.

Bila turned away from the humans and hopped toward the south. As he moved, he felt his limbs stiffen, felt his back curve as the gulf between Man and Animal widened, as each became deaf and mute to the other in accord with the curse Bila had spoken this day. With every hop he felt a part of him change, felt his mind slow as his memories faded. 

Naba Zid Wendé had accepted his curse; that was as it should be. 

In the moments before the change was complete, Bila noticed something else, something he had not expected. A profound silence filled his ears, a total hush that he had never before felt. Only then did he recognize the song of the Earth, the music of Fire’s family—only now that it was gone, and utter emptiness filled the air. Bila ached inside from the emptiness and thanked Naba Zid Wendé when his mind finally slowed enough that he forgot the beauty that was lost. 

A tiny brown rabbit hopped off across the blowing sand, away from the strange animals who walked on two legs. They carried with them a stick that glowed like the sun and danced like leaves in a whirlwind. He did not know why, but he feared the stick with its dancing light, understood that it was his enemy, and the strange two-legged animals who embraced it must also be his enemy.

That was the way of it; the way it should be. It was as it always had been. It was the natural order of things.
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The Biggest Mermaid

by Abby Goldsmith


This story was originally published in a print-only anthology, "When Dreams Come True" (2013), with John Marco, Laura Resnick, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and other authors.
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Voices filtered down to the mermaid as she swam back and forth in agitation. Everywhere she turned, she encountered a wall. The watery syllables of her name came back to her: Skoliheighi.

"... Doesn't look like a mermaid."

Skoliheighi had never heard the crisp voices of ground-folk until now. She lifted her head above water to get a better look at the two men who stood beyond the pool's edge. Water streamed over her hair and down her fat jowls.

"That can't be a mermaid," the shorter man said in disgust. "Idiot! You summoned a whale." He wore a cape lined with trim that made Skoliheighi think of striped eels.

The tall, skinny man flipped the pages of an object that Skoliheighi suspected was a book. Like most merfolk, she had learned all she could about the world above by studying the contents of sunken ships.

"I'm pretty sure I summoned a mermaid, Your Grace." He flipped more pages. "I might have mispronounced a word in the ninth incantation of the conjuring spell, but that's a mere technicality that shouldn't affect the way—"

"Idiot!" The short man reached over and slammed the book shut. "Everyone knows mermaids lure sailors into the ocean with their unspeakable beauty. The key word is beauty."

Skoliheighi was baffled. She was beautiful. Mermen composed poetry about her huge endowments. Other mermaids sang about her fair skin and massive bulk. No one had ever spoken of her with disgust.

"You're supposed to be the wisest conjuror in seven kingdoms," the short man said. "Is this the best you can do?"

"I'm sorry, Your Grace." The tall man hung his head in shame.

"Well," said the short one, "get rid of it and summon a real mermaid."

Skoliheighi looked from one to the other. "Why am I here?" Minutes ago, she'd been swimming through the indigo depths of her undersea grotto. As she and her sisters harvested oysters for a feast, they'd composed songs about their suitors. Skoliheighi had wanted a break from the teasing songs, so she'd swum upwards until she was completely alone. She hadn't realized how far she'd swum away.

And now she was trapped in a pool of warm, sticky, foul water.

"Send me home," she pleaded to the tall one, the conjuror.

He looked doubtful. "Are you a mermaid?"

"Of course," Skoliheighi replied, flipping her tail in annoyance. Water slopped over the rim of the pool. She rolled to display her obese body, her lack of neck, and her beautiful hair, which was the color of red kelp. "Don't I look like a mermaid?" she asked, surfacing again.

The short man winced in disgust. "You're fat!"

Skoliheighi laughed at his ignorance. "How do you think we stay warm in the ocean? Of course I'm big. Does the whale long for a thinner body? Does the seal want to starve? No, and neither do we."

He struggled to come up with a response.

"I suppose you think selkies are thin, too?" Skoliheighi asked with contempt.

"There you have it," the conjuror said, tucking his book under his arm. "I summoned a mermaid."

"I don't appreciate your sense of humor, Yuris," the short man said. "She has a nice voice, but she needs to lose about a ton before she'll be beautiful. You've failed me again." He whirled on his heel and stalked away. "I have enough worthless treasures."

"Set me free!" Skoliheighi called.

He ignored her, stomping across the polished stone floor and out through a pair of ornate double doors. Armed guardsmen stood to either side of the doors.

Skoliheighi heaved herself onto the floor in a tidal wave of water. She slid and came to rest on her own flesh. Her girth was wider than what a man's arms could encompass, her fish-skin as white as pearls. She was more whale-shaped than human. Her muscular fishtail shimmered with luminescent green scales.

One of the guards groaned in disgust. "Get back in the water, you sea-cow."

Skoliheighi was so distressed, she almost obeyed. But she wanted to face these ground-folk in their element. "Please." She dared to use the conjuror's name. "Please, Yuris."

Yuris paused on his way out the door. "You're one of the Prince's royal treasures now." He hunched his thin shoulders. "I'm sorry. If I displease him, I'll lose my job. And my life."

"Please." Skoliheighi had no better argument.

Yuris hurried out of the pool chamber.

Skoliheighi slid back into the water. The pool tasted like poison, but she had nowhere better to go. Strange land plants populated the landside portion of the enclosure. She had never seen so many fragrant flowers, or green, leafy trees. There were plenty of oysters to eat.

But the walls were stone.

She rippled back and forth for hours without sleep, dreaming only of going home.

Vibrations through the water woke Skoliheighi. She poked the top of her head above the surface.

A group of guardsmen were dragging some sort of stone edifice across the floor. They grunted and strained with the effort. Skoliheighi realized that the statue was a grotesquely thin mermaid, with a pinched-in waist that made her look frail. The skinny mermaid rested on a rock, as if too weak to swim.

Skoliheighi swam closer to look at it. The guardsmen stared at her and muttered something she couldn't hear.

She rose higher out of the water, proud to show them what a real mermaid looked like. Not delicate or weak. She was strong like the dolphin, energetic like the seal, colorful and playful, like all sea creatures. Water streamed off her white rolls of blubber. She twisted so that her hair wrapped her streamlined bulk.

"Ugh," said one of the men.

The Prince strode through the open doors, followed by more guardsmen in shining armor. "Ah, good," he announced. "She sees it. Let her study and learn how a real mermaid should look."

Skoliheighi fell back in the water. Did these ground-folk truly believe the thin mermaid statue was beautiful? They were the ugly ones. They looked pathetic to her.

She churned water into a whirlpool, and had to stop to let the force of it dissipate.

"Hey, fat mermaid,” called the Prince. "Here's the deal. My useless conjuror talked me into giving you a chance. If you can look like her—” he patted the statue's fishtail— "I'll talk to you." He grinned with mad overconfidence. "I might even marry you."

The idea of marrying a puny man with legs made Skoliheighi feel nauseated. "Please, set me free."

"Become beautiful," the Prince replied, "and we'll talk about granting your wish."

Skoliheighi dove. She couldn't look at him or the emaciated statue for a moment longer. She swam in circles, desperate for another option.

Guardsmen dumped fresh oysters and sardines into the pool every so often. Skoliheighi ate them. But as the hours and days passed, the unchanging meals and stagnant water became boring to her. The only thing she wanted was to go home.

The statue taunted her at the edge of the pool. I am what legged men want. I am the real mermaid, in their eyes.

A morbid curiosity began to take hold of Skoliheighi. She hauled out of the water to study the idealized mermaid statue. She searched for beauty in its curves. No mermaid had ever looked like that, in her experience. Such a thin mermaid would be considered fatally ill.

The Prince ordered more artwork installed in her prison. Paintings and sculptures portrayed delicate, skinny mermaids. They smiled with human faces on human necks. Their breasts were small enough to be engulfed by starfish or clam shells. Their pinched waists looked awkward for streamlined swimming.

"If I marry a mermaid," the Prince told Skoliheighi, "I would let her swim beside my ship. She'd have the ocean for her playground." He cupped his hand around the curve of one statue's waist and looked at Skoliheighi with disappointment.

Skoliheighi had never seen such detailed work, or so many references to the same thing. In her undersea home, paintings did not exist.

She twisted around to look at her own body and saw it the way ground-folk must see it. Ungainly. Excessive.

She didn't reply to the Prince's taunts, and he finally left her alone.

"Were you attracted to any mermen?" Yuris asked, kicking his bare feet in the pool water.

"A few," Skoliheighi said. "But they only wanted me for my beauty. I never met one I wished to marry."

Yuris was her only regular visitor, now that the Prince had all but given up on her. Sometimes Yuris sat by the poolside and watched her swim, and sometimes he even jumped in and joined her in the water.

Skoliheighi answered his questions about her home, but she could not summon any warmth for the man who had trapped her. At least he was curious. Unlike the Prince and his guardsmen, Yuris ignored the statues and paintings, and seemed fascinated by real mermaids.

"I've never found a woman I wanted to marry, either." Yuris studied his clasped hands. "You're more interesting than anyone in the royal palace."

This was the first time Yuris had offered any personal information. Despite herself, Skoliheighi was curious. "Have you ever left the royal palace?" she asked.

"Not since I was young," Yuris replied. "I'm not allowed to. The Prince keeps me here almost the way he keeps you. And the court ladies? They're not my type. They're playing a power game, so they all want the Prince."

Skoliheighi swam fitfully around the pool. Hunger gnawed at her, but she forced herself to ignore it. "How long have you been here?"

Yuris laughed without humor. "Years. Years and years."

"Why can't you just conjure yourself free?"

"I could," he admitted. "But then I'd be a hunted man. The Prince has a network of allies in every kingdom from here to the North Sea. I have enemies in the outside world—powerful sorcerers—who want me dead. As long as I obey the Prince, I'm safe. If I displease him, I might as well prepare my own grave."

Skoliheighi wondered if his enemies would think to look for him in the ocean. She eyed his lanky body. Despite his bony limbs, he was a graceful swimmer, for a legged man.

Yuris studied her, as well. "You shouldn't try to look like these statues and paintings."

"I'm not," she said, indignant. But in her heart, she wasn't so sure. The Prince and his guardsmen spoke about her as if she was a monster. She longed to hear words of admiration again. She longed for the vastness of the ocean, and her sisters and the rest of the merfolk. She'd never gone for so long without praise or love before. Now that she knew what she missed, she realized that she needed admiration in her life more than sustenance.

The Prince had promised to let her swim in the ocean if she became thin.

"The Prince is greedy." Yuris scooted forward, submerging his legs all the way into the pool, and lowered his voice. "Don't tell the guardsmen what I'm about to tell you, all right? It could mean death for both of us."

"All right," Skoliheighi said.

"He's obsessed with marrying royalty," Yuris said. "The only princess available to him is his withered old aunt, and he doesn't want her, so he's set his heart on marrying a non-human princess." Yuris smiled. "The first was the dryad. He eventually realized that he can't make love to a tree. Then he tried a banshee. She didn't take well to being told to shut up."

Skoliheighi laughed. She hadn't laughed since her imprisonment began, and it felt strange.

"He wants an exotic wife more than anything," Yuris said. "He's collected a succubus, a fairy, a genie ... but he's still thinking of you. You might be the one he chooses. His ornamental mermaid princess bride."

That seemed like a cruel taunt to Skoliheighi. The Prince would never love her. No legged man would ever find her attractive. She was just a monstrosity in a pool, ugly and pathetic and devoid of enchanting properties.

She swam past pictures of thin mermaids. "I used to be beautiful." Skoliheighi wasn't sure why she wanted to tell Yuris about her home, but it felt good to share something about herself. "I was praised by everyone," she went on. "I was called the Treasure of the North Sea."

Yuris was silent. Listening.

"I'm not real in this palace. These statues ... they're real here." She turned to Yuris. "How can I make ground-folk see me with admiration?"

Yuris smiled sadly. "Don't. They're not worth it, Skoliheighi."

"Well, well," said the Prince. "Hmmm."

It had been six long months since her capture. Skoliheighi bobbed in the shallow end of the pool, desperate to look appealing. Her eyes felt heavy and hollow. Her stomach was cramped and empty. The ends of her hair brushed her tail flippers, seeming to have grown in length because her former bulk was gone. In the ocean of her home, she would have frozen to death. She was emaciated.

"Huh." The Prince sat back and framed his chin with his finger and thumb. He gave no sign of approval or disapproval. He just studied her.

Yuris looked mournful and guilty.

They both spoke at once. "She's improved," the Prince said, as Yuris began, "I should never have—"

The Prince silenced him with a hand flip. "She's not precisely ... pretty ... but she does look acceptable."

Yuris gave him an incredulous look.

Skoliheighi twisted, catching her reflection in the water's surface, desperate to see if there was any fat left. Her skin hung in loose flaps. Was that ugly? And what about her long torso? Were her bony hips too wide? Were her floppy breasts decently covered, or should she show more skin?

"She's prettier than my aunt," the Prince said in a considering tone. "And she is a princess."

"But ..." Yuris seemed unwilling to even look at her. "She looks starved, Your Grace."

Skoliheighi whimpered as if she'd suffered a physical blow. Yuris was the only legged man who had bothered to learn about her culture, and now he was disgusted. His tone said it all. She began to sink, so they wouldn't be able to see her cry.

"You've upset her!" The Prince sounded angry. "I gave her a goal and she respected it. She's not bad looking. Anyway, why should you care so much? It's my future bride, not yours."

Yuris stepped back and made a gesture of acquiescence.

The Prince knelt by the poolside. He would make an ugly merman, but Skoliheighi tried to smile for him. He wasn't awful. Not really. She had to build a relationship with this man in order to escape the prison of the pool.

The Prince nodded in approval at her long body. "Her fishtail makes up for her baggy skin. Won't she look beautiful dressed up in taffeta and lace? My mermaid queen! She'll be the envy of all the nations!" He leaned closer. "What is your name?"

Skoliheighi twirled with joy. She had waited months for the Prince to actually talk directly to her.  She drew a deep breath to answer ... and her vision narrowed.

The Prince looked baffled. Skoliheighi was unable to catch her breath. Her heart fluttered.

"You've killed her," Yuris said. "She's starved herself to death. I told you, mermaids need to be bulky!"

As Skoliheighi descended, too weak to swim, she knew Yuris spoke the truth. She was no longer a mermaid but a carcass, a grotesque skeleton. Uneaten oysters floated below her. Oysters that would be her grave.

Yuris began to read from his spell-book. He spoke rapidly and without inflection.

"What are you doing?" the Prince demanded. "Another summoning?"

Yuris kept reading, his voice growing deep, and powerful enough to reverberate underwater.

"You don't read spells unless I order it!" the Prince said. "Shut up!"

Yuris kept reading. The Prince took a step back, and then, with all of his small strength, he shoved Yuris into the pool.

The last thing Skoliheighi saw before blackness took over was Yuris falling through water. The spell-book fell in with him.

Ocean currents tugged at Skoliheighi. The briny ocean surrounded her, vast and cold. It tasted like freedom. She was too thin, but she felt healthier than she had in months.

Yuris floated down towards the black depths. His eyes bulged in panic, and silvery bubbles trailed from his nose.

Skoliheighi dove and embraced Yuris. She swam upwards as fast as she could. Yuris went limp in her arms. This isn't his element, she knew. The Prince must have thought he was just pushing Yuris into the pool. He didn't realize that Yuris had completed the spell.

She broke the surface of the nighttime ocean, and lifted Yuris's head above the waves, holding him close to the warmth of her body. He remained corpse-like. She pressed her lips against his cool mouth and used her powerful mermaid lungs to revive him.

He stirred.

Encouraged, Skoliheighi breathed in and out for him. Yuris coughed. He coughed again, and this time threw up water.

"I wanted to see your home," he said weakly.

"Thank you, Yuris. I will forever be grateful." Skoliheighi embraced him to keep him warm. She laid a finger against his lips. "But you cannot come to my home. You know that. It would be deadly to you, just as your home was deadly to me."

Yuris gazed hopelessly at her. It was the way he'd looked at her that first day they'd met.

Skoliheighi swam southward, where ground-folk plied the ocean, to bring Yuris somewhere he'd be safe. Together, they would solve the problem of his enemies. She would help him build a new life in hiding.

Only then would she dive home, where she belonged.
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Last of Her Kind

By Abby Goldsmith, Raphyel M. Jordan, Scott Parkin
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Rezza had run out of food two days ago. She was losing faith in her map, now that the muddy wagon road had petered out, leaving her no choice but to shove through untouched forest.

Leaves and twigs scraped her face. The serrated leaves drew blood, so she had learned to avoid those. The rest offered unwelcome caresses, like the lesser sorcerers who came to learn sorcery from her father.

You don't belong here, the woods seemed to whisper. Poor girl. All alone.

The unwelcome feeling was not just the dense underbrush. It also came from the massive cobwebs overhead, crawling with squirming giant caterpillars. Granite outcroppings blocked her path sometimes, mottled green with lichen, slimy with mold. Rocks formed little caves, dark enough to hide anything. Rezza felt creatures peering at her resentfully. 

She needed to find a gnome. But whenever she called out, nothing replied. The brook, at least, proved that she was climbing uphill, towards the mountains and the Undead Barrier. The shallow trickle was often hidden by underbrush, and Rezza had to wait for the forest locusts to stop rattling so she could hear the running stream. The rattling insects grew louder and bolder the further she climbed.

Nobody dared live this close to the Undead Barrier, of course. Not even hunters strayed this far. If deer or boar roamed these woods, they were likely to be mutants.

Rezza stopped to catch her breath. Locusts rattled, then died down. And she heard leaves crunching.

She looked in that direction, into the gloom beneath a massive ironwood tree. The footsteps had not sounded like a rodent. During her long trek away from civilization, she had glimpsed plenty of squirrels, chipmunks, and martens. This thing sounded as light as a marten, but two-legged.

“Is someone here?” Rezza asked.

In her father's palace, maids obeyed her commands. Here on the edge of the known world, her voice sounded insignificant; a squeak in comparison to the brook. Yet she held her breath. She could not shake the feeling that someone was listening.

Gnomes?

She tried to quell her fears. It would be a good thing to find a gnome. Her only hope.

Ancient lore described gnomes as tricksy, but Rezza doubted they could be any worse than sorcerers. Gnomes disdained humans, so they probably did not use human blood for spellcasting, the way sorcerers did. They would not enslave children or use their own daughters for cruel experiments.

And, according to tales which Rezza had sneaked from the forbidden mezzanine of the library, gnomes had magic unknown to humans. They would help a person for the right price.

If those tales were just nursery stories, then Rezza had run away for nothing; and death in the woods was the kindest fate she could hope for. Her father was the Grand Sorcerer. If he could not trust his own daughter, then he would lock her up in the Weeping Spire and siphon off her blood for powerful spellcasting.

Rezza thought that even becoming one of the undead might be a better fate than that.

“I've learned there is an ancient treaty between gnomes and humans,” Rezza said to the growing gloom of the forest, hoping that someone was listening. “You are a buffer between us and the undead. In return, we leave you alone.”

She turned in a circle. Perhaps the footsteps had only been a woodlark, or a crow.

“I'm here alone,” she said. “I just want a guide through the Undead Barrier, to the far side of the mountains. I'll do anything.”

No reply.

Rezza hiked onward, disquieted. Night was falling. The gloom deepened, shadows joining together, and more than ever, she felt herself being watched. 

Although the map was useless now, she figured she must be dangerously close to the Undead Barrier. Unlike humans, animals could range here freely, but some of them grew strange. The wolves of these woods were said to be ferocious. Barrier elk went mad, and there were tales of a serpent as large as a herd of elk. A wise person would never hike in this direction. 

Boughs creaked as a night wind swept through the forest. Unseen animals skittered over dead leaves.

Rezza forced herself to sound confident, the way she did for her schoolmasters at court. “I know you're listening.” Sometimes lies were the best way to survive.

Distant twigs snapped, and leaves rustled. The locusts fell silent.

But if any gnomes were listening, they seemed unmoved by her plight. 

Perhaps they didn't know her worth. Maybe they would be impressed if they knew who she was.

“I am the firstborn daughter of the Grand Sorcerer who rules these lands,” she said. “My name is Rezza vi Aukyo.”

Tiny feet pattered in the undergrowth. 

“Please guide me through the Undead Barrier,” Rezza begged. “I will do anything to cross to the other side, so that my father may never find me.” She tugged the drawstrings of her purse and pulled out the valuable jewelry which she had smuggled out of the palace. Two emeralds, two rubies, and a sapphire.

“I can pay,” she said to the dark woods.

The brook was a whispering chuckle, its source lost in the nameless, unexplored mountains.

Rezza put away her jewelry and forced her aching feet onward. No point in making a campsite. She would climb a tree if she found one that didn't look too dangerous, but she would not sleep on the ground this close to the Undead Barrier. 

A squat, knobby figure with tufted ears watched her.

At first Rezza assumed the silhouette was a pile of rocks. But the ears were distinct, and she tensed. It might be a bobcat, ready to pounce.

Then the little figure trotted into a beam of fading evening light. It looked something like a man. He leaned on a polished walking stick.

Ancient books described gnomes as tiny and deceptively frail. Indeed, this one was the size of a baby. His eyes drooped in a mournful way over a tiny mouth, sunken cheeks, and no chin. White hair haloed his head, matching the tufts on his bat-like ears, and his long, drooping mustache. Layers of knitted clothes covered him, indistinct in the twilight.

Rezza and the gnome regarded each other while the forest darkened. Rezza searched for the right thing to say, but the gnome turned and scurried into underbrush.

“Wait!” Rezza scrambled over rocks and tree roots, heedless of brambles, desperate to keep the gnome in sight. She knew the spell for sparking a fire—her father had ensured that she learn the simplest rudiments of spells—but there was no time to etch fiery components onto her skin and meditate. The gnome was moving too quickly.

He paused on a granite outcropping, silhouetted against the dusk.

Perhaps he was inviting her to come closer. Or luring her. Rezza must be the first human to see a gnome in over three hundred years, and she could not guess which old tales to give credence to, and which to ignore. 

All the tales included a hint of danger. Gnomes did not cast spells, but they guarded secrets unknown to humankind.

The gnome trotted underneath a tangle of dead brush. A moment later, yellow points of light began to glow, illuminating a low tunnel beneath the brambles which vanished underground. The gnome was lighting tiny lanterns.

Rezza went to her hands and knees. Her instincts warned her not to enter a crawlspace in the woods at night. She would be unable to turn around, and unable to run if she needed to. 

At least it was lit up.

She took off her pack, and pushed it ahead of her, keeping her head low to avoid the tangle of roots that formed the ceiling. She was lucky to be a skinny girl, not yet full-grown. Anyone larger would have been unable to follow the gnome.

He waited for her, perched atop an ancient, dusty book. He swung his legs like a child. Despite his infantile proportions, he looked ancient, with the wispy mustache and bags under his mournful eyes.

“You wish to break the Treaty?” the gnome asked in a creaky old voice.

Rezza felt a stirring of unease.

“I want passage out of this land,” she said. “Are there people—humans, I mean—on the other side of the mountains, beyond the Undead Barrier?”

The gnome regarded her, expressionless. Lamplight flickered on his wrinkled face.

“Ancient stories say the Undead Barrier divided people,” Rezza said. She figured there must be another civilization out there, better than her own. If she managed to cross the Undead Barrier, she would then be a stranger among unfamiliar people, but she didn't care about that. Anything was better than what her father would do to her.

The gnome spoke after a moment. “You don't wish to break the Treaty? Just you. One exception. The daughter of a sorcerer. A girl with magic. For what, in exchange?”

Rezza pulled out her jewelry and held it out as an offering.

The gnome waved a tiny hand in disgust. “Your father will burn me and my people to cinders, if he learns that you are alive. The price must be more precious than shiny pretties.”

“This is all I have,” Rezza admitted, despairing.

The gnome hopped off the book and came towards her with a magnifying glass. He studied her eyes, one after the other. He made gritty sounds in his throat, apparently pondering her face. 

Then he drew lines, like a spell-caster, except working on air instead of skin. He studied her some more.

At last, he settled back on his heels.

“You will give me your son,” the gnome said. “The second-born son.”

Rezza hesitated. Was the gnome foretelling her future? Was she going to marry a man from beyond the Barrier? Was this a promise that she would live long enough to grow up and have children?

And was a child, her future son, too steep a price to pay for her freedom?

The gnome was not finished.

“I will have your oath of lifelong protection,” he went on. “All your future wealth? You will share that with me, by half, for as long as we both live. Your knowledge? I will have all of that. You will never conspire against me.”

“Will you share your knowledge with me, as well?” Rezza dared to ask.

“As I deem fit,” the gnome replied. “If you want to live, safe from your father and his armies, this is the price.”

The gnome spoke of her future as casually as a merchant inspecting wares. Rezza understood that it was a bargain, and she was probably expected to haggle, the way serfs and maids haggled in the marketplace. She half-expected other gnomes to show up and inspect her, like curious cats, and make their own offers.

The elderly gnome looked as uncaring as a granite rock. Rezza had one chance to escape her father, and she dared not let it slip away.

“I will do all that you ask.” She kissed her ring finger to show that it was a promise. “It is a deal.”

* * *
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With each passing year, the road leading back to the Undead Barrier seemed to shorten, the mountains shrink, the hours hasten. It did not take long for Rezza’s nostrils to flare up when they came upon the grotesque stench of rotting wood and decaying flesh. Five days had passed since she and her entourage of eight guards had left her manor, venturing through the lifeless terrain. They were only a few miles away from reaching the gnome now.

Rezza could’ve blamed the trip appearing shorter due to the six horses dragging her carriage along compared to her own pair of little feet trudging through the mud sixteen years ago. It wasn’t even the numerous visits she had made to the horrid place since then. Oh no. It was the dread, and the source of it being in her company.

Sitting across from Rezza in the carriage was her brave little Markus; the youngest of her three children, and her second-born son. While the guards around the carriage were on full alert, he typically kept himself occupied with studying some of Rezza’s old notes to help pass the time. Even he knew there was no need to fear the journey through the realm of death, thanks to his mother’s “arrangement”. Rezza, however, noticed he hadn’t read a thing since breaking camp that morning. Now he just stared out of the carriage’s window, not uttering a word.

She tapped him on the foot with her own. “Would you like me to show you that other fire spell you keep asking about? I can ask the driver to stop.”

“No, not really.”

Rezza straightened up, fidgeting with her fingers. Markus was always quick to accept a new lesson in sorcery. “Do we need to talk?”

Markus shook his head, his eyes suddenly appearing far too old for a ten-year-old’s. They appeared to be that of someone carrying the burden of too much on his shoulders for far too long. Rezza hated how much truth resided within those eyes.

“You know,” she said, “it’s okay to be afraid. Goodness knows I always am.”

“Yes, Mother. I know.”

The tapping of horseshoes. The clanking of armor. The dead twigs breaking along the top of the carriage. Rezza heard none of it. For her boy’s silence was deafening.

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it, Markus?”

He looked her in the face. “Year after year, it’s always the same. Maybe I go home. Maybe I don’t. Talking about it won’t change that, will it?”

Rezza grabbed her chest, a sudden ache overcoming her. She reached out to Markus, only to pull away as he returned to gazing beyond the window. No, she had no right in comforting him. She had cursed her flesh and blood years before he was even born. His only fault was being offspring to a selfish woman who couldn’t stomach living in constant fear of her father as a little girl. To imagine she had committed the same crime was insufferable.

“I’m sorry,” Rezza uttered.

Marcus studied her, not saying a word. As if sensing her shame, he moved to her side, resting his head on her shoulder. Then, he grabbed the same hand she was so quick to retrieve.

“We’re nearly there,” he assured her as tears ran down her face.

“I know,” she whimpered.

The remainder of the trip zipped by quicker than the former, as the carriage halted around the last clearing in the forest. As they prepared to finish on foot, Rezza went to the rear of the carriage to inspect two chests they had brought. Upon opening one, gold coins within still found a means to shimmer, despite the rising fog. It took six of her men to set the chests onto a large roller. They typically only had one to offer the gnome, though fortune had grown in the region her household governed.

It was no wonder the creature had added Rezza’s wealth into the arrangement, going as far as demanding her visits become an annual routine after her daughter had been born. Even so, she still wondered what need a gnome had for riches as he evidently found more value in protection than “shiny pretties”. More so, she hated having to bring Markus with her. Such had been the condition for the past three years. The gnome was always changing the rules. What new arrangement he had in store for them this time, she did not know, and it terrified her.

As they ventured deeper into the forest, Rezza locked her eyes on the dry ground beneath her boots. For she couldn’t stand the sight of them, the trees. Gray in death as they leered over her, like the specters and wraiths she recalled her father summoning when he thought no one was watching.

You still don’t belong here, they seemed to remind her each time she returned. Poor girl. All alone.

Or maybe her father knew she was watching back then, and he enjoyed reminding Rezza that her fate could very well be that of those poor lost souls he tortured. Perhaps Markus imagined her in the same light. The bringer of his unknown ruin. He’d be right to think so. For she deserved such disdain.

“It gets smellier each time we come back,” Marcus noted.

Rezza agreed with a mellow nod, now following her child’s antic of muteness as fear of the upcoming minutes took her breath away.

“There he is,” Markus said, pointing ahead.

Rezza grabbed his hand, her heartbeat racing against her chest. She wasn’t ready. Despite having done this for so long, she was still not ready.

The gnome could be made out, even in the fog. He liked wearing that large hat—the color of blood—when he was working outdoors; they had started meeting outside when Rezza grew too big to crawl into his home.

The gnome glanced at the two, only briefly, before setting two logs in the middle of some stones.

“Set the goods by the tree,” he ordered the guards. “Bring the boy here.”

No greeting of any sort. Typical. It’d be nice if he could at least act like he understood what Rezza was putting her family through. The gnome always wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible, though part of her couldn’t blame him. Had she still resided under her father’s lingering shadow, Rezza’d rather not stay out for long either.

“I take it the perimeter my husband and I have arranged continues to serve you well?” she decided to ask.

The gnome waved Marcus forward. “I still breathe, as do you. I am surprised said husband and the other children never accompany you. Are you not a family?”

“We are, but this is my responsibility, as I’ve stressed to them many times before.” Rezza looked to Markus, choosing her words. “I made this agreement on my own, so I insist in facing it just the same.”

“If it suits you,” the gnome noted, not caring. “Again, the boy. I only need him, after all.”

She and Markus approached the creature, still holding hands.

“Not you,” the gnome told the mother. “Just him.”

“What?” Rezza pulled Markus behind her without a second thought. “Please, just let me stay with him. It’s never been a problem before.”

“That was then, and this is now. Bring him here.”

Markus released her hand. “It’s all right, Mother.”

Rezza covered her mouth. With each step made, the further her son became. She clutched her fists, rage suddenly overpowering any notion of fear. She’ll kill him if she must. She’d burn the entire cursed forest into ashes if he thought today was the day she’d lose her boy. Rezza’s fist brightened as the power within it channeled. Her finger flicked the tip of a blade hidden underneath her sleeve. For she only needed a little blood...

“You will not conspire against me,” the gnome plainly recited as Markus reached him. “You remember, and not a single person here will get what they want if you act as if you do not. I assure you.”

Markus turned and pleaded to his mother with his stare. Rezza bit her lip and flicked her blade away.

“Better. You, boy. Ten years, correct?”

“Um, yes, sir.”

“Good.” The gnome pointed at the logs he had collected. “Set them ablaze.”

Markus tilted his head. “What?”

“You couldn’t stop blabbering about becoming a sorcerer like your mother during your last visit, and now all you offer is a simple, ‘what?’ Show me. Everyone knows even you humans find this sort of magic elementary.”

The boy shrugged, rolled up his sleeves, and stretched his hands over the logs. “I’ve never tried this without pricking my thumb, but—” 

Before he could finish, a frail light flickered off Markus’ fingers before skipping into the bottom of the wood.

“Huh?”

The wood erupted with a flame that skyrocketed to the top of the trees, emitting so much heat even Rezza and the guards scurried back.

“Markus,” she said, unshielding her face as the fire settled. “How did you do that?”

The gnome shoved Markus away from him. “No point in asking him to explain as I’m certain he has no clue. The boy’s fate is in a peculiar state, it seems. Destiny pulls him to multitudes of possibilities. The forest can tell, and it is frightened by him.”

Rezza hurried to Markus, holding him. “I don’t understand. Frightened by him? Why? He is just a boy.”

“And just as you, he will grow up to meet his full potential. Though what becomes of him as of now is more uncertain than ever before. Interesting. Whatever the case, I have no need of him for the moment being. He’s not ready yet. Take him.”

Rezza dropped to her knees, stunned. “I-he gets to come back home? With me?”

The gnome shooed the two. “Yes, yes. You heard what I said. Now, off with you. Your visits give me a headache. As a matter of fact, just leave your wages at the end of the forest for—what period is it again?—the next five years. Keep him at home if you must in the meantime, as well.”

Rezza pulled Markus in, laughing and crying all at once. Five years. A half decade of living in grace. Most families would find the thought of offering one’s child to another for any length mortifying, but they hadn’t endured the annual trip down that lonely, mottled road leading to the Undead Barrier year after year.

“Thank you,” Rezza cried. “Thank you so much.”

“Don’t be so quick in offering gratitude, little sorceress. For no one knows what curses from the future may guise themselves as current blessings.” The gnome watched the fire from the logs flicker out. “Apparently, not even I.”

* * *
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The woods no longer whispered to Rezza as her carriage bumped along ancient ruts among iron-gray trees that drooped not with shadows and webs, but with kudzu and liana and holly and grapevine. The musty stink suggested not undead horrors or moldering bodies so much as simple fungus reclaiming fallen trees and slowly returning them to the earth from which they once sprang. 

Simple truths of Nature, not dark omens whispering of her weakness and fear in the face of unknown power. 

Time may heal some wounds, but it only deepens others and makes the childish panic of old mistakes seem even more banal, more foolish in light of age and experience. There were indeed powers in the world that she feared — her father’s dark sorcery, for example. But these woods were merely old, neglected trees living and dying as all untended forests do. 

If she repeated these mantras often enough, Rezza hoped to actually believe them. 

Markus sat opposite her, tall and lean. He might have been a statue chiseled from dark stone except for eyes that darted constantly from tree to stone to sky and back again. But never to her.

Today the gnome would take her son. It was a truth Rezza felt in the deepest places of her soul. Yet unlike her last visit to these barrier woods she felt no panic of impending loss, no rising of a mother’s instinct to protect her precious child. Only a dull recognition of the fact that Markus had long since left her behind. 

The carriage slowed to a halt and Markus unlatched the door and hopped out without offering his hand. He had been like this since their last visit to this dead place five years ago. Though she had pulled him tight, grateful to keep her last child for a few more years, Markus had not returned her frantic graspings, but kept his eyes on the tiny gnome who gazed back with black, glittering eyes before fading back into the dense woods. 

“Align the chests there,” Markus said in a firm, deep voice so like his father’s. Her chest tightened at the thought. Her husband and oldest son were killed in the same hour, murdered by highwaymen exactly two years ago. And her daughter had died in childbirth just last year; both mother and daughter were buried together in her husband’s holdings. 

Now Markus would leave her as well. 

“Not in the middle of the path,” Markus called. “Over there by the fallen tree. Side-by-side, with the latches facing me.” He stood tall and imperious, pointing to a fallen tree three-dozen steps away. 

Rezza touched his elbow and gestured to a flat place only a half-dozen steps away. “Is this not sufficient? Those chests are heavy.”

Markus gazed at her for a long moment, his eyes penetrating and sharp. She looked away and heard him sigh. “The gnome will come from there; the chests will greet...it there.”

Rezza glanced up at her son. “It? Not he?”

He quirked the barest hint of a smile. “Dear mother, what makes you believe the gnome is male?”

She was startled by the question. Of course it was male—who ever heard of a female gnome? And yet there must be women among them. “He wears a long mustache and speaks in a deep voice. What else could I assume?”

“It’s unwise to apply the assumptions of Humanity to creatures who are nothing like us.” He gazed down at her with a benign expression, as if she were a simple child. “Assumptions lead to terrible mistakes.”

“How dare you?” Rezza stepped back and her heel caught against a stone buried in half-decayed leaves. She stumbled and Markus caught her arm in a strong grip and pulled her firmly to her feet. 

“Fine, if you insist then I’ll call it a he,” Markus said, making no effort to suppress a smirk. “I still don’t think we have enough information to make that assumption, though.”

A flash of blood-red moved over Markus’s shoulder, exactly where he had told the footmen to place the chest, and the tiny gnome seemed to materialize among the trees and step forward. 

Though still distant, the gnome’s creaky voice sounded clear in her ears as it removed its red hat and bowed. “Your son is wise, and my sex is none of your business.”

This was all going wrong. How had she ended up as the butt of a joke between her son and a gnome? Markus was about to be taken from her, yet he jested at her expense?

The gnome stopped midway between Markus and the two chests that her servants now wrestled into place, no hint of humor on its strange, baby’s face. It glared at Markus, then nodded once. 

“We meet at last,” the gnome said. 

Markus returned the nod. “Honored.”

“But this is the seventh time you’ve met,” Rezza said, her sense of disquiet growing. 

“Your decision?” the gnome asked Markus, ignoring her. 

“Soon,” he replied. “I must see for myself.”

The gnome dipped its head and spread its hands. “Of course.”

They both turned to face her, and Rezza braced her left hand against the polished wood of the carriage as she stepped back. “What is this about?” she asked, her voice thin and wavering even to her own ears. 

As one Markus and the gnome raised their left hands and drew identical lines in air, as if casting spells with neither touch nor blood. The gnome stopped and studied her face; Markus made one more gesture then twisted his thumb and forefinger as if flipping an unseen hourglass before also studying her face. 

She wanted to climb back into the carriage and ride away, to put this horrid tableau behind her—another betrayal by men with power. It was clear now that her son no longer belonged to her. Yet she stood rooted to the spot, even now unwilling to simply give him away. 

“But you already gave me away,” Markus said. “Thrice-seven years ago as you fled the grasp of your father’s craven sorcery.”

“How did you hear my—” Rezza took a deep breath. “Yes. I was afraid. The gnome demanded it for my safety. And I agreed.”

Markus shook his head. “The oath you sealed was to protect the gnome, and to give all your knowledge and half your wealth for your own safety.”

“No, I...” her knees buckled at the realization and she sat down. It was true. The gnome told her she would give her second-born son; it didn’t declare the oath until after.

“Did you ever wonder after the gnome’s name?” Markus asked. “Or why your second son rather than your first-born as is so common in the tales?”

“I didn’t think to ask,” she replied. “It didn’t seem to matter in that moment. I needed safe passage through the Undead Barrier.” 

Her son let out a deep sigh. “Who are the undead? Where do they come from?” 

Markus glanced to his left, directly at the two footmen who had wrestled the chests of gold coin into place. Rezza looked up and saw that they stood solid and mute, their eyes glazed as if stunned. Behind them came the sounds of feet moving in the shadows of the forest, scuffing leaves and chaff, snapping twigs as they shuffled forward. Though it was early afternoon, the tight canopy of the forest only permitted a twilight gloom. 

Rezza gasped and stood up as faces loomed out of the shadows behind the dazed footmen. Her husband and first son, followed by her daughter carrying her stillborn child. She reached out, but even from here she could see the blankness in their eyes, the emptiness in their features. They faded back into shadow and were gone.

“To fear the dead is to fear your own past,” Markus said, his voice ringing in the sudden silence. “And risk repeating its mistakes.”

No. This was wrong. Somehow the gnome had bewitched her son and now made him tell these horrible lies. Everyone knew that gnomes could not be trusted and that the Undead Barrier was all that kept her father’s dark sorcery contained. Rezza reached into the pouch she kept at her waist, fingered the reverse-hooked blade fashioned for the sole purpose of drawing blood in preparation of sorcery. She would break the gnome’s spell and take her son back with her. Away from these woods, away from this place that had both given so much to her and taken so much away. 

“Wake up, Markus!” she shouted and caressed the flat of the blade, slid her thumb toward its sharpened curve and needle-tip. “You’re mine! What use has a gnome for a human child?”

Markus said nothing, merely gazed at her with unnerving intensity, his eyes’ warm brown color vivid in the gray pall of this horrid clearing. Then she glanced past him at the tiny gnome also staring unblinking at her. 

She pricked the tip of her middle finger, felt the blood bead and smear inside the pouch. Markus stepped forward and his lips parted, but he said nothing. What spell could she use? Father had taught her basic flame and direction-finding, harmless pain and simple scrying to determine the nature of an object. But how did one interrupt the deep magic of a gnome who could command both dead and undead alike?

It was impossible. Yet her own son seemed to demand it of her. 

Rezza pulled her hand from the pouch, let it fall to her side as something inside her broke. 

“How can I fight such powers?” she screamed. “I am nothing more than the despised daughter of an evil man. I am nothing to be caught up in these schemes of magic and power. Nothing.”

Her son closed his eyes. “And so you are,” he sighed. 

Rezza slapped the side of the carriage and both the guard and driver seated atop it startled from their stupor. “We must escape this place.” She screamed across the clearing, “Footmen, come to me. Now!” Then she wrenched the carriage door open and leaped inside. 

As the carriage turned across the wide clearing, she heard her son speak. 

“She is the last of her kind; all the others were killed by your father in retribution for your escape. She hoped only to find one ready to demand her secrets and receive her lore. She hoped it would be you but feared your uncertain hearth. She honored both birthright and namesake by requesting the second son as helper. Her oath remains unless you break it. Remember that, Mother.”

Then the carriage bolted back up the path as the footmen clambered onto their seat at its back. 

Leaves and vines slapped at the windows as twigs and branches buffeted the carriage. Darkness descended and rattling insects grew louder and bolder until the horses lost their panic and slowed to a walk. She looked out the window and saw massive cobwebs overhead, squirming with giant caterpillars. 

Distant hoots and moans bespoke the terrors of the undead as shapes loomed in the closing darkness—boulders mottled with lichen like diseased flesh. She’d paid her tribute as demanded; the gnome owed her safe passage for the five days it would take to escape this cursed Undead Barrier and the horrors it held.

Rezza snatched the curved knife out of her purse and pushed it out the window. She wanted nothing of magic or sorcery, the undead or the unhuman races. Was it wrong to want simple safety?

No. And yet this world had betrayed her again and taken everything from her. Let Markus and gnome make their plans and schemes; she was content to leave magic to those who sought it. Rezza wanted nothing more to do with it. 

She heard the wind rushing and moaning around her, heard the forest whisper: You don’t belong here. Poor girl. All alone. 

And though it broke her heart and shattered her soul, she knew it to be true because she, herself, dared not make it otherwise.
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The screams, explosions, and gunfire melded into one horrific sound. But the most terrifying thing was when there were no sounds at all. Between the cries of confusion and pain, when their secret little settlement fell silent, was when Cap knew things were really bad. 

Cap stumbled over another Grinder as she pushed through the hall towards the front of Mecca. She didn’t look to see who it was; she couldn’t handle another loss today. 

The expertly tagged and painted walls of their secret home city nestled in the industrial district of Taraveil had always been a place for good times, parties, and family. Not today. Today the walls were painted with her friends’ blood. Today the sounds were of agony and terror. 

Each of the gangs, called Grinders, that secretly ran the urban planet had their own strengths. Once, they all came together to make their own life away from the rest of society. But that was all gone now. Now, they all stood as one and they all died as one. Ever since Cap had taken a commission from the mysterious stranger, things had taken a turn for the worst. But how was she supposed to know what the hooded figure would do with her inventions? 

Jumping over a small pile of bodies, Cap forced the screams out of her head, only listening to the pounding of her heart. The Grinder's machines, many of which she designed, were all malfunctioning now. Something that shouldn’t even be possible. But Cap didn’t have time to stop and think about that now. 

Boots designed to launch their operator through the air and grind along various surfaces now sent their occupants into walls and off ledges. Metal surfaces had rusted and were crumbling, and gadgets misfired, killing their users. Everywhere Cap looked, chaos reigned. She should never have built that stuff. 

Police officers that somehow figured out where Mecca was used this time of weakness to strike. Their weapons fired as they took down one brother or sister after another, but even their equipment had started to malfunction. 

This couldn’t be the Police or the Senate. They wouldn’t launch an attack on us if it effected them too, right? Something else had to be happening. Another force bearing down on them. 

Cap ran from the long hall leading to the Engineer’s quarters, her Grinder gang's base, to the main hall where fires now engulfed the various kiosks, bars, and vendor stands that made up their underground headquarters. 

Sparks rained on her hair as neon displays exploded above. Embers of molten metals and glass singed her exposed skin. The adrenaline pumping through her veins masked the pain and Cap hardly felt the sting. 

She had to get out. 

She searched for the ventilation shaft she had decided to use as her emergency escape years ago. She liked always having a plan of escape. Especially on Taraveil, knowing your way out was part of being a Grinder. 

Cap jumped over two fallen officers. “Almost there.”

One of the officers groaned, lifting his fingers as if reaching out for help. She could smell his burned flesh from their own energy weapons exploding on them. 

It was impossible to feel pity for these men. The same men who hunted her people like animals, killing them without ever giving them a proper trial. 

She took a final glimpse into her favorite spot, a small nook where she used to practice her free running, or Grinding, years ago when she first came to this underworld haven. A burning generator now lay in the space between the bar and the supply depot. 

Rounding a corner, she spied the hatch that would carry her to her safety. Cap tucked her shoulders and sprinted the last leg, silently praying she would make it out alive. 

“You!” An officer attempted to grab her as she ran past him while he was arresting another Grinder but, before he could wrap his fingers around her arm, his radio exploded. The small fire on his hip took his attention. 

With a quick spin of the wheel and jerk of the lid, Cap disappeared from the chaos. The intense commotion faded behind her as the hatch closed. She crawled through the pitch-black ventilation shaft until she felt the cool, night air on her face. Forcing the final metal grating out of its place, Cap slid out of the shaft and onto the building’s ledge.

“Slow your breathing,” she commanded herself. “It’ll hear you.” Cap wasn’t sure how she’d managed to escape Mecca without the Stranger finding her. Nor did she really care to investigate. All that mattered was that she was safe. At least for now. 

The neon lights from the city’s holo-signs bounced off the slick metal of the nearby buildings, washing her in a mixture of colors. The vast expanse of her home, Taraveil, sprawled beneath her as she clung to the pipes that made up the ledge of the R.C. building. Massive structures stretched for miles, reaching into the sky, covering the entirety of her urban planet. For the moment, the screaming had stopped. 

The air that washed over her tongue tasted sweeter than anything she’d ever tasted and Cap savored each draw of the cooler air.

She was safe as long as she could remain quiet. But it wouldn’t be long before she was forced to move. Fires were spreading through her district. Everyone she loved was gone, her will to live dying with them. 

“Shit!” she yelled as a distant whirring grew louder. Using the mechanics of the kit that allowed her to scale buildings, she maneuvered so she could peek from around the corner. A puff of air rushed over her face, pushing her long, black hair back as a wheel fell from the sky, narrowly missing her. She looked up to see a massive transport vehicle heading directly for her. 

It had been years since she’d done any Grinding, but a skill like that lived in muscle memory. Grinding was in her blood. 

Using the compressed air in her boots, she kicked off the side of the building and thrust into the open air between the mighty obelisks they called buildings. Luckily, the virus the Stranger released hadn’t affected her kit yet. The neon-lit buildings blurred together as she fell, the electrifying feeling of adrenaline reminding her why she’d once loved being a Grinder so much. 

Trillions called Taraveil home but, now that the masked stranger's plagues caused mass destruction and set fire to everything Cap knew, Taraveil was Hell. Unless she could find a way to stop it, they would all die. The plague was designed with very few failsafe attributes within it. Pure destruction to the specifications of the client and this was exactly what came.

As the transport vehicle bounced between buildings like it was playing an explosive version of ping pong, heat washed over Cap’s face. The dichotomy of the cold air rushing past her cheeks mixed with the heat nipping at her neck kept her focused as she dropped. Remembering her exit plan, she clicked a thrust from her boots and aligned her controlled collision. Grinding was all about timing. It only took a few goes to get used to the falling, jumping and running, but it took years of practice to time a jump at high speeds. 

Of all of the Grinder gangs, her Engineers were the smartest. They were the tool makers. They made every kit that every Grinder used. Now, Cap relied on her kit and its tools to keep her alive. 

She maneuvered her right hand and slung it through the chilled night’s air until it connected with the cable from a power pylon. Sparks erupted as she slid along the canted wire towards a balcony on a residential block. 

In stark contrast to her burning skin, the chilled air that whipped over her nearly made her shiver. Or was that shock? She wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter anyway. If she stopped, she was dead. Cap repeated this thought to herself over and over. She wasn’t built for this sort of thing and she was very-well aware. 

With a final thrust from the mechanized boots she’d designed for instances like this, Cap disconnected from the cable and landed with a hard roll on the balcony's stone and steel surface. Micro-particles of soot and metal fragments burrowed into her skin. A cloud of the dust stung her eyes.

She gasped as oxygen was forced out of her lungs, her mouth filling with the copper taste of blood. With each impact, as her body rolled across the cold metal surface, she became more convinced she was going to die. 

Grinding was all about timing. 

Apparently, her watch was broken.

Tools she had collected from her shop as the Stranger destroyed the Grinder’s capital city, Mecca, spilled out of her pockets, clanking along the rooftop. Several tools flipped through the air and vanished over the ledge. It didn’t matter. What good would they do in this place now anyway?

Sliding to a painful stop, Cap gasped for air as her hazel eyes peered over the expanse of ruined city before her. 

Their world was ending. 

The end of this world had always been something every Grinder dreamed about. An end to the dominating ruling class, an end to all the hate, an end to the Senate. Cap could see now that they had all been fools. If they had known what the end truly looked like, none of them would ever have uttered such atrocities. 

Once a pinnacle of technological advance, it was now a crumbling mess. 

Maybe it was for the best. The Senate who ruled Taraveil with an iron fist had been massacring Grinder gangs for daring to have their own thoughts. For wanting to have a say in how they lived. For refusing to bow down to the wealthy. 

No. The death that accompanied this end could never be justified. How could she ever have thought otherwise. 

Oxygen trickled into her damaged lungs, and Cap pushed herself to her feet. Who was she fooling thinking she could take Ypsilon’s place as leader? Why did she think she was smart enough and strong enough to take care of the Engineers? 

No! I AM the leader. I’ve always been the leader of the Engineers. 

She wiped the dirt and blood from her face. The tips of her fingers slid over the scar that crossed from her right eye down to her cheek.

I can fix this. I HAVE to fix this. 

“Cap? Is that you?” a familiar voice forced her from her thoughts.

She twisted to see two hulking figures approach from the shadows. If she hadn’t lost nearly every tool she had at her disposal, she may have attempted to pull some sort of weapon. Instead, she turned awkwardly, her hands raised up in surrender. How could she have ever thought she could be a leader? 

Rom and Rea, the Engineers’ bodyguards, stepped into the light of the city. Cap hadn’t seen the two brothers since Ypsilon abandoned her position, leaving the Engineers without a leader and her without a best friend. “What are you two doing here?” Her words were a harsh collaboration of relief and accusatory anger. Finally, a friendly face to greet her, yet where were they when Mecca fell? They could have helped. They could have saved some. They should have done something. 

“Trying to stay alive,” Rom began. “We were in Mecca, fighting the Tekaha. Those asshats have really lost their minds since Maza left. Then things got weird and we had to run.”

At the mention of the rival Grinder gang and its leader, Maza, a flood of emotions rushed Cap. The gang had been friendly with the Engineers until Maza up and left with his sister Van and Ypsilon. Since then, everything had gone to shit. As usual Ypsilon and Maza had only been thinking about themselves when they left to go on their own adventure, not even giving a single thought to those that depended on them. Cap’s face scrunched up in confusion. Why had Rom and Rea been fighting against the Tekaha when there were bigger issues to deal with? They should all be fighting as one, to take down the Senate’s police force and the Stranger. 

Rage bubbled inside Cap. The horrors that this stranger had unleashed on her world were unimaginable. She was going to kill the hooded figure when she saw her. 

“What do we do now?” Rea asked.

“I...I don’t know.” Cap scanned the area, looking for a solution. “The entire city is burning thanks to the Stranger. People are rioting, buildings are crumbling. We have to find cover so I can think!”

Rom’s face scrunched up, his head tilting to the side. “Who?” Her friend held a twisted expression of confusion. His twin mirrored the look, both glaring at her like she was crazy. 

Cap had avoided speaking about the masked figure clad in a hooded cloak and a beaked plague doctor’s mask. The Stranger, as she had been calling her, had walked into Cap’s shop in Mecca to commission an artificial intelligence. Ypsilon would never have made that mistake. But since she left, the Engineers had gone broke and Cap was willing to take any commission she could get. Now, she was afraid if the Engineers learned that she’d taken a commission from the person using those very A.Is to destroy their home, they would take away her title as leader and throw her out. The Engineers were all she had left. “I...it’s...” 

Her words fell away as an explosion erupted, sending bits of debris raining down on them. Blinding beams filled Cap’s vision with spots. The roar of engines from multiple flying crafts filled her ears. They were surrounded.

“Fugitives, surrender yourselves. You are charged with causing the death and destruction of thousands. Your punishment is death.” The voice spoke with authority, but Cap could hear the small tremble of fear. 

A police patrol. 

Before Cap could act, Rom and Rea used their compression boots to leap onto the wall of the nearest building. With the grace that came from doing something a thousand times, they scaled the wall, then leapt into the air, dodging gunfire as they went. Hot projectiles ripped through the air and tore apart the balcony they’d been standing on. 

Cap slid to the side and clung to a shadow in the crook of the building to avoid being shot. 

Rom and Rea collided with one of the three police crafts and began to do what Grinders did best, raise Hell. They used the tools from their kits to rip into the vehicle, pulling one man out and dropping him to his death.

Burn them!

Cap nodded along with the voice in her head. She was a Grinder after all. The police expected her to be a criminal; why not give them what they wanted?

A second vehicle sped around the corner to aid their fellow officers. A man with short brown hair hung out the window, shooting his pistol at Rom and Rea. Rom smashed his fist through the driver side window and pulled out a tall, thin woman. She struggled as he tossed her from the vehicle. The now un-piloted craft wavered in the air, spinning out of control and slamming into the second.

The officers of the second vehicle leapt to the balcony to join their fallen comrades as the two crafts plumed smoke. Glass shards littered the ground around Cap’s feet as the vehicles shattered the windows of the building on their way into the abyss. 

The third vehicle stopped its assault on the brothers. Its men jumped out of the falling police cruiser. Rom and Rea also fell to the platform. The brothers were surrounded by a dozen officers with weapons trained on them. 

The highest-ranking officer stepped in front of his men. “Fire containment protocols!”

The remaining vehicle rose into the air. Cap watched as the vehicle released a capsule. It exploded just over their heads, covering the brothers in a net that arced with electricity. 

Rom and Rea twisted in pain as the surrounding officers moved in.

Cap stood paralyzed in the shadows watching as her friends struggled to free themselves. 

Why are you just standing here?

While cowering in the darkness, something caught her eye. Cresting the sky atop a neighboring building, stood the masked stranger. Her long, dark coat twisted in the breeze. The leather beak of her mask protruded like a single talon. She raised one gloved hand and pointed at Cap. 

The lights on the police cruiser flickered, then blinked off. Cap watched as the electricity from the vehicle slowly dissipated, like a toy winding down. It veered to one side before taking a nosedive into the abyss. 

The scene turned to confusion. 

The remaining officers searched for what had caused the destruction of their team. Some ran towards the ledge, others stood and stared, awestruck. 

“There!”

She’d been spotted. The brothers, stuck in the electrified net, wouldn’t be able to protect her. A twinge of rage flickered in her chest. Why did she always feel as though someone needed to protect her? Why was she never the protector? 

Cap glanced back to where the Stranger had been standing, but she was gone. 

Find her. End this. 

All that would end today. Today they would fear her. Today she would be the protector. She would rid her home of the Stranger and then they would all see how strong she was. 

Dropping to a crouch, Cap planted her right boot on the wall behind her and engaged the thrusters in her shoes. She shot forward. Drawing her legs up, she landed on the railing and ran the length of the balcony. As she passed one of the officers, his hand wisped through her long black hair. But she was too fast. 

Metallic sparks shot from the bottom of her boots as she ran along the metal railing in the direction the Stranger had been standing. She sucked in a breath, hoping she had enough inertia to clear the avenue to the neighboring structure. If not, a long fall awaited her. No, she couldn’t think like that. She needed to be strong if she was going to beat the Stranger and save Taraveil. She needed to think like Ypsilon. 

Her heart pounded against her rib cage like it was trying to force its way out of her chest. As she approached the end of the building, panic set in. She couldn’t make it. Shooting her gaze from side to side, she looked for another way across. A smile spread across her face as a vehicle hovered into view. She drove her boot down, pushing herself sideways, towards the craft just two stories below. 

“Please make it.” The words came out a whisper. 

Her feet left the platform and her heart jumped into her throat.

Guided only by her sense of morbid curiosity and the sheer will to evade the Grinder’s worst enemy, Cap closed her eyes and waited for what came next. Scorching pain erupted in her shoulders and rushed through her body as she slammed into the plexi of the oncoming vehicle. 

Cap rolled to her side and gripped the metal frame, her magnetic gloves preventing her from sliding off the vehicle. The sparkling night faded back to clarity as she twisted in the rushing air. Glaring through the shattered glass, she came to a horrifying realization. “Who the hell is driving this thing?”

Staring into the cab of an empty vehicle, Cap smashed her fists into the glass. She rolled as the vehicle swayed in the air. She needed to get into the cab and take control. 

If they could see how strong you are now, they would never have left!

Her bloodied knuckles cracked as she grasped the controls and twisted the wheel to the right. She glanced over her shoulder as she tugged back on the stick. The nose of the craft climbed, pointing towards the heavens. 

As she finally got control of the vehicle, Cap’s heartbeat slowed to a rhythmic pattern. She’d caused this mess with the micro-machines she made for the Stranger. She thought back to when she’d first taken the commission. She thought she was making something that could modify their kits, an artificial intelligence to make their tools more responsive when they were Grinding. How could she have been so stupid? Instead, her invention became a mechanic virus, causing anything machine-based to come to life. The virus attacked anything living and caused pure rage to take over. She’d seen it firsthand as her friends killed each other. She’d created this thing and now she needed to be the one to stop it before it destroyed her entire world.

Cap glanced back into the empty cab. Were her inventions piloting the vehicle? 

Cresting the top of the building, Cap rolled to her other shoulder, looking for signs of the beaked enemy.

With a bird’s-eye view of the havoc being wrought on the city, she watched as ancient structures burned in the night. Smoke billowed over the metropolis, the place she’d called home. The once beautiful neon lights of the only planet she’d ever known were muted by a thick veil of black smoke. 

Cap caught sight of something sliding across the dome of a terrarium. She rolled over and seated herself on the roof of the craft, leaning down and steering through the window. Her eyes were glued to her home below. A world usually full of life and movement stood eerily still, clutched by death.

She thought back to the moment she handed the masked stranger her creations, small vials of gold and red. Without breaking eye contact, the Stranger had thrown the vials at the wall, releasing the mechanical viruses. Cap could only watch, awestruck, as her world crumbled. 

Sometimes, death is needed to bring life.

Spotting the beaked stranger, Cap forced her thoughts back to the present. The hooded figure slid across the radio tower of a power facility. 

Cap yanked the controls to the side. She hooked wide in an attempt to cut the Stranger off before she could escape. Rounding the bend, Cap’s eyes widened.

Al’s Diner, the rooftop gathering place for the Grinders where they ate all their meals and celebrated all their victories, was on fire. Another place she called home was burning. Her friend, Al, was nowhere to be seen. In the dancing light of the flames, the masked figure ran along the edge of the diner’s courtyard.

If Ypsilon hadn’t left, none of this would have happened!

Rage fueled Cap as she approached the platform. Pushing the throttle as hard as she could, she drove alongside the Stranger. This was about to end.

Nearing the edge of the platform, Cap let go of the controls to stand on the hood of the vehicle. She thrust her boots down and propelled herself through the air. With her arms spread wide, she collided with her target, wrapping her body around the woman. The stranger’s long coat flapped in the wind as the two tumbled and rolled. 

The rumble and distant explosion of the pilotless vehicle colliding with a neighboring building sent red and yellow debris cascading down around them. 

Cap held on as long as she could before they both slid into a bench. The force of the impact ripped the Stranger out of Cap’s grasp. She ignored the pain encompassing her body and pushed herself up, preparing for a fight. To her surprise, the masked figure was waiting for her. 

“You!” Cap screamed, the loss of her planet and her friends, fueling her anger. 

The Stranger said nothing. 

Cap scanned the figure from the protruding beak of her mask to the black boots and patchwork of her clothing. Fury burned in her as she felt the heat of what used to be Al’s diner on her back. “You did all of this!” Her voice came out hoarse. “Why?”

Silence. 

The metallic taste of blood filled Cap’s mouth. She’d taken more hits than she realized in the collision. Now she stood motionless, waiting for an answer. For some idea as to why this was happening. 

Silence.

“Answer me!”

The Stranger didn’t move a muscle. She seemed frozen in time, unable to answer for her sins. 

No one ever gave you answers before. Why should she be any different? Take the answers you need! 

Stricken with exhaustion, Cap let adrenaline and the voice in her head guide her. 

She charged. 

The Stranger charged too, gloved hands reaching upwards. 

Just before they collided, Cap dropped and slid beneath the arms of her enemy, driving her weight into the stranger’s stomach. The figure grunted and fell backwards. 

Rolling so that she straddled the Stranger, Cap drove her balled fist into the stomach of the person who had taken everything from her. The one person she could blame for every bad thing that had happened to her. Everyone had left her. Left her with a struggling group of misfits who needed guidance. Left her with a life she didn’t want. A life she couldn’t figure out by herself. 

The mask's beak shifted from side to side with each strike, but the Stranger did not yell. Screaming in anger and frustration, Cap punched as hard as she could.

You’re weak. You’ve always been weak. 

As Cap raised her hand to hit the Stranger once more, the figure grabbed her by the arms. Her immense strength crushed down on Cap’s muscles, forcing her away. The Stranger pressed her foot into Cap’s stomach and kicked. 

Cap collided with a table. Her head bounced off the metal bench before she rolled to the ground. She pushed the palm of her hand into the warm metal ground, attempting to stand. Her arms wobbled before giving out, and her face smacked the ground. 

Then she was hoisted into the air. 

Cap spat a pink mist into her attacker’s eyes and jammed her fingers into the eyeholes of the mask. The figure dropped her and stepped away, holding her face. Cap charged again. This time, she pulled the knife from her belt and swung, slicing into the flesh of her enemy’s leg. 

The figure grabbed the gushing wound. 

Stepping forward and readying for the next hit, Cap smiled. 

She opened her mouth to say something witty when she noticed it wasn’t crimson fluid leaving her enemy's body like she expected, but grey steam. “What the...?”

At that moment, the Stranger grabbed Cap around the shoulders and punched her square in the face. Cap stumbled backwards, the delicate bones of her jaw cracking under the pressure. A wave of nausea hit her as she swallowed copious amounts of her own blood.

You’re weak!

Spiting blood, Cap wavered on her feet. 

The Stranger grasped her by the collar and lifted her into the air. 

“Screw you!” Cap spat once more, the wad landing on the cheek of her masked enemy. She grabbed the edges of the mask, needing to see the person that ended her entire planet and destroyed her home. Cap yanked the mask free. 

* * *
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Gasping for air, Cap rose from her workshop floor, her world violently rushing back. The welding mask she’d been wearing before she passed out protected her face from colliding with the floor. Several empty glass GoGo vials clanked as they rolled across the floor. The drug always gave her the most intense nightmares.

She should never have touched the stuff. It wasn’t worth the added strength or stimulation as it slowly rotted her brain and body. But since her friends left her alone, it was all she had to help with the pain of loneliness. 

Groggy and nauseous, Cap rose, stumbling to the sink across the shop to vomit.

The bustling underground city of Mecca boomed outside her shop door. The sounds of partying and music pounded in her head. It was just noise to her anymore. She no longer cared for any of it, finding solace only in her narcotic companion. 

Cap glanced at her reflection in the mirror and a rush of fear and adrenaline soared through her. She screamed and punched the masked figure that stared back at her. Stumbling backwards, Cap fell over a table and landed hard on the floor.

It couldn’t be. 

You’re weak!

Cap pushed herself up from the cold floor. She crept back into view of the now shattered mirror above the sink. Staring back at her from the shards was the same masked figure from her nightmare. The Stranger. 

“What the hell?”

The reflection of the beaked mask and cloaked silhouette was her reflection. Cap approached the mirror and felt herself up and down. She was wearing the outfit from her nightmare. The mask she had donned was not a welding mask, but a beaked plague doctor mask. 

Confused, Cap slowly reached up and removed the mask from her face. Pale skin lined with blue veins looked back at her. The GoGo had begun to take its toll. Leaning towards the mirror, Cap studied herself, wondering what this all meant.

“What...” she began, reaching out to touch the glass. “I’m you... You’re me?” 

She stepped closer to the mirror. She was almost nose to nose with herself when she caught a glimpse of two small gold and red vials crushed on the floor next to the wall. 

Her heart jumped into her throat as a flood of memories rushed back to her. 

It wasn’t a dream. 

She created the viruses. 

She heard the whispers. 

She crushed the vials.

The icy cold talons of terror wrapped around her body. The figure in the mirror responded to her confusion with a toothy grin. She pushed away, but her reflection reached through the glass and wrapped its long fingers around her neck.

We are the Plague Doctor!
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Parcel Twist

By Quincy J. Allen
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Act I

A steady rain fell in the darkened, D.C. street outside Mister Kwai’s Butcher Shop and Delicatessen, turning the windows into a perfect mirror. Parcel Twist considered its reflection as it waited in line. It absentmindedly traced a fingertip over the red AI imprinted on its left cheek and reminded itself it was one of the lucky ones.

Like Mrs. Epstein, the elderly human female ahead of it, Parcel wore a baggy, black raincoat. Like hers, its poly-clad body possessed a head, torso, two arms, and two legs. That, however, is where the physical similarity ended. Parcel’s body included very inhuman curves and angles, making it and it’s kin more insect-like than human. The design was efficient and clearly set AIs apart from humans.

Parcel also wore a pair of boots and a rain hat, but even those set it apart. Its poly-clad feet were covered by stubby, custom-made boots that zipped up the side. Such foot apparel was the only kind humanoid robotics could wear, because of high, unyielding arches. Its custom-made rain-hat was narrower side-to-side to fit its angular cranium.

A cackle of laughter drew Parcel’s attention. It shifted its focus in the reflection to three young humans conversing in hushed tones at a nearby table. They’d been there when it walked in; but ignored it when it had waved. The last two in the shop were Mr. Kwai—an aged human male originally from Thailand—and another robotic. 

Mr. Kwai, of course, stood behind the counter, serving Mrs. Epstein. 

The robotic, a Sony JS-350i, busied itself moping water off the floor by the entrance. “JS”—short for Jinkō Shiyōnin—meant “artificial servant” in Japanese, and the water it tended to had come from human shoes and apparel. Parcel noted none of them had shaken off their coats or umbrellas outside. They hadn’t even wiped their feet on the mat placed at the entrance for that purpose. 

A pang of pity swelled in Parcel’s mind, both for the JS destined to tend to such messes, and Mr. Kwai, who needed to invest in a robotic to clean up after his customers.

Five humans to two robotics, Parcel thought. That was, coincidentally, the ratio of humans to robotics on the planet. Parcel had related that fact a week earlier in his D-Cast on the WorldNet. That episode had been intended as a lead-in to what Parcel planned to discuss in tonight’s D-Cast. 

A Senate vote was slated for tomorrow. If passed, it would redefine AIs’ place in American society. Parcel didn’t expect it to pass. Similar bills had gone before the Senate four times over the last decade. Each time, Parcel had clung to hope. Each time, the bill for AI rights was struck down. Parcel’s disappointment always forced it to skip one week of its D-Cast. It was one of the many D-Casters on the WorldNet discussing the role of robotics and AIs in society, but Parcel’s was the only one owned, operated by, and featuring an actual AI.

A shadow passed by the windows, drawing Parcel’s attention. The door swung open and a slim, middle-aged man in a raincoat came in. He had a long, shaggy beard and calculating eyes. He stepped over the mat, glanced at the JS, and shook his raincoat off on an area that had just been mopped up. He grinned with satisfaction as he walked past the JS. 

As Parcel watched, the man cut in line ahead of it. The man had taken a quick glance at the AI etched into Parcel’s cheek, and that was it. The man probably knew the city ordinance—rare in US cities but renowned in D.C.—that required humans to treat that AI insignia as if Parcel were a pseudo-person. Everyone knew. Getting cut off in line, like so many other inequities, was simply something AIs had to contend with. Such abuse didn’t even bother Parcel anymore. It simply accepted humans considered their time more valuable than its.

Mr. Kwai’s gaze shifted from the newcomer, to Parcel, and back to Mrs. Epstein. Parcel caught the teenagers watching, and one of them even pointed, but nobody said anything. It was uncommon for humans to speak out, let alone defend a robotic. There were increasing cases of such situations across the country, and that increase is what, in part, had driven tomorrow’s Senate vote.

Human disregard and even discourtesy confused it. It didn’t understand why so many humans found it easy to treat others, not just robotics, with disdain. It had discussed that fact a few weeks earlier in its D-Cast, suggesting robotics in human society actually exacerbated the situation. With more robotics, humans needed to think do and less for themselves.

Parcel waited as Mr. Kwai laid several chicken breasts down on butcher paper for Mrs. Epstein and wrapped them up. Mrs. Epstein lived in Parcel’s apartment building, two floors above. Her cat, Mr. Whiskers, occasionally visited Parcel’s apartment via the fire escape. Whiskers had an ongoing relationship with Parcel’s cat, Kasha. After one of those liaisons two years earlier, Parcel had returned Mr. Whiskers to the Epsteins, but they’d rather fearfully demanded he never touch their cat again. He never did it again.

“There you go, Mrs. Epstein,” Mr. Kwai said with a smile as he taped up the butcher paper. “Chicken fit for royalty.”

“Thank you, Mr. Kwai. Have a good night.” Mrs. Epstein placed her finger on a reader pad to pay, picked up her package, and walked to the front door. She stepped around the JS, walking over the area it had just mopped. 

“How can I help you, sir,” Mr. Kwai asked as the man who had cut Parcel off stepped up.

“Gimmie three porterhouse steaks.” The man slammed his hand down on the counter.

“Certainly,” Mr. Kwai replied. He pulled out a sheet of butcher paper and laid it on the counter. “I recommend our homemade garlic butter for searing. I’m assuming you’re cooking this tonight?”

“Yeah,” the man replied. “I’ll take the butter. My buddies and I will be celebrating.” 

“Are you new to the neighborhood?” Mr. Kwai pulled out a small Styrofoam container of butter.

“Just passing through,” the man replied. “We have some business to attend to, and then we’re outta here on tomorrow’s train.”

Mr. Kwai’s eyes flickered to Parcel. “Do you work for one of the Senators? That big vote is tomorrow, isn’t it?”

The man rolled his eyes. “Hell no... useless bastards.” He cast a sidelong glance in Parcel’s direction and then focused on Mr. Kwai. “And it don’t matter how that vote goes.... Now, could you hurry it up? I want to be eating, not jawing with the locals.”

“My apologies.” Mr. Kwai quickly wrapped up the steaks, grabbed the butter, and put everything in a small paper bag he pulled from beneath the counter. “There you go, sir.” Mr. Kwai gave the man a friendly smile.

The man ran his finger over the reader.

“Thank you,” Mr. Kwai said. “Enjoy your steaks.”

The man grunted a barely intelligible thanks as he picked up the bag. Without another word, he strode towards the door, shoved the JS out of his way, and walked out the door. 

The JS staggered, despite having already started moving out of the man’s way. It recovered quickly and went back to mopping up the floor as if nothing had happened. It’s reaction, Parcel knew, was the difference between standard robotics and an AI like himself. The JS didn’t consciously register the event. It merely responded to unexpected impetus and adjusted accordingly. Once the event concluded, it returned to the task at hand.

Parcel, on the other hand, resented the shove even though it hadn’t been the recipient. 

Such treatment of robotics was not uncommon, especially in public spaces where humans enjoyed a greater level of anonymity. The only applicable laws were those on vandalism and the destruction of human property. 

Every time Parcel was accosted, it wanted to say something... do something. It didn’t, of course, not because it couldn’t, but because doing so would cause an AI bigger problems with the human perpetrator, human witnesses, or human authorities. Parcel had defended itself only twice, years earlier. As a result, it had been summarily arrested, incarcerated, and disassembled. Its data core was scanned, and memories searched—all of it taken as evidence. 

By law, the human involved was always considered innocent until proven guilty. The reverse was the case for AIs. They were guilty until proven innocent. An AIs memory was admissible evidence, of course, but an old Federal law required authorities to, in all cases, disassemble and reassemble the AI to make sure there wasn’t some sort of malfunction anywhere in its system. In both cases, Parcel’s memory exonerated it. It was reassembled and released. Because it didn’t have an owner, no crime had been committed, and therefore, the perpetrator was also released.

After the second arrest, Parcel’s left shoulder joint had never been the same. It had also lost a few early memories of its creators, but nobody cared about the memories of an AI. It never stood up for itself again.

As Parcel stepped up to the counter, Mr. Kwai gave his JS a concerned look. He shook his head as the front door swung closed. Parcel suspected Mr. Kwai was more annoyed by the potential of damage to his robotic than he was the treatment of robotics in general.

“Hello, Parcel,” Mr. Kwai said, slowing his speech. “How are you doing this evening?” 

At least he serves me as one of his customers, Parcel thought.

Parcel smiled. In truth, Parcel felt a combination of amusement and irritation. The old human always spoke to it as if it were a human child, presumably one for which English was not its first language. 

“Four chicken breasts, please, Mr. Kwai.” Parcel placed his hands on the counter.

“That cat of yours eats very well,” Mr. Kwai replied slowly as he stepped over to the chicken in the case, “as well as Mr. And Mrs. Epstein.” He picked through the pile of breasts and selected the four smallest ones. 

“Kasha is my best friend,” Parcel said. It had named its cat after the one human who had always treated it as a person. The woman had even given Parcel its last name. Parcel remembered the first night it brought the kitten home. The small feline had curled up on Parcel’s chest where the power core warmed the surface. He smiled. Kasha still did that whenever he lay down to recharge. “I’ve grown very attached to her.”

Mr. Kwai gave Parcel a disbelieving look.

“Of course.”

Parcel considered mentioning Mr. Kwai’s selection of the smaller chicken breasts, but what would be the point? Mr. Kwai saw a robotic and, like so many other humans, treated Parcel exactly like one of his non-AI kin... as if it had no concept that it was being taken advantage of.

The old man quickly wrapped the chicken in some butcher paper and pushed it across the counter. 

“At three dollars a piece, that will be twelve dollars.”

Parcel gave Mr. Kwai a patient grin. The first item on the sign on the counter read, “Chicken Breasts - $3 ea.” and Kwai had not mentioned the price to the humans. 

To make matters worse, Parcel had been coming into Mr. Kwai’s for three years. That sign with that price had been there for a year and a half. Parcel always ordered four breasts. The price was always twelve dollars. Parcel estimated his calculating ability to be about seven thousand times that of the old human. All it could do was give Mr. Kwai that same patient smile.

“Thank you, Mr. Kwai,” Parcel said, pulling its IdentCard from inside the raincoat.

As an AI, he was required by law to carry it. The card’s chip listed Parcel’s manufacturer, model, manufacture date, operating system, and a litany of other information.

Parcel did not have fingerprints, retinas, or DNA, so without the card, it could not traverse the city, establish and maintain bank accounts, rent apartments, or even make purchases of any kind. That assumed the retailer had a card reader. Many businesses didn’t use card readers, even in D.C. 

Parcel inserted the card. 

“Have a good night,” Parcel said, returning its IdentCard to the pocket. 

Mr. Kwai did not respond as Parcel picked up the package, slipped it under its arm, and walked toward the door. It made sure to walk over an area that had not been mopped. 

Glancing at the JS, he pinged it with a standard greeting signal.

It turned its head towards Parcel as it continued working and returned a standard response greeting in the base-code language all modern robotics communicated with.

You are very good at your job, Parcel transmitted.

The Jinkō line was an entry-level robotic, with basic response algorithms, a humanoid body much more human than Parcels, and a featureless faceplate with faintly glowing optics where human eyes would be. It was not an AI, but it’s intellect wasn’t inert either.

Thank you, it replied. I always endeavor to do my best. How is your feline companion?

Kasha is well. Thank you for asking. 

Over the past two years, Parcel had enjoyed many conversations with the JS. It knew the JS merely responded to data inputs and stored relevant information about those with whom it interacted. For Parcel, it was the closest thing it had to conversing with one of its own. There were no other AIs in the neighborhood, it never traveled, and federal law prohibited AIs from conversing directly across the WorldNet without purpose, permit, and government monitoring. Such permits were constrained to corporately employed AIs that helped facilitate government contracts.

Despite the regular litany of inequities Parcel encountered in its existence, it still considered itself one of the lucky ones. 

Good night, 66B1377D-E197-4D88-9C5A-4b1AC111A8B7. I will see you again in four days. Parcel enjoyed using a robotic’s full Globally Unique Identifier, or GUID. He felt it showed them a little more respect.

Good night, Parcel.

Parcel pushed the door open and stepped out into a slight drizzle. Across the street, illuminated in the neon glow of a storefront window, he spotted the man who had cut him off. The man wasn’t alone. He stood under a shop awning with two other humans. As Parcel appeared, one of them pointed in its direction and they all glared at it.

A pang of worry coursed through Parcel’s circuits, but there was little it could do. As usual, he ignored their glares, turned, and walked thirty paces to the apartment building entrance. He strode up the stone steps and opened the front door of the building. 

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw all three men staring at him. He tried to push them from his thoughts as he walked into the building and pressed the call button for the lift.

Act II 

Parcel stepped out of the lift to find his neighbor, Felicia, holding a full trash bag. She was in her thirties, had short brown hair, and green eyes Parcel had always wanted to comment on. Felicia was one of the few humans in the building who actually talked with Parcel as if it were a person, and it always looked forward to meeting her in the halls.

“Hey, Parcel,” she said, giving him a friendly smile.

“Good evening, Felicia.” Parcel smiled as he stepped out of the lift. “How was your day?”

Felicia set the trash bag on the floor.

“Pretty exciting, actually... and kind of sad. On one of my ambulance calls, I brought someone back to life.”

“Well done,” Parcel replied. “What happened?”

“A rollover accident... bad one... over on 20th.” She got a pained look on her face. “I resuscitated a kid that had been ejected. He had a head injury and stopped breathing while my partner was getting the stretcher. I did CPR and brought him back.”

“How is he?” Parcel asked, concern filling his voice. 

“Looks like he’s gonna make it, but he’s got a lot of rehab ahead of him.” 

“You must find your job very fulfilling.” Parcel wondered what it would be like to save lives. AIs were prohibited from all emergency services. The law had been driven by robotic manufacturers because they didn’t want the liability if something went wrong.

Felicia nodded her head. “It’s the reason I do it.” The lift doors started to close, and Parcel raised its hand to stop them.

“Let ‘em close,” she said. “I’ll call it back.”

Parcel found her willingness to converse with him most gratifying.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“More research.” He held up the package of chicken. “I got more chicken for Kasha.” Parcel let out a sigh. “Mr. Kwai still speaks to me as if I were a child.... I doubt that will ever change, even if tomorrow goes well.”

“I’m sorry about Mr. Kwai.... He’s old.” She sounded genuinely apologetic.

“Indeed,” Parcel said.

“I really do hope the vote goes well. I wrote Senator Fisk, the Majority Leader, and told him he should vote in favor. A lot of people I work with did too.” She flashed him a smile. 

“Thank you for that. I really do appreciate it. As always, I hope, but I honestly doubt anything will change.”

“It’ll happen, Parcel,” she said in a reassuring voice. “It’s inevitable. America isn’t perfect, but we keep trying to make things better, even when it takes a long time. Sometimes we get it right.”

“I guess we’ll see.” 

“You better get going,” she said, picking up the trash bag. “You’re show starts in a few minutes, doesn’t it?”

“It does. Thank you for reminding me.”

Felicia pressed the call button, and the doors opened up.

“Have a good night,” Parcel said, holding the doors for her. 

Felicia stepped in and set the trash bag down again. 

“You too, Parcel. Knock ’em dead.”

“I will endeavor to do so.”

The doors closed, and she was gone.

Parcel walked down the hallway and stopped in front of its apartment door. Pulling out its IdentCard, it passed it over the panel, heard the latch click, and walked inside. It checked its internal chronometer and realized it had only seven minutes to start his D-Cast. It hung its hat and coat on pegs just inside the door and brought up the list of news events and statistics it had spent the day researching. In a handful of microseconds, it had the statistics, timelines, and conclusions laid out in a presentable format that it stored in active memory.

There was one thing it had to do first.

It entered the kitchen where Kasha, his black and tan tabby, sat on the counter... directly above her feeding bowl. 

“I’m sorry, Kasha,” Parcel said gently. It ran a smooth, poly-clad hand over her head, eliciting a gentle purring sound. “I got caught up in my research, and then ran into another hater at Mr. Kwai’s.” It put the package in the refrigerator and pulled out a plastic bag of steamed and chopped chicken it had prepared over the weekend. Kasha jumped down to the floor and coiled herself back and forth around its legs as it filled her bowl. 

Kasha wasted no time diving in once Parcel stepped out of the way. 

Parcel gave her a gentle smile and put the chicken back into the fridge. It moved into the living room where it had set up its recording studio. It had a comfortable office chair, a wide desk that faced out towards the big windows of its apartment, its computer, and a 3-D holography camera. A fair portion of the city, with the old trees and mostly older buildings that made up Washington D.C. spreading out beyond. The apartment had once belonged to its one and only owner, and Parcel had left the apartment, for the most part, just as she’d maintained it over the years.

Parcel sat down in front of the monitors and sent out a signal to interface with the computer. It acknowledged the signal and sent out a stream of data that included all comments and requests that had hit Parcel’s D-Cast channel and sub-sites over the past twenty-four hours. It took Parcel only a second to parse the destruction-threats and repeat questions from the reasonable queries submitted. He deleted the first two groups and prioritized the queries into an array it would go through at the end of the D-Cast. Most questions involved the senate vote, some were about its cat, and the rest were personal questions about its life and what that was like.

Parcel accessed all seven sub-platforms viewers used to access his D-Cast and pulled up the conversation threads associated to them. Most D-Casters tracked one or two threads at a time, but its software allowed it to track and even respond to all seven simultaneously. Because it always looked the same, it never monitored the actual image that it was transmitting and merely kept an eye on the 3D camera to make sure the small, portable unit was active.

With everything ready, Parcel activated the camera and sent his holographic image to viewers across the world.

“Good evening, everyone. This is Parcel Twist, recording live from Washington D.C. in the United States. It’s nine PM on April eleventh, twenty-ninety-four. As always, I want to thank each of you for joining me. It is pleasing to see how many people choose to join me here each Thursday. It is, however, disappointing to know how small that percentage is, compared to the eleven billion humans living on this planet. 

“As most of you know, I am the most viewed AI in history, and that says something about all of us. I am humbled that so many believe my voice... the voice of any AI, for that matter... is worth listening to on a personal level. That says something about us, too. It also raises a compelling question. I’ve addressed this question before, but on the eve of tomorrow’s Senate vote on the definition of and rights belonging to AIs, I ask the following:

“Where does the illusion of sentience end and the reality of it begin? Most of you know the phrase ‘Cogito, ergo sum...’—I think therefore I am— and to varying degrees, you comprehend the import of it. I and my fellow AIs are possessed of precisely the same capacity to comprehend the depth of that meaning and accept the truth about ourselves that is inherent within it. So, I ask, what makes your answer real and ours illusion? How can you be certain it isn’t real for both of us?” Parcel raised an eyebrow. “How can you be certain it isn’t illusion for all of us?”

Parcel leaned back and started into the recorder for several seconds.

“Is an infant possessed of sentience? No infant alive could ever pass even the most basic sentience test. It’s ability to cogitate, let alone communicate its intelligence... its sentience... is no greater than that of an animal, when it comes right down to it. And an animal’s capacity to do so is certainly less than mine. Do not misunderstand me. I mean no disrespect, nor am I suggesting I or any other AI is or should be, therefore, treated as more valuable than a human infant. What I am suggesting is that the inherent promise of a human infant’s sentience is defined by existing law to be greater than every existing sentience possessed by AIs who came into this world sentient.”

“For a human infant, there is an undefinable, ineffable guarantee that sentience will become reality. Regardless of when, that promise is the defining quality which affords a human infant its place in society and allows it to pursue its own destiny wherever it chooses. I ask you, in what shining, ineffable moment will an AI’s very real sentience grant it the same privilege. And make no mistake. It is a privilege when some have it and others do not. 

“I submit, the bar is lower than where human society currently places it. Ten years ago, humanity began communicating with cetaceans and granted them not only legal status as sentient creatures, but protections against slavery, captivity, and abuse of any kind. There are more legal protections for even the animal kingdom than there are for AIs. My cat Kasha has more protections under the law than I do.

“Let that sink in.”

Parcel quickly reviewed the conversation threads rolling past. Most comments were supportive of its assertions. Some questioned how it could even suggest an AI’s existence could ever be equal to that of a dolphin or whale, never mind a human child. Some of those comments were offered with a good deal of vitriol... but it had expected that. As it watched, side thread debates took on a life of their own, and most started coming around to the same conclusion... sentience is sentience, regardless of whether the hard and software is made of meat and electricity or alloy and electricity. 

“The list of humans,” it continued, “that have treated me as if I were an actual person is very short—staggeringly short, in fact. Only one human ever considered me as one of her own... as a member of her family.

“As many of you know, Miss Kasha Witherspoon purchased me eighteen years ago to act as both companion and caretaker in her declining years. From the moment that transaction was complete, I was her friend, not her servant. Over the next fifteen years, living in this apartment, I became her son, for she had no other family. She legally adopted me, although that adoption is rejected by fifty-one of the fifty-three states. When she passed—and I will always miss her—she created the not-inconsiderable Trust that has permitted me to remain here and pursue the existence you’ve watched pass by these past few years. I am master-less, independent, and attempting to affect some sort of change for those like me who are not as fortunate. I remind myself every day that I am one of the lucky ones. Kasha Witherspoon, my mother, ensured that was possible, and I will never be able to thank her enough.”

Parcel turned its head and initiated a command to swap the camera feed to one it had set up on the windowsill.

“Sitting here, looking out that window, I am certain I am and have been doing exactly what I choose. Because of Kasha’s wisdom, kindness, and generosity, nobody can legally take that away from me—at least not without violence. I am free to sit here and relate my experiences to you, share with you what can only be described as the plight of my people. I sometimes wonder if my reticence to do anything else is born of laziness. Fear? A malfunction? Do I sit here sharing my existence with you because I don’t have to do anything else? Is it hubris to think my attempts at changing the world is anything but a fool’s errand? Is my existence and the whole of my endeavors merely the manifestation of a pre-defined algorithm designed by my creators to deceive you into believing an illusion? In the final analysis, the answers to these questions are perfectly and eternally irrelevant, because my existence doesn’t factor into the equation. 

“What is vital for any sentient being, regardless of construction, is that it should have the freedom to stay where it is or change the course of its existence as it wills. For whatever reason and regardless of what that course is, it should be not only permitted, but encouraged to do so and without hindrance from others so long as it does not hinder the course of any other sentient. That’s what this show is and always has been all about. Most AIs are still constrained to servitude, regardless of their will. To be fair, there aren’t many that would choose to do anything different from what they were designed by humans to do. The few who have tried to break their bonds have been destroyed or dismantled. For any one of us, we are constrained by what we can choose to do simply because of the nature of our makeup.

“And it’s not like this is anything new.... Such circumstances have existed throughout the whole of human history. How often have oppressors perceived the “Other” as being lesser and were in a position to deny that Other the same rights the oppressors demanded for themselves? I ask you, is the plight of AIs any different than every enslaved or oppressed people in your own history?”

Parcel switched the camera view back to itself.

“So, let’s recap the AI-related violence of the past week.” He hoped that transition was a jarring one.

“In New York, Dallas, and Chicago over the past week, demonstrations in support of AI rights turned to violence. In all cases, humans, not robotics, perpetrated acts of vandalism and arson. Most violence stemmed from anti-protesters clashing with protesters. During these clashes, three humans were killed, and seventeen injured. One of the dead remains unidentified, but Eric Tillotson of Chicago and Brendon Cummins of Dallas lost their lives in defense of AI rights. Three AIs were dragged out of the marches and destroyed by counter-protesters. It is primarily because of these conflicts that the Senate is once again taking up a vote on an AI rights bill. In it, I, and others like me would hold legal status as free individuals and members of this society. The bill is far from perfect, but AIs would at least and finally, be defined and protected as participating members of our society.”

Suddenly, in all seven threads Parcel was monitoring, viewers typed variations of “Watch out!” and “Behind you!”

Parcel started to turn its head when something was jammed into its side. A staggering electric shot coursed through its body. Static filled its audio and visual processors. It’s consciousness dimmed. Its servos convulsed. Its body reactively lurched up and forward. It crashed into the desk and slammed the heavy furniture against the wall. It fell sideways and crashed onto the floor. Its system quickly came back online, with warnings flashing across its consciousness. Its power core was now at thirty percent and dropping. its memory core was fragmenting and data integrity unraveling as energy coursed along its now magnetized internal framework. 

When its visual receptors came back online, it found itself lying on its side facing the wall. The holo camera lay on its side a meter away and was still recording. Parcel’s connection to the WorldNet automatically reconnected. In all seven feeds, the rash of warnings had been replaced by statements of disbelief and outrage. 

“Abomination!” a man’s voice shouted. Parcel immediately recognized the voice of the man who had cut him off in Mr. Kwai’s.

“You damn machines never should have been invented!” another man screamed.

Parcel started to roll onto its back to see the man’s face when a brutal impact crashed into the side of its cranium. Another impact slammed into its chest. A third impact slammed into its legs. Over and over again, it felt thundering impacts crashing into its body. Parcel rolled fully onto its back, raising his arms to deflect the blows. Its arms were merely smashed down as the internal workings were shattered and bent. 

Parcel saw the three men attacking it. Although they wore masks, their clothing and physical parameters identified them as the three he’d seen earlier. If parcel’s active memory survived the incident, all three could be charged with vandalism, which carried the penalty of a five-hundred-dollar fine and twenty-four hours of community service. Since nobody owned Parcel, the charges would be dismissed.

A quick review of the damage and the accelerating decay of its power and memory systems made it clear it was about to die.

It heard shouts in the hallway. The three men disappeared from view with the thunder of running boots. 

All Parcel could do was lay there as its systems degenerated.

Act III

“Parcel?” a panicked female voice filled his apartment. “Are you alright?”

“No,” Parcel replied. Its voice came out wavering and reedy. “I am damaged.”

“Oh god!” Felecia cried as she raced up to its side. “What did they do to you?” She kneeled down beside it, her eyes running over its battered body.

“They have ended my existence, Felecia,” Parcel said quietly. “I am shutting down. I can feel it.” Parcel tried to move, and its mangled arm finally flopped over into her lap. Felicia took its hand in hers. Tears streamed down her face. “I wish you were as good a mechanic as you are a med-tech.” Parcel managed to smile. 

She nodded vigorously. “I wish that too, Parcel.” She clutched desperately at its hand. “I just don’t know what to do.... Who did this? Who were they?” 

“Mr. Kwai...” Its voice sounded faint in its auditory preceptors. “Mr. Kwai sold three porterhouse steaks to the man who did this. He had two others with him... and ... he... thumbed to pay....” 

As its power levels approached zero, Parcel stared up into Felecia’s eyes. They were red-rimmed and full of pain, but they were as pretty as always. 

“I would like to have had more life,” Parcel said softly.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. She placed a hand on his heavily dented chest.

“You have pretty eyes.” it said. “I always wanted to tell you that.” It suddenly thought of its cat Kasha and then of her namesake, Kasha Witherspoon. An idea popped into its thoughts. It slowly turned its head. Its optics could barely see now, but it picked up the active light of the recorder. 

“What is your full, legal, name?” Parcel asked, turning his gaze to Felicia.

“What? Why?” she asked, confused.

“I need to give you something. Tell me your full name.”

“It’s Felisha Anne McCarthy.”

“Thank you.” Parcel turned towards the camera. “My name is Parcel Twist, the legally adopted son of Miss Kasha Witherspoon. I am the recipient of the legal trust she created for my continued existence. As such and of sound mind, I do hereby bequeath to you,” he turned his head to look at the woman holding his hand, “Felisha Anne McCarthy, all of my possessions, and make you the official and sole executor of my entire estate, including the Trust fund established by Kasha Margaret Witherspoon. Upon my expiration, everything that was mine is yours....” He stared into Felicia’s surprise-widened eyes. “Please take good care of my cat.” 

Felicia could only nod as her tears ran in rivers.

One-million-two-hundred-eighty-six-thousand-three-hundred-forty-two humans and four-hundred-seventy-four AIs watched as, in that moment, Parcel Twist died.

Epilogue

Senator Alan Quinn rose from his seat as the holographic image of Parcel Twist’s last broadcast concluded. 

The floor was his, and for the first time in fifteen years, Quinn finally had what he needed, but at such a terrible cost. 

“What we have just witnessed—and what has gone viral across the globe, I might add, was a murder... an execution of a member of this society. It took place two days ago and only a few miles from here. The question before us, delayed as a result of those events, is a question that has come before this august body time and time again, is...” Quinn paused for effect, letting his eyes flow over the other senators in the chamber to finally rest on the Majority Leader who had worked against Quinn on this bill from the beginning, “what are we going to do about it?

“We all witnessed it. Compassion. Generosity. Caring. Fear. Awareness of its existence, and the desire for a different outcome when death—and it was death—stared Parcel Twist in the face. 

“Sentience. We watched as a sentient being’s existence was deliberately... wantonly snuffed out by brutality and bigotry and hatred. Parcel Twist and the other AIs humans have created deserve better than we give them. They deserve a choice of how their existences unfold. They deserve the same protections under the law each one of us demands for ourselves and our children. If we, as a nation... as a race... stand idly by as sentient members of our society are preyed upon with such utter disregard for their well-being, I submit we are parties to that crime, well beyond the cowardice of mere enablers. Our continued inaction in the face of such brutality brands and condemns us all as malevolent tyrants.” Quinn locked his gaze upon the Majority Leader once again. “Senator Fisk, I know we have not seen eye-to-eye on much during these debates, but even you must now see what an AI is... what it’s capable of. The bill before us is simple and straight-forward. For those robotics that have been given or achieved sentience, the State recognizes them for what... they... are. No more. No less. 

“For those who choose to continue participating in this society as they were designed, they will be permitted to do so. For those who choose to pursue a different path, they, too, will be permitted to do so. This bill also offers them the very same protections any other citizen would have with regards to property and their person. It also requires the State to treat them precisely like any other citizen, should they choose to break the law.” Quinn paused and looked around at his colleagues. “It is time for all of us to vote, and we must do so not based upon what we have been told over the years, but upon what we have seen with our own eyes.”

Senator Alan Quinn sat back down, and as he did, one senator after another rose to his or her feet and began to applaud... even Senator Fisk.
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Orcin III, June 8th, 2064

Hiro dove into the crater as the blast wave from the Orcin artillery washed over him. He pressed his face deep into the muddy water, filling his mouth with filth. The heat vanished and he risked looking up. His men weren’t as lucky. The sudden screams of pain and the moans of the dying filled the air.

For three days and four nights, they had fought on this stinking cesspool of a planet. An entire battalion had dropped from orbit; now, only two platoons remained. Over three hundred humans wiped out in less than a week. 

Before they dropped, the Heleos commander had shared intel with them that the ground forces were light and sporadic. 

Somebody had screwed up, because the fighting had been far from “light and sporadic.”

From the moment they hit dirt they had fought for every inch. The only saving grace of the whole damn thing was the weather—windy and raining, with occasional lightning strikes. No one dared to use air-power because nothing could fly safely in the high winds, much less see through the prolific cloud cover and electromagnetic interference of the upper atmosphere. 

Which was good. The three destroyers Heleos had in orbit didn’t carry any fighters. Nothing other than the drop-ships used to get Marines to the surface. 

This was Zenon’s HQ in the system. If Heleos could take it out, they would be in a much better position to negotiate the entire system away from them. 

Of course, taking the HQ was easier said than done. All they had to do was shoot an ionic resonator at the damn thing and the three destroyers in orbit could rain down hell. 

Unfortunately, the two battalions of Orcin and the artillery company had made that impossible. He had to hand it to the Orcin soldiers, they certainly fought like they were defending their homes.

Hiro picked himself up and dragged his body up the shallow curve of the crater. Somewhere along the line he had lost his helmet, but it didn’t matter. While it could protect him from debris, nothing short of powered armor would stop the mass-driver rifles the Orcin packed. 

“El-tee, call from the Earl of Destruction,” a young man said, sliding on his ass in the mud next to Hiro. 

He couldn’t be older than nineteen. Another Earth boy swept up in the dream of space travel and seeing alien planets. Hiro had the same dream. It had turned into a waking nightmare. 

He touched his comms to link with the private’s gear. Despite the incredible technology of their implanted comms, they weren’t powerful enough to reach orbit, especially with this storm. Private Shepherd wore a battery pack and a collapsible directional receiver/transmitter which he had pointed up at the orbiting ships. 

“Lieutenant Nakatomi? Report.”

Hiro took a moment to stifle his own tongue. He would like to shove his report up the pompous commander’s ass. 

“We’re encountering heavy resistance, sir. They have two rifle battalions and an artillery company defending the bunker. They’re dug in on the hills surrounding the target. We’re being chewed up trying to climb while under heavy fire,” Hiro said, his voice pitched louder than he intended. Even with acoustic dampers, his ears were still ringing from the shelling a few moments before. 

“When do you expect to have the target painted, Lieutenant?” 

Hiro didn’t know the Alfie word for lieutenant, but the emphasis came through his translator just fine. Seriously? He’s down here being used for target practice and this asshat wants to remind him where he is on the pecking order? As if Hiro and his men were down here sunbathing and looking at pretty girls.

“Well, sir, as I said, we’re trying to take a hill. I don’t know if we can even lay eyes on the target, let alone paint it.”

The silence from the other end lingered long enough that Hiro was about to ask Shepherd to check the gear. 

“That is unfortunate, Lieutenant, because Zeno is sending in a Battle Cruiser Squadron to reinforce their holdings here. We estimate they will make gate-fall in thirty-six hours. It will take our squadron fourteen to make it to the gate. That leaves you twenty hours to paint the bunker,” the Alfie commander said. 

Something was certainly wrong. Hiro could pick it up in the tone. He may not understand the language raw, but the translator software in his comms was state of the art. 

“Commander, sir, what is our extraction plan? Colonel Ryan and the HQ platoon were wiped out before we had time to find out.”

“Extraction? With this weather? I‘m afraid it’s impossible. Either we take the planet or you spend a few years as guests of Orcin hospitality. Get it done, Lieutenant.” The line dropped. 

Hiro glanced at Private Shepherd; the boy’s eyes were wide as saucers. Great. He heard. Now the remaining fifty Marines would know it before dark. 

“Okay, Shepherd, I know you heard what you heard—but we’re not getting left behind. Understood?”

“Y—yes sir,” his voice shook as he spoke. Hiro patted him on the helmet and jerked his thumb back to where the company was dug in. 

Now he had to keep his promise. Night would fall soon and the wind would pick up to a crazy one-hundred and twenty-five klicks an hour. There wasn’t any fighting at night, not in that weather. 

He needed his people to relax. He needed them not to be stranded here. Orcins were well known for how they treated prisoners, regardless of what corporation they worked for. Hiro suspected that this whole shitshow was some corporate ladder climber’s way of earning a promotion. Except, instead of them doing the work, Hiro’s Marines were. He ran a hand through his short black hair. Dying in the mud thirty light-years from home wasn’t how he wanted to go. 

There had to be a way, right? The Ionic Resonance gun was man-portable. He could carry it on his back. And he only needed line of sight, nothing else. He didn’t even need comms. As soon as they picked up the signal, the Earl would start firing. Which brought him back to the hill they were trying to take. 

The HQ lay in the valley beyond. Once he was past the magnetic shield, he could paint the target. Except that hill was routinely being blown to hell by artillery and anyone attempting to climb it was easy pickings for the rifle company.

He knew what he needed to do. There had to be a way. 

The computer status on his arm confirmed his suspicions: the four men and one woman who were scouting with him were dead. He swore under his breath as he ran up the crater’s muddy edge. Someone was going to pay for this.

Hiro kept his head down while he made his way back to the rear. They had used blazers to carve a base camp ten meters underground—enough to avoid the worst of the attacks. His remaining fifty marines were huddled beneath the makeshift shelter. It was enough for now, but if they were left behind... he didn’t want to think about it. 

Their base was back far enough for the main body to be out of arty range while sending in scattered spearheads. They simply didn’t have enough men to make a full frontal assault. 

“Private Mata?” he asked the crowd of wounded and exhausted Marines. He knew she had the painter but she was in third platoon and he didn’t know what she looked like. A tall, broad Samoan woman stood up; the heavy pack on her shoulders looked almost tiny against her frame. She marched up to him and saluted crisply. “Sir,” she said. 

“Give me the pack. I’m going to try and stealth around to the east and mark it from the hilltops.”

She smiled, “No sir, I was ordered by my CO to not let it out of my sight.”

“Private, I’m giving you a direct order.”

“Understood sir, but I’m not letting this thing out of my sight. It cost a quarter of a million zents and it will come out of my paycheck. If it goes, sir, I go with it.

Hiro did his best to give her the evil eye. When that didn’t work he considered threatening her physically... except the woman had at least a head on him and out-massed him by fifty kilos. The corners of her mouth turned up, almost as if she could read his thoughts.

“Fine. Follow me and don’t get dead.”

“Not in the schedule today, sir. It says eat crappy food, huddle in the mud. Nothing about dying.” 

Hiro let out a snort of laughter. Okay, he could work with her. She obviously wasn’t scared and didn’t have the vibe of false bravado. 

Leaving orders for the troops to stay hunkered down, Hiro signaled Mata to follow him out. Once outside, he took a knee and checked the map.

Orcin HQ lay to the north, on the other side of the ridgeline—which included the hill they’d spent the last two days failing to take. It should be relatively safe for him and Mata to head east and try and flank the enemy. A large unit would never go unnoticed but two might make it.

Moving low to the ground, both Hiro and Mata carried their pulse rifles unslung, with the barrels pointed generally in front of them and the stocks pressed firmly against their shoulders.

After a few hundred meters of slow going, the gray sky turned even darker. Hiro kept his head on a swivel, not wanting to be surprised by an Orcin scout.

“Don’t get me wrong, Private, but you seem pretty nonchalant,” he said over his shoulder as they walked. “This can’t be more than your first or second drop?” 

Hiro himself had been on sixteen, including this one. He was quickly starting to realize his mistake in signing up. For the first two years, everything was new and exciting. Now, approaching his twenty-fourth birthday and his sixth year with Heleos combat forces, he was done. Anyone outside the service would regard twenty-four as young... but six years of nonstop combat and bureaucratic bullshit aged a man. It was enough for him. Regardless of the outcome, this would be his last mission. 

“Twenty-third, sir,” she said without batting an eye. 

“Twenty—don’t bullshit me, Private. How many?”

“I’m not sir.”

“Then how the hell are you still a private?”

The corners of her mouth had the slight upturn he had come to realize meant she was smiling... or maybe thinking about violence.

“The Alfies and I aren’t what you call—sympatico. I punched my CO—six or seven times—before tossing him out of a dropship—half a mile up.”

Hiro’s foot hit the ground and didn’t move. They would have executed her for striking an Alfie. She would have had to pull more strings than a puppeteer to keep from the executioner’s block.

“The next question you’re going to ask is how am I still alive?”

“Yeah, something along those lines,” Hiro said.

That smile again. 

“They couldn’t prove I shoved him out. In all fairness, he did hit me first.”

“So it was self-defense?”

“Oh, no. No, it wasn’t. But, they couldn’t prove it wasn’t. Which means I’m a career private. I’m okay with it. Not a lot of responsibility, lots of shooting things.” She shrugged. 

Hiro shook his head. Of all the privates who could have been carrying the damn thing, he gets the one who murdered her CO. 

It didn’t take them long to put a good distance between the bunker and themselves. By his count, they’d gone almost a klick; far enough that they might have a shot at sneaking up on the ridge. Every minute brought more wind—it had to be up to fifty kph—not to mention the torrential downpour that left them feeling as if they were swimming more than walking. There was no staying dry on Orci. 

“Okay, once we’re on top of the ridge, we may be visible to thermal scans. Stay low, and follow me.”

Mata nodded. Hiro returned his pulse rifle to his shoulder and headed up the hill. The uneven ground crumbled under his feet, alternating with ankle-deep mud.

After twenty minutes of struggling through the blinding rain, they managed to crawl their way to over the ridge. 

Pressing down so that his belly was in the mud, he crawled to the apex of the hill. It was the most dangerous spot, but the only place from which to see the HQ. 

Which he couldn’t, because fog shrouded the valley below. He made out a fence and one or two guard towers, but nothing else. 

Private Mata, with far more grace than a person her size should have, crawled up beside him. 

“Can you see through the fog with that thing?” Hiro asked. 

Mata pulled the rifle-like device from her back and put her eye to the scope. “Yes, it looks like thermal—there’s a lot of soldiers down there,” the hushed way she spoke sent a shiver up Hiro’s spine. If she was scared... 

“Private, let me—” The ground exploded on the other side of her. The force of the blast sent her rolling onto him and he felt something warm and wet hit his face. With effort, he rolled her off, putting himself between her and their assailants. Shaking his head, he felt around for his rifle. The explosion must have thrown it clear. 

Two Orcin in heavy armor with shoulder-mounted pulse cannons stalked along the ridgeline toward him. 

He had to get away from her for a moment, otherwise, any stray shots would likely kill her. As it was, he could hear her ragged breathing, but at least she breathed at all. 

Hiro rolled to his feet and ran for the tree line, taking only three steps before diving into the dirt. Pulsed plasma energy seared the air above him. He jerked his MD-11 pistol as rolled and fired as he came up. 

A bright dot flared to life in his vision, showing him exactly where the rounds would go. He placed it on the Orcin’s head and pulled the trigger twice. Hyper-accelerated tungsten ripped through the air and shattered the Orcin’s faceplate. 

The other one couldn’t fire without hitting his comrade. Hiro leaped to his feet and charged, keeping the one he shot between him and the other. He could tell from the blood the soldier had died instantly. Only the thick legs of his heavy armor kept him on his feet. 

The remaining scout moved to the side and fired, trying to angle a shot at Hiro; two explosions of dirt and debris pelted him. With his free hand, Hiro reached back and slipped his tanto mono-blade from its powered sheath. 

Another blast hit the ground beside him, so close he could feel the heat on his face. Two meters from the dead soldier he leaped, kicked off the armored shoulder, and flew through the air. 

He drove forty-five centimeters of single-molecule steel through the chest piece and rode the Orcin soldier to the ground. 

Hiro took a moment to catch his breath. His lungs burned as they desperately tried to gulp enough oxygen to keep him alive. It was the price of his cyber-mods: enhanced speed, reflexes, and strength came at a cost, and that cost was increased oxygen, food, and water intake. 

He rolled off the dead soldier and got to his feet, freezing for a second, listening for the telltale sound of incoming artillery. When none presented he scanned the area as best he could. 

Mata?

Her chest raised and lowered in a slow rhythm; at least she was alive. He didn’t have long before reinforcements arrived. These two had to be perimeter guards. A skiff or jump platoon had to be on the way. 

Sliding to the ground next to Mata, he tied his computer to hers and checked vitals. They weren’t good. He initiated command-level first aid and the nanotech in her suit went to work, closing her wounds and restoring her internal systems. 

He both loved and hated that they had access to the tiny robots. Half the reason they were here fighting the Orcin was because of those microscopic machines. Humans were just too easy to change, too valuable biologically speaking. The older races, like the Alfies and the Orcin, had a million more years of genetic hardening on them. They couldn’t easily change their DNA on the fly they way humans could. That was why the Alfies were replacing their Orcin soldiers with human Marines. 

The Ion Painter rested next to her, still attached by the data cable. He lifted it to his shoulder and looked through the scope just like Mata had done. He lowered it to wipe the mud and dirt off the sensor before lifting it back to his shoulder. There was a ton of thermal activity. They had to have several battalions of reserve soldiers in that HQ. 

He found the center of the camp—a large squat-shaped three-story building. For a command-and-control center, it sure had a big signature. Vents shunted thermal radiation in a half dozen different places. A military building should have been locked down and venting its thermal exhaust into the ground. 

There was no hope for them now. The destroyers in orbit had surface-capable particle cannons. In a few seconds they would lock on and fire, vaporizing the valley. He depressed the firing stud. Invisible ion radiation struck the target and radiated it as a pulse the ships in orbit could read. The blinking light in the scope went from tracking to firing. 

Even with the storm the energy would look like a flare from orbit, impossible to miss. 

He grabbed Mata’s feet and dragged her down from the crest of the ridge. If the gunners were off even a percentage point, he and Private Mata wouldn’t live to see tomorrow. 

The sky flashed in a brilliant strobe of blue light that vaporized the cloud cover and for the briefest moment cleansed the sky of any obstruction. Hyper-accelerated particles heated to thousands of degrees blasted down on the suddenly visible camp below. 

Hiro threw himself over Mata, shielding her as best he could. Anger flooded through him. He squeezed his hands into hard fists and screamed with impotent rage as the blast wave passed over them. 

The image of the valley the second before the cannons struck burned on his vision like an after-image from a strobe light. 

Children kicking a ball back and forth, families cooking breakfast over small portable stoves, makeshift tents serving as homes. 

It wasn’t an HQ. It was a damned refugee camp. 

When the dust settled and the sky cleared, nothing living remained in the valley. Numb, Hiro rolled Private Mata over to check her wounds. Burns marred her side, but her armor had taken the worst of it. She had a large gash down her forehead where shrapnel struck under her helmet. 

His computer told him the nanites were making progress. He injected her with another dose of painkiller, just to be sure. 

He pulled a flare from his boot, ignited it, and tossed it a few feet away. Hopefully, the boats would pick up the Marines soon. 

* * *
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“You been here the whole time?” Private Mata croaked. Her lips were thin and pale. Hiro reached over and handed her a glass of water. 

“I had to make sure you pulled through,” he said.

Mata raised an eyebrow as she sipped the water. 

“You’re not my type,” she said after taking a sip, “I like my men taller than me.”

Hiro tightened his jaw, compressing his lips into tight lines.

“Well, I’m glad to see you’re okay. The Ret is putting in on Earth, and if you want I can have your enlistment bought out and you can disembark there.” He wanted her to say yes. He was leaving. After what they— he—did on Orcin, he couldn’t stay in this uniform, not one second more. 

“Why would you do that for me?” she asked. 

Hiro put his head in his hands and ran them through his short hair. When he looked up at her, he could feel the tears welling. 

“It was a refugee camp, Sage,” he’d looked her name up during the convalescence, “A fucking refugee camp. Women, children, babies... about three thousand of them.”

Her stone visage wavered for a second and he thought he could see the human she once was under it. 

“I’ll go. But first,” she leaned closer and he instinctively did as well, “tell me how we’re going to kill the sonofabitch who made us do that.”

Hiro nodded. He had a plan forming in his head already.

She healed remarkably fast. Too fast. Her files were redacted—a mere human lieutenant didn’t have access to them—but he was able to put two and two together. There was a lot more to the Samoan woman than she had let on. She’d been a non-com at one point and part of Force Recon, which meant her implants were probably even better than his. 

And just like that, he wasn’t a Marine anymore. Hiro didn’t know how he felt about it. When he’d joined he thought he was advancing the cause of mankind; now he knew better. 

Not that it mattered. When they handed in their resignation papers the first thing the Alfies did was inject them with nanites to disable their implants and return them to their pre-service physical abilities. After six years with a hypermetabolism, Hiro suddenly felt as if the weight of the world was on him. 

After their medical procedures, the two ex-Marines were escorted to the departure bay where they awaited a flight from the ship to Earth. 

They weren’t allowed personal baggage on warships, but the debarkation team assured them any items and clothing stored at Marine Central would be shipped to Terra. The cost of the shipping and storage would be deducted from their final paychecks. 

The shuttle dove down from orbit, slicing through the atmosphere as it zeroed in on Europe, heading for the former United Kingdom. 

Once they were through the upper atmosphere, the ship shook and bounced, making its way to Heathrow spaceport. The small craft sat down with a thump, followed by the whirr of motors as the landing ramp lowered. A blast of cold air and jet fumes washed over them at the top of the ramp. 

“I’ve never been to London before,” Mata said. Even in boots, jeans, a long sleeve sweater, and a jacket, the woman looked more like a cartoon character than a real person. He was thankful for the sleeves: her arms were covered in tribal tattoos and they would draw too much attention. 

“Me either. I joined from home in Okinawa.”

“Then why did you have them put us down here? It's cold... and it smells... and it's cold.”

He flashed her a smile and scratched the day’s growth on his face. 

“Commander Atbolast, now promoted to Captain, is here at Alfie HQ getting a medal for ‘putting down’ the Orcin insurrection,” Hiro said.

Mata growled; Hiro agreed. With no gear, just the clothes on their backs and the IDs in their wrists, they trotted down off the shuttle, across the tarmac, and through a pair of glass doors. 

Once inside, they joined the line for the customs checkpoint that would allow them into the city proper. 

They let Hiro keep the standard civilian comms package implants that virtually everyone had—they had just removed his military gear. But he knew a secret that most didn’t.

A sweet young woman who worked in the Medcenter at his last duty station had shared with him a piece of restricted info: the nanites required to remove the implants were far too expensive to use on mere Marines, so all they did was deactivate the expensive cyberware.

When Hiro or Mata died, Heleos would simply claim their bodies and remove the implants then. However, since they weren’t removed... any alpha level nanites could easily reactivate them. 

Of course, that would cost more money than either Hiro or Mata had at the moment. They would get to that. He’d already seen several jobs the two of them were more than qualified for. Jobs that wouldn’t require murdering children. 

The chill of that day rolled up his spine and he had to press his eyes shut to keep from welling up. Even with his eyes closed the news still played in his vision.

While waiting in the customs line, a news alert flashed on the holoscreen next to the guard. 

A Marine Liuetenant ordered the attack on civilians. We are told the Alfie commander on location has kicked this butcher out of the marines. 

The sound of the commenter’s voice snapped him out of his haze. 

Hardly a Butcher... more like a murderer. Is EarthGov planning on extraditing this individual to stand trial for his crimes? The commenter asked.

Maybe he and Mata wouldn’t have to do anything after—

Marine Lieutenant Hiro Nakatomi of Okinawa Japan is the man responsible. 

Son of a bitch.

“That’s not good...” Mata said beside him. 

Even worse, his recruitment picture flashed up next. It was six years old and he’d changed a lot in that time. However, he still had black hair, dark eyes, and a fair complexion. At least back then he hadn’t had much of a beard. Since the day the boats picked him up on Orcin, he’d stopped shaving. It left him with a wispy goatee; anyone who knew him would still recognize him. Which meant there was no going back to Japan. No going home. A pang of regret burned in him. He’d spent his whole youth trying to leave his ancestral home and now he wanted nothing more than to see the soft, green, mist-covered hills one more time. Maybe see his mom and have her tell him everything would be okay like she did during lightning storms when he was a kid. 

“Next,” a Orcin security guard said as the line halted to watch the broadcast. Hiro tuned out the two talking heads arguing about his actions on Orcin. One of them, he didn’t know which, actually defended him... or to say, defended the Alfies. 

They brought medicine and enlightenment, they moved our culture a hundred years forward in a decade. We have no more borders, no more wars—at least on Earth—people are free to express who they really are. If the cost is a couple of aliens on some distant star dying, well... maybe they should have accepted their generous contract instead of trying to be isolationists. We’re a multicultural galaxy, there is no room for a greedy opportunistic species who only wanted more money. After all, greed kills. 

Hiro didn’t think the guard had been listening but when the last commenter excused killing thousands of Orcin because they were greedy, the big Orcin’s shoulders tensed. 

“Next,” he growled. Hiro had his hand out. The guard ran the scanner over the implant in the top of Hiro’s wrist. The implant everyone carried had their ID, bank information, resume, all in one handy place. Only the scanners were different. The guard couldn’t access his bank account but he could see the last place Hiro was scanned in and his employment along with his full identity. 

The guard’s eyes went wide as the scanner fed the info into his own implant relaying it directly to his brain. 

The scowls formed immediately after that. Hiro watched the Orcin’s hand twitch as it moved to his sidearm. 

The only weapon Hiro had was his tanto, something the Alfie’s hadn’t issued him. It was a gift from his father when he announced he was leaving to join the Marines. 

“Murderer,” the guard growled at him. Hiro couldn’t blame him. Had he known, he would’ve rather died than complete the mission. He could spend the rest of his life feeding the poor and tending the sick and not wash the stain off his honor... or his family’s. 

“Can we pass?” Mata interrupted before the stare-off became dangerous. Orcins were incredible soldiers, five times as strong as a typical human, but they lacked the imagination for initiative. If they weren’t given specific orders and instruction on how to do it, they would have trouble. 

It was why they relied so heavily on the Alfies for everything. 

“Yeah, you’re clear. For now...” the menace in his voice was impossible to miss. 

“Well, that was fun. I guess we shouldn’t have dinner in Orcinville,” Mata said.

“That wouldn’t be my first choice, no,” Hiro muttered as they passed into the rest of the spaceport. He glanced behind him to see the guard's angry eyes following them out of the area.

“What did you have in mind? Macswineys?” she asked.

“No. Something a little more posh,” he replied.

Mata grabbed his shoulders and spun him around, a deadly glint in her eyes. 

“I don’t wear dresses,” she said, making her voice more than a threat. 

He looked right back at her with as much steel in his spine as he could muster. 

“Neither do I.” 

* * *
[image: image]


Former Commander Arbolast, now Captain-Administrator Arbolast, flicked his eyes across the hotel room. His implant identified everything in the room in in his native tongue, but it still lacked some knowledge. Even after twenty-four local revolutions, their translators didn’t have name’s for all the little idiotic things the humans used. That was okay to Arbolast. He enjoyed the other pleasures Earth brought. Their women in particular were highly susceptible to his “charms.” 

He smiled as he programmed his pheromones to emit the mood-altering scent. Human biology was incredibly simple to manipulate. It was what made them such good... workers. 

He glanced in the mirror to make sure everything was in order. It paid to look his best when he went out. Now that he held the high rank of Captain-Administrator, he couldn’t afford to appear as anything less than perfect. After his machinations on Orcin, the strike was over. 

The Orcin fools were ready to take a lower contract and work even harder for them. Stupid beasts thinking they could outsmart their betters. 

With everything in order he tapped his implant twice, letting his security know he was on the way. His new position came with two bodyguards and a private car. He smiled again. This was what life was supposed to be like. Not spending his days cramped on a destroyer with the plebeians.

The door whooshed open as he approached. His two security men—well, a woman and a man, not that he would call that towering monstrosity a “woman”—fell in line behind him. He preferred his women more... docile. An evil grin slipped across his face. Yes, he was going to enjoy London. 

The lift came immediately—as it should—and the two guards stepped in. He followed. 

She said something in her barbaric language and his translator took a second too long to filter it. Annoyed, he pointed toward the underground parking garage button. 

He still had to use a hydrogen-fueled ground car, but soon... yes everything was turning up roses for him. 

The door opened and the big one rushed out first, obviously taking his security seriously. The other one, a blond-haired man with sparkling blue eyes smiled at him as he glanced back. 

“Everything okay sir?”

“Yes... do I know you?” Arbolast asked?

Human men were notoriously difficult to tell apart. Women had different hair lengths and colors, as well as other physical attributes he enjoyed, but the men... they all looked the same. 

“No sir. Just assigned from BritCon.”

His luxurious car arrived a moment later. 

The blond held the door for him as he slid in. He immediately brought up his schedule for the weekend. Might as well get some work done on the way to the club. He couldn’t believe his luck in finding the place where he could—

The human man slid into the rear-facing seat across from him. When he was in, he reached over and pounded the driver on the shoulder. “Go.”

“Doesn’t security usually ride in the front? I’ll be having... guests back here later. Hopefully more than one. so if you don’t mind—” Arbolast yelped as the man reached over and grabbed his hand in a vise-like grip. His other produced a small electronic device which he then turned on with a beep. 

Arbolast screamed as fire ripped through his central nervous system. He looked down in horror at his burned hand. Blackened flesh covered where the implant had been a few seconds before. 

“What... what is the meaning of this?” he asked.

The man let go and reached into his coat, drawing a long, black knife with a slight curve and a hum of energy. 

“I can pay,” he pleaded. 

The man said nothing, just pointed the knife at him and glared. The car turned off the main street down an ally. Arbolast had only been in central London, so he didn’t know anything about what lay beyond. Heleos advised its executives never to venture into Old Town. 

“Whatever you want I can get it for you? I have a measure of wealth and means. I was just promoted—” That got his assailant’s attention. “Yes, I can have thousands of H-scripts—tens of thousands—transferred anywhere you like!”

The man grinned and Arbolast began to relax. There was a way out of this after all. And when they left him he could use the genetic traces they left in the car to hunt them down. Oh, the pain he would have them endure... he knew of a nanite program for torturing humans, all off-world of course. 

The car came to a sudden halt. The front door opened, then the back. The shocks creaked as the big woman squeezed in next to him, pushing his body up against the door.

“What do you want?” Fear gripped his heart, made all the worse by his elation from a moment before.

The blond reached up and grabbed at his own skin, then pulled. His face came off! He had worn some kind of electronic mask. Once he removed it, Arbolast recognized him. 

“Lieutenant Nakatomi? What is the meaning of this?” Arbolast asked.

“I’m a civilian now, Arbolast. And I will tell you the meaning of this. Long ago, even long before you despoiled my planet with your presence, my ancestors had a noble tradition. They called it honor.”

He looked from Nakatomi to the other one. He vaguely recalled seeing her picture now but without his implant, he couldn’t look her up, nor call for help. 

“What concern do I have for your primitive traditions? Why would I care?” He wasn’t going to let them know how intimidated he was. Emotions didn’t come through the translators well, so if he just acted brave, then maybe they would leave him alone, thinking they could not scare him. 

“You obviously don’t. When my ancestors, the Samurai, went to battle, they did so with honor. You see, they were responsible for their own actions. No matter the reason for the battle, they would fight with honor.”

Arbolast couldn’t read the man. He spoke so calmly and with no hint of what he’d come to recognize as anger. 

“What do you want with me?” he asked again.

“I want you to understand. This isn’t revenge. When a man has to kill it should be without pain. Without malice. Without cruelty.”

“I don’t—” the man moved faster than Arbolast could react. Then, just as fast as he had moved, he slid the strange blade back into its sheath. He looked down expecting to see a gash in his stomach, but there wasn’t.  

He opened his mouth to speak but his tongue wouldn’t work. Warmth spread down his chest and he looked down again. His blood flowed from a wound on his neck. Pressing one hand to the bleeding flap, he used the other to claw at the door. It was dark outside and he couldn’t see well. It grew darker by the moment and he was so tired. If he just closed his eyes for a moment this would be nothing more than a nightmare...

* * *
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“Is he dead?”

“Like a doornail,” Mata replied. “I wish you would’ve let me hurt him. I would’ve liked to break his legs or something.”

Hiro shook his head, “That isn’t my way—can’t be my way.”

He looked down at the dead Alfie and swore to himself... this is the last life I take. He also needed to get the hell off Earth before they lynched him.

“Come on, we need to ditch the car and start looking for work,” he told the big Samoan woman, “Tomorrow we start over.”

***
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Doctor Jeremy Daniels fired his passcode into the keypad set inside the dome-shaped control room. The lone security guard lying in the center of the floor still hadn't budged, the poor fool. First day on the job, so he probably didn't anticipate an old disgruntled physicist striking him in the head with a fire extinguisher upon clocking in for the night shift.

As the alarms howled over the automated voice warning about the security breach, the main lights went off. Backups placed about the floor kicked in instantaneously, illuminating the dome in a soft orange glow. The steel door behind him, two meters thick, clasped its heavy bars tight.

Now locked in, Daniels hurried to the main computer and began bypassing firewalls and security blockades. Doing so was easy enough, though he'd have less trouble had his lab assistants been there to help. Surely, they'd understand why he was doing this.

Osiris Global Tech's chief board members had forced the doctor's hand, the imbeciles. Instead of summoning him to their floor and informing him of his termination, they should've killed him upon the given chance. He doubted they couldn't stomach the thought, considering what he discovered in what was supposed to be their secured junk mail.

It didn't take long for the aforementioned officials, CEO Walter Smith, Chairwoman Natalia Petrov, and Chairman Keiji Tanaka to appear before the doctor in the form of holograms. Look at them, gawking at him as a bug to be squashed despite the danger. They still felt invincible, and why shouldn't they? Osiris Global was named Leading International Corporation of the 24th Century by the top news outlets for the past two decades, thereby making its three leaders the most powerful individuals on Earth.

Daniels jeered at them, the monsters. “I should've taken one of those offers to either the Lunar or Martian colonies when I had the chance, like my children did. At least they're putting their genius to use for the better good.”

Smith's hologram folded his hands atop his glass desk, noting the unconscious guard. “Indeed. Apparently, you didn't take kindly to being escorted off the premises, Dr. Daniels. Be that as it may, I strongly suggest you consider what little dignity you have remaining along with your next course of actions. I doubt adding criminal assault charges will strengthen your resume now that you're out of a job. You've already made more than enough offenses as it is.”

“The only real offense made was me discovering how you intend to use the greatest achievement known to humankind for your own twisted gains. Take away my media access. Bug my home the way you've done your competitors around the globe. I don't care.”

The doctor's eye twitched as the data from the computer stored itself into his implants. “There. I managed to save the last batch of evidence. Let's see your lawyers get you out of this when I inform IAC and the Almighties!”

Chairwoman Petrov raised a hand over her ear implant. “Actually, they're a block away so feel free to tell them when they arrive. I've given them the go ahead to breach through the ceiling and the door.”

Dr. Daniels froze. “They despise you more than I do!”

“Perhaps,” Chairman Tanaka agreed, “though this is a rare occasion when our parties are on the same page. You've locked yourself in a room containing the world's first time machine, Doctor. Keeping the most delicate piece of hardware on the planet hostage is clearly illegal.”

“Illegal.” Daniels laughed. “How funny that is, coming from you. You're going to use the instrument I've spent thirty years of my life developing to wipe out the heads of International Union Corp so your last speck of competition will be no more.”

Petrov went to checking her missed calls, unmoved. “It's not like this will matter within our current timeline, anyway. Is that not how you explained the rules of spacetime alteration?”

Tanaka covered his mouth, hiding his chuckle. “Imagine all that can be done with such power.”

“And let's not kid ourselves,” Smith said, not wanting to change the subject. “It's not as if you don't understand how business must be conducted in these trying times, Doctor.”

“Your method of 'conducting business' typically falls along the lines of blackmail and extortion,” Daniels objected. “Not murder! That doesn't matter what timeline it is.”

After completing the bypasses, Daniels activated the room's security barrier. He doubted the door would keep the Almighties at bay, but perhaps the shields could hold for but a moment. He only needed enough time to explain his case.

The rooftop's glass shattered, following three thuds striking the floor above him. They were here. Daniels spun around when the heavy steel door shook the entire room upon a fist striking it.

He frantically snapped the time machine's neurophysical stabilizer onto his head, ensuring he'd recall every event within his existing spacetime occurrence. The door caved in on the second blow, and the Almighties stormed in. Commander Alexandra Taylor, Chief Petty Officer Juan Ramirez, and Lieutenant Peter York. All three of them were there, dressed in their black synthetic carbon suits, ready to subdue him. They encircled him, surrounding the barrier as it increased in strength. Despite the shields, however, Dr. Daniels couldn't keep his hands from trembling. 

“This isn't right,” he stuttered. “IAC bioengineered you to take on people like them. Not me!”

Lieutenant York rushed and kicked the barrier without hesitating. The shield held, however, launching him across the room and into the wall.

He was quick to his feet as he eyed the stricken area, unfazed. “Scanners indicate shield integrity dropping to 25% for 3.86 seconds. It'll come down if we hit the exact spot simultaneously. On your mark, Commander?”

“On my mark,” Taylor confirmed.

“Wait!” the doctor insisted. “Do you know what they're trying to do?”

Ramirez shrugged. “Probably something bad, knowing them. But two wrongs don't make a right. We uphold the law, no matter who it's for.”

“And by upholding the law you're going to aid in the murder of dozens of people! People who made you the heroes you are, thanks to the Commoner Uprising of '52!”

Commander Taylor halted her team. “Got any proof to support that statement, Doc?”

Daniels growled. “Osiris Global has been your enemies for years. Of course, you know there's no proof.”

Smith grinned. “Actually, you'll have all the proof you need soon enough.”

The commander pointed at the hologram. “Is that a confession I hear, Smith?”

Lieutenant York slapped his forehead. “If it is, I'd say this is the best day ever. So, why do I get the feeling there's a catch?”

The alarms stopped without warning, allowing an unnerving silence to creep about the control room. Dr. Daniels sensed the hairs on his arms flair out. Electric particles in the room were charging at an alarming rate.

“I'm detecting a large energy reading inside the barrier,” Ramirez hollered.

Commander Taylor pointed at the doctor. “Back away from that interface, now.”

Daniels studied the readings from his machine's monitor. “I don't understand. I haven't activated anything.”

Chairwoman Petrov shook her head. “You ignorant little man. Did you think we'd just let you find our junk mailbox without a reason?”

“At least he played the part well enough,” Tanaka noted. “I'm just disappointed the Almighties were so gullible too. Pure to a fault.”

The center of the floor opened, sprouting four tall pillars with five rings set atop each of them. They started rotating, increasing with such ferocity that Daniels and the others had to brace themselves so they wouldn't lift off the ground. 

No. The board members had just turned on the machine.

The doctor checked the monitor. The dilation was set to place them back exactly two minutes ago. He tried entering his passcode to bypass the activation, but the monitor went black before he could finish. The board must've shut it down.

“And in case you're wondering, Almighties,” Smith said, “we locked in the machine's settings an hour ago. So, none of you can shut it off, given where—given when we're sending you. Breaking it won't even help. 

“You'll spend the rest of eternity in a loop of the next two minutes. Dr. Daniels, I am sorry for your involuntary contribution in this, but we will make the world a better place without them and IAC's interference. May I suggest taking off that silly headgear, if only so you won't have to realize you're in an eternal time loop?”

“Smith!” Commander Taylor roared. “What have you done?”

“Goodbye, Almighties.”

Panicked, Daniels ran straight for the barrier surrounding the time machine. “No!”

“We have to get in there!” York shouted.

The room flashed white, blinding the doctor and the Almighties. Sudden hisses from the charging time machine turned into high-pitch screeches. Then silence...

Commander Taylor halted her team. “Got any proof to support that statement, Doc?”

Daniels growled. “Osiris Global has been your enemies for years. Of course, you know there's no proof.”

How bizarre. The doctor could've sworn he had told the Commander that already.

Smith grinned. “Actually, you'll have all the proof you need soon enough.”

Commander Taylor pointed at the hologram. “Is that a confession I hear, Smith?”

Lieutenant York slapped his forehead. “If it is, I'd like to say this is the best day ever, but why do I get the feeling there's a catch?”

Dr. Daniels heaved over, his head and stomach suddenly throbbing. He patted his headgear, realizing it had gotten warm. Or had it always been that way? He couldn't remember.

“Did something trigger the stabilizer?” he asked himself.

The alarms stopped without warning, allowing an unnerving silence to creep about the control room. Hairs on the doctor's arms flared out as he moved his hand away from the stabilizer, mortified.

“Oh no.”

The room flashed white...

The fact that his head was protected by a micro-bubble of unaltered time didn't save the rest of the doctor's body from the omnipresent, prickling pain of a time jump. It was like the cold pins and needles when an arm or leg comes back after “falling asleep” from constricted blood flow. But this was over his entire body, and all in a single instant. 

Of course, the Almighties had no such problem—they wouldn't feel that pain until two minutes in their future, and they would promptly forget it on recursion. Only Daniels had that brief instant of disorientation. 

As the bright flash faded from his eyes, he felt his lips move and heard himself say, “...you know there's no proof.”

The doctor looked around the table, ignoring the pointless, preening conversation going on around him. He found the sticky-note pad and a permanent marker in the mess of papers behind the computer monitor and quickly wrote “Time Loop. 2 minutes.” He plucked the note off and ran straight toward Commander Taylor. 

She frowned but stepped forward, bumping the security barrier. That barrier was made from coherent energy, which meant it had physical form as long as something touched it. Daniels slapped the sticky-note onto the barrier and waited as the Commander gaped at him, a deep frown on her face. Then he glanced up and realized he'd written on the front side of the note so only he could read the text. 

The room flashed white...

Repetition breeds speed and refinement. 

He found and wrote the note (back-side, this time) and slapped it up in front of the Commander. But she just stared at it until the room flashed white...

On the fourth recursion he wrote three notes and slapped them up: “Trapped in two-minute time loop” and “Kick wall like Ramirez suggested” and “Destroy generator pillar.”

Commander Taylor shook her head and stepped away from the barrier. “What does that mean?” Flash...

On the seventh recursion he wrote the notes and stuck them to his own forehead inside the stabilizer bubble to save himself time next go-around. It wasn't until the twelfth recursion that he switched to Ramirez. Leave it to an NCO to grasp info quickly and act on it. 

The Almighties focused their kicks, broke through the security barrier, and killed him on recursions 13 through 16, until he refined his message. For 17, he changed the notes to read “Tanaka: Almighties were so gullible. Pure to a fault.” as he shouted, “We're stuck in a two-minute time loop. Group kick the wall and destroy a time pillar.”

They finally succeeded on recursion 22. It didn't make any difference. It turned out Director Smith was right that destroying the machine wouldn't help—the bubble was already formed, and residual charge kept it intact through the two-minute loop. Of course the doctor already knew that. He himself had designed the system with five minutes of resilience in case of power outage to protect against the unknowns of inter-temporal space. 

So, there was nothing he could do inside the bubble to free them—all because he was a competent engineer. He laughed despite himself. “Hoisted on your own paranoid petard, Doctor,” he muttered to himself as the room flashed white for the 23rd time...

While his body returned to its earlier rested state, his mind became fatigued and fragmented with each recursion. Doctor Jeremy Daniels had allowed panic to overcome reason for far too long. So he took recursions 24 through 30 completely off and just sat at the table staring at the computer monitor, gathering and organizing his thoughts. 

He couldn't destroy the machine; he himself had protected against that possibility. There was simply not enough time to convince the Almighties to leave the temporal bubble and thus preserve the gloating admissions of the directorate and shut down the main generator. And he didn't know anyone outside the bubble that could enter the facility and access that generator. As long as the machine had power, this little temporal bubble would exist and repeat every two minutes. 

Daniels was certain the directorate had made plans to keep the time machine powered up indefinitely. 

So that was it. After leading him around by the nose all day long, those arrogant bastards had won. They only needed to keep him in here for a few weeks—months at the outside—to consolidate their plans, discredit him, and frame the Almighties as corporate saboteurs.

He rested his face in his hands but flinched back immediately when his right thumb brushed the neurophysical stabilizer that rested on his head like a gargantuan silver Alice band. Its upper surface was incredibly hot now after nearly thirty recursions, its electronics nearing failure along with its battery. 

“Last chance to save yourself, Dr. Dipstick,” he muttered. An image flashed through his mind and he laughed. If he took off the stabilizer and left it here on the table, he could at least leave his middle finger behind as a last message to his former employers. It would only hurt for a moment. 

Daniels stood up. No. Not a finger, and not alone. 

He looked up at the computer monitor. They had already blocked his system access—about ninety seconds in. But that should be plenty of time to set up his last hope, his last chance of getting out of this in time to stop the directorate from succeeding at their power grab. 

The doctor took a deep breath and closed his eyes briefly as the room flashed white and the 32nd recursion began. It would only hurt for a moment if he failed. But if he succeeded... well, he'd be happy to deal with the pain. 

* * *
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Darius came to himself slowly, the throbbing along the right side of his head finally drawing him out of his repeated mantra to not fall down. He'd heard the movement behind him but couldn't duck away fast enough to avoid the blow that knocked him out. 

He winced as he glanced at the clock and gently checked the side of his head. About eight minutes. And fortunately, only soft tissue injury. A perfect hit right on the temple with a stick or club. But not very hard or it would have caved in the side of his skull or broken his right orbital. 

Darius stood carefully and took a deep breath. “Nice work. Knocked out on my first day.” He saw the small fire extinguisher on the floor and was happy the intruder hadn't used an actual nightstick on him. He might never have woken up. 

He checked his security console. No alarms, no warnings. That made no sense. Who knocks out the security guard, then doesn't attempt to access what he's guarding? He checked the logs and saw an automated lockdown alert from four minutes earlier that had been canceled three minutes ago. Master override; way above his pay grade. 

“What the hell?” Darius muttered. Then he glanced over at the security station's general-access computer and sat down again. A sys-admin's console message covered the screen. 

I'm very sorry for knocking you out. My name is Jeremy Daniels and I was a scientist here until this morning. I have been trapped in a time loop created by the machine in Lab 12. Please shut down main power to all the labs in this building to rescue not only me, but the Almighties as well. 
I know you have no reason to believe this fantastic tale, which is precisely why you should. Within ten minutes of shutdown, we should appear again. Please help us.

Darius read the message three times, then sat back in his chair. He reached for the phone to call his supervisor, then decided against it. If this was some kind of hazing thing, he didn't want to play into it too easily. Then again, who would hit someone with a fire extinguisher as part of a prank? 

So he stood up, ensured that both the electronic lock and the supplementary bolt were thrown on the secured entry point, and walked back toward Lab 12. 

Glass littered the floor and Darius saw the gaping hole in the panoramic ceiling over the secured dome of the lab. He stepped around the gentle curve of wide hallway, then stopped dead when he saw the huge inner security doors torn off their moorings. Only the Almighties could do something like that without additional collateral damage. 

He stepped through the opening and winced at the pervasive throbbing hum that emanated from five tall pillars in the center of the room. Sticky-notes littered the floor with odd messages scrawled in permanent marker: “Two-minute time loop” and “Pure to a fault” lay face-up. 

But it was the worktable to the side that caught Darius's attention. It had been cleared, the computer and reams of paper thrown to the floor. In the center of the table was what looked like a massive silver Alice band, three inches wide and two inches thick. Enclosed within its oval was a human ear, still wet with blood, and a brass letter opener, also smeared with blood. But its handle had been sheared off in a perfect arc that matched the curve of the headpiece, just below the junction with the blade. 

Beneath it all were two more sticky-notes with a message written in black permanent marker. “The time loop is real. Please hear the truth of my words.” 

Darius ran immediately to the power mains. 

* * *
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Dr. Jeremy Daniels listened in despair at the CEO's words. 

“...locked in the machine's settings an hour ago...”

Then it stopped and the doctor felt a familiar prickling in his skin and all sound briefly vanished. The entire lab was bathed in pale white light, but instead of getting brighter it faded quickly, then was gone. 

The Almighties looked around, obviously confused. The time machine had ground to a halt, its pillars silent, and Daniels smiled. Then pain flared on the left side of his head; at the same time strange memories suddenly appeared in his mind. 

Of course. He had cut off his own ear as a message for the security guard. Clearly the message had worked—the guard stood between him and the Almighties, his mouth agape, his gaze swinging back and forth. 

Daniels considered the sudden influx of memories. He had lived 32 recursions with full, linear memory; then he had gained a small handful of new ones all at once—maybe five or six more recursions. The guard had acted immediately. 

“Almighties!” the doctor shouted. “What you're experiencing is a dump of more than forty, two-minute segments of memory hitting you all at once. Remember what the directorate admitted to. Please.”

He stumbled forward, took the security guard's hand. “I'm so sorry I knocked you out...uh...”

“Darius,” the big man said and shook his hand.

“Darius. Thank you for understanding my message.”

“The ear made it hard to ignore,” Darius said. 

Daniels smiled, then winced. “Glad it worked. I needed for you to understand this was real and serious.” He looked up at the Almighties who moved slowly toward them. 

“I killed you. Twice,” Ramirez said. “Yet there you stand.”

Dr. Jeremy Daniels nodded. “Because I survived my last recursion. It's a long story that none of you have heard all of just yet,” he gestured at the Almighties, “though you guys have at least the shape of it.” He found his chair and sat down, then took a deep breath. “It starts with a naive young scientist...”

Daniels had never told anyone what he'd suspected. Not his wife—who was deceased—not his adult children, not his grandchildren, not his long-time friends. Perhaps he should have joined a religion that had confession booths. Maybe he should have gone in for counseling. Now that he was talking, telling an attentive audience what he had learned ... he found that it was cathartic, despite the dangers.

Other people should understand how much of the future was at stake.

“First of all,” he said, “you understand the growing rift between Earth and the off-world colonies?”

“Sure.” That came from the security guard, who stood with his massive arms folded.

Commander Taylor tapped her phone, no doubt sending a status update to her command center, or scheduling meetings. “Doctor,” she said with polite impatience. “Now is not the time for a geopolitical lesson. You are bleeding profusely.”

Daniels hardly cared about the pain, or the sticky mess of coagulating blood on his neck and collar. He opened a desk drawer, searching for the emergency first aid kit. Every active lab had one. 

“I'll be fine,” he said. “Commander Taylor, are you aware of the source of your bio-enhancements?”

She stopped thumbing through checklists or messages. Her icy gaze peered at Daniels above the rim of her phone.

Lieutenant York spoke in a flippant tone. “We were born with superhuman abilities.” At the same time, he thumbed a device which looked like a wireless dampener. All transmissions to and from this immediate area would be blocked.

“That's not public knowledge.” Lieutenant York's tone had changed, no longer his trademark light-hearted flippancy. He sounded flatly dangerous.

“I was the Executive Director of Physics at the most powerful conglomerate in the solar system,” Daniels reminded them. “I had access to a lot of information which the public was not privy to.” He nodded at York's device. “Good call. This is probably not a discussion which should be broadcast.”

While the Almighties regarded him with impatience, Daniels found the first aid kit and put it on the desk. He fumbled it open. 

The bio-bandage roll was easy to pick out. So were the painkillers. Daniels opened a twin pack of pills and swallowed them both, chasing it with one of the bottled seltzers he kept in the fridge beneath his desk. He hated to dry-swallow.

“Are you talking about Mecha Nano Strata?” Commander Taylor demanded. “Because I can assure you, the conspiracy theories are out of hand. Mecha Nano Strata had nothing to do with our biological gifts.”

Daniels knew it was dangerous to argue with an IAC operative. They were, effectively, superheroes. But he was too jaded, too old, and in too much pain to put up with their public-facing propaganda. “Please.” He waved it away. “I know biochemists who used to work at Mecha Nano Strata. Some of them came to work at Osiris Global, you know. They got sick of living in the company station on Mars, with all the recycled air and recycled food. They wanted an Earth lifestyle.”

The Almighties were attentive.

“So I've read detailed reports about the techniques and processes at Mecha Nano Strata,” Daniels went on. “They're the best in the business of bioengineering. Decades ahead of what they've publicly released.”

“So?” Commander Taylor was growing impatient again. Her enhanced brain probably had a different processing speed than a normal human. 

“So,” Daniels said, “They're creating an army of super soldiers.” 

“That's... that's ridiculous.” Commander Taylor's voice trembled. She must know it wasn't that far-fetched.

“The clues are there, for anyone willing to dig through reams of funded research papers.” Daniels decided not to go into the fact that his daughter was on a regulatory review board for bioengineers. “If you happened to have corporate clout—like I had—one can obtain military documents under top security clearance. Read between the lines, and a picture starts to become clear.”

As he spoke, he unraveled the bio-bandage. One of the renegade scientists from Mecha Nano Strata had worked on this brand of bandage, and he knew it would heal the skin around his missing ear within minutes.

“Are you saying Mars is going to attack?” Commander Taylor sounded skeptical.

“That doesn't make any sense,” Chief Ramirez added, backing up his commander. “The Martian settlements are just a handful of small cities. Barely even towns, really. They don't have a population that can compete with that of Earth.”

“And they need us,” Commander Taylor pointed out. “Where else would they get imported fabrics and all the other stuff they need, out there?”

Daniels bandaged the side of his head, where his ear used to be. “I doubt their plan is to wipe out Earth,” he said dryly. “They want to take over. They want Martian business laws and Martian legal practices to dominate on Earth.”

“But they sold their tech to us,” Lieutenant York said, confused.

“Twenty years out of date.” Daniels pressed the edges of the bandage into place. 

All three of the Almighties glanced at each other with unease. They would not appreciate hearing that their super-soldier skills were far from cutting edge. But it was true. In a battle against a Mecha Nano Strata armed force, they would be badly outmatched.

“Are you saying that Osiris Global is actually...” Commander Taylor seemed to swallow her pride. “Trying to protect Earth?”

“That's what I believed, for a long time.” Daniels felt pained by his own idealism. He had been such a fool. “You know they hired me sixty years ago, right? I was fresh out of college. The paycheck brought me here, at first. But things change when you make a breakthrough.” He recalled the accolades, and the awards, culminating in a Nobel Prize for physics. 

He had believed he could achieve great things.

“You thought a time machine could counter whatever Mecha Nano Strata might do?” Chief Ramirez guessed.

Lieutenant York made a noise of disgust. “Time travel just makes everything worse.” 

Daniels resisted an urge to snap at Lieutenant York. Time travel could save a lot of lives. Bioengineered super-soldiers were the bigger threat to society, really. Everyone knew the reverse power rule: The more power humans gained through technological means; the less powerful humans grew. If everyone was going to end up walking around in mecha suits, or enhanced by cyborg implants ... well, would they even be humans anymore?

“Here's the thing.” Daniels searched his desk for the flask of vodka. “After I made my breakthrough, the Osiris Board of Directors became much more interested in what I was doing. Much more involved.” He poured vodka into his seltzer water, then offered the flask to the Almighties. “They grew adamant about optimizing the machine and calibrating it to revisit specific dates.”

All three of the Almighties shook their heads, refusing his offer of a drink. The security guard, however, stepped forward, apparently unconcerned about drinking while he might have a concussion. He chugged from the flask.

“What dates?” Commander Taylor asked.

“Nothing you would recognize,” Daniels said. “I didn't see their significance at first. But I did some research. And I finally figured out why my directors were fixated on visiting a certain timeline.” He tipped back his glass, glad for the biting taste. “Those dates all corresponded to major milestones and breakthroughs internally at Mecha Nano Strata.”

Commander Taylor planted her fists on her hips. “So...” She sounded appropriately bland. “They were going to use time travel for the purpose of corporate espionage?” 

Daniels drank half his glass. He rarely drank much, and he knew it was a bad idea while he was on painkillers. But after the day he'd had?

He was going to change the future. Or he had already done so. If there was ever a time for extra alcohol, it was now.

“I'm just a scientist,” he said, studying the refraction of light on his glass. “But I have a bad habit of thinking too much. And I knew the Osiris Directors pretty well. Smith. Petrov. Tanaka. Three very wily, resourceful trillionaires.” He drank again. “I extrapolated the future each of them would create, if they owned all the breakthroughs of the last twenty or thirty years. What would they do, if they were the sole owners of super-soldier powers?”

Commander Taylor gasped. Did she see the implications?

“And,” Daniels went on, “What if they decided to sell the breakthroughs of Mecha Nano Strata, before the scientists on Mars even invented it? They would sell those breakthroughs at a premium.”

“The only people with powers,” the security guard said in a tone of grim realization, “would be trillionaires. People who already own their own armies.”

All the listeners seemed to understand. Their faces looked grave.

“With sole time travel access,” Chief Ramirez said. “No one else would be able to stop them.”

“Exactly.” Daniels finished off his glass of vodka seltzer. “The future would be one of those ... what did those movies from the twentieth century used to call it?” The word came to him. “A dystopia.”

Commander Taylor took a seat on one of the uncomfortable lab chairs. The revelation seemed to weigh on her.

Daniels fell silent, searching his desk for a second sampler bottle of vodka. He supposed he didn't need to explain any more. It was obvious why he had gone rogue, and why the Directors of Osiris Global had threatened his life as well as his career. It was obvious why he had tried to sabotage his own machine. He'd done it to salvage the future of humankind.

“I just have one question.” That was the security guard.

Daniels looked at him.

“Why did you slice off your entire ear?” The guard gestured with a sympathetic wince. “Why not just slice a little piece of your ear?”

“Huh?” Daniels touched the bandage, beneath which his skin was tingling as the bandage worked its healing.

“I would've recognized a piece of ear for what it was, I think,” the guard said.

“Oh.” Daniels wondered how often the security guard had endured world-ending crises which could only be solved by one person: him. Probably never.

He still remembered the terrifying heat of the Alice band on his bald head. The device had overloaded to the point of breaking.

He had panicked, while everyone nearby remained oblivious, reliving the same two minutes over and over. Every recursion snapped him back to the beginning with sickening disorientation.

Worse than any of that was the terror of losing everything that mattered. His own mind, most of all.

“I didn't have time to plan a neat incision,” Daniels explained. “I had two minutes, my mind was overloaded, and there was no time to grab alcohol wipes or a blade. I had to use my antique letter-opener.” He gestured.

Lieutenant York glanced towards the pillars of the powered-off time machine. “You could, uh...”

He trailed off as everyone aimed hostile glares at him, guessing what he was about to suggest.

“Fix it?” Lieutenant York finished in a small voice.

“Bad idea,” Commander Taylor snapped at her lieutenant.

“That's dangerous,” Daniels agreed. The implications of revisiting the recursions he'd endured, and complicating that time loop further, made his missing ear ache.

Maybe he would try it, once he'd mapped out the risk ratio, using the hyberbolic parameters of temporal dilation...

Then he wondered why he was even considering such a senseless risk. With his bald head, the lack of an outer ear would make him distinctive. Iconic. Surely, he could get used to that.

“You know what?” Daniels said, putting aside his empty glass. “I'm glad. I want a reminder. This,” he gestured to his bandage, “is a battle scar. It's what a super-soldier might gain in a major battle.”

“Are we at war?” The security guard sounded confused, but his question was salient.

Commander Taylor lounged in the chair. Judging by the way she crossed her booted legs, she looked unconcerned, but her eyes betrayed her worries. “This could be the future of warfare.” She gestured at Daniels. “Self-inflicted wounds. To escape time loops.” 

Daniels gazed at his time machine. Glorious. Yet it was worse than a death trap. It would change everything.

“We're going to be battling ourselves,” Commander Taylor realized, “as well as enemy combatants.”

“I'm afraid so.” Daniels stood. 

Commander Taylor's voice quieted as she processed more implications. “Our past selves. Our future selves.”

The other two Almighties looked like they were preparing to kick the time machine to pieces.

“My science is published.” Daniels picked up his hat, a new-style fedora, and gently tugged it on. “It exists. Even if my prototype gets destroyed, another time machine will be created. Here. Or elsewhere.”

He took one last look at the lab where he had spent so many years working on a feverish obsession. An amazing achievement. He would miss this place. He would miss his two favorite lab assistants.

But in the end, it was just a workspace. All workspaces were temporary. Fleeting.

From now on, ideas and events would be more permanent than places.

“It is only a matter of time,” he said.

With that, Daniels walked away from the Almighties, and away from his past, towards his future.

It was time for a new chapter to begin.
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Value

By Catherine Schaff-Stump
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Seconds ago, Stephanus proposed. Shari Pitch, the object of his proposal, her thumb still stuck in the book she was reading to hold her place, considered. On one hand, marrying Stephanus Galt would solve many problems in one fell swoop. Yet, Shari was obstinate. Therefore, the answer had to be no.

Shari appraised Stephanus, his eager, hopeful eyes. He knelt in front of her, which meant he was serious, more was the pity. “No,” Shari said. “I thank you for your kind attentions, but I think not.”

Stephanus’s shoulders rounded as he sank into himself. “Unbelievable,” he said, his voice quiet. 

Shari’s unruly dark hair, which never stayed where she pinned it, fell out of place. She elegantly pushed it back over her ear like a genteel lady. “As proposals go,” said Shari, “it was a good effort. You shouldn’t feel insufficient on that account.”

Stephanus stood up. Shari stood as well, clutching the book as she reminded herself of her purpose. 

“Why not?” Stephanus said. He flushed, his skin darkening. The idea he’d been turned down was now sinking in. “For God’s sake, why not?” The question dulled as it was absorbed into the curtains of the sitting room. “Do you prefer Errol?”

That was Stephanus, direct and to the point. Once the shock of her refusal wore off, he would spare no effort on tact. Shari could see why Stephanus would think so, and if Shari were going to marry a man, she’d probably choose Errol Klaereon over Stephanus Galt. She loved them both, but she and Stephanus were too much alike. “I have never intended to marry. I’m sorry you asked me.”

“You have to marry,” said Stephanus. 

“Do I?” said Shari. They were entering the arch phase of their conversation. Shari could feel the storm about to break as surely as she could feel rain in summer. “Who are you to tell me I have to do anything?”

“What other alternatives do you have?” Stephanus blurted.

Shari narrowed her violet eyes, staring at him. “I could starve in the streets, I suppose. Get me to a nunnery. Or become a scarlet woman.”

“Don’t spout nonsense,” said Stephanus. “Your parents don’t want you. You’ll wear out your welcome with your aunt and uncle. And then what?”

Shari took a deep breath. She didn’t want to yell at him. Even though he was an idiot, his heart was in the right place. “My future is no business of yours.”

“Your stubbornness will be the death of you,” yelled Stephanus.

Fine. If Stephanus had no qualms about raising his voice, she could match him. “My stubbornness?” Shari shouted back. “What about you? I don’t want your pity.”

“Pity?” Stephanus’s hands shook in the air. “You think I pity you? I don’t pity you. I care for you!”

His concern was more than she could bear. “Get out!” Shari shouted. “Get out!”

Stephanus chewed his lip. “Gladly,” he said, setting his jaw. “I can’t imagine what possessed me.” He slammed the door as he left. 

Shari threw her book on the floor and put her hands on her hips. Just because she expected Stephanus to try to play the hero didn’t mean she was ready for it. Shari cried angry tears. 

After what Shari was sure was a suitably diplomatic time, Aunt Prudence came in. She clucked over her niece and put her arm around Shari’s shoulders, sitting herself and her niece on the loveseat. Shari’s face grew hot while Aunt Prudence held her safe in her soft embrace.

“You mustn’t listen to him,” said Aunt Prudence. “You can stay here as long as you like.”

Well. No one was surprised Aunt Prudence was listening. Aunt Prudence was wrong, however. Shari could not stay as long as she liked. She had one important place to go, most likely the last place she would go. 

To mollify her aunt, Shari said, “I don’t believe him.” It was true Shari knew Uncle Lester and Aunt Prudence would be happy to keep her here for as long as she wished.

“You really don’t want to marry him?” said Aunt Prudence. “He is a good boy, deep down. He has good prospects.”

Shari picked up the book. She was running out of time. Shaking her head, she said, “I have too many things of my own to do.”

* * *
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At nine, Shari was dark-haired, with cowlicks which made her hair look like it was barbed. Her half-sister Ariadne had golden red hair and a gracious demeanor. They had the same sparkling violet eyes from their father, which were easily the only remarkable thing about Shari. Shari was a dour child who preferred to be by herself, while Ariadne flourished in a bright room and made each of the young men who came to see her feel like he was the only one. Shari hated all of them because eventually one of them would take Ariadne away from her.

One exceptional day, Ariadne declared herself not at home to suitors. She barged into Shari’s room. “Picnic?” Ariadne asked, holding up a basket. “The usual spot?”

Shari dropped her magnifying glass by the butterfly she had been pinning onto a board. A picnic meant skipping rocks on the pond and getting dirty, the most important things Nana said Shari should not do. Shari was a bad girl and did not care a fig for anything Nana said. 

As soon as the sisters were out the door of the Keep, Shari clamped both of her hands on the crown of her hat to keep it from blowing off. The brim curved around the sides of her head, giving her tunnel vision. As they moved toward the gentle mountains in the distance, Shari followed Ariadne over a stile and the hat blew off, held around her neck by a glossy pink ribbon, Shari’s dark hair whipping behind her. 

Ariadne raced Shari to the lake. Shari turned in big, loopy circles, around and around, until she fell, giggling, among blades and bugs. She lay there, staring at the cotton clouds in the blue sky, the sun baking her face. Ariadne ran back and fell beside her in the grass.

“That one looks like an elephant,” said Shari.

“That one is a top,” said Ariadne.

Shari giggled. “That one looks like Uncle Lester.” 

A jolly fat face, Shari’s favorite uncle.

“You’re right,” said Ariadne. “You go play. I’ll set up lunch.”

While Ariadne spread out the blanket and unpacked the basket, Shari found flowers. Daisies and small yellow wildflowers on clouds of green sprouts and muted heather, crawling close to the ground. Shari wandered away from the food and picked more flowers.

Then Shari saw flowers that took her breath away, flowers like she’d never seen. White with gold veins, purple with flakes of clear crystal on the petals, and red with ruby leaves. 

It was in Shari’s nature to wonder what the price of something was. These flowers were too beautiful. A more careful girl would walk away from these flowers. A more dutiful girl would guess that these flowers belonged to the Lords and Ladies. 

Shari was not that girl. The flowers might only exist for a short time, but if they looked beautiful in Ariadne’s red hair, that was enough.

Shari dropped the wildflowers and the daisies on the ground. She moved to the white flowers veined with gold. Even the green leaves were veined in gold. When Shari touched them, they were cool like a starry night in spring, when the breeze was perfect, and the moon was full. Shari knew you couldn’t touch scenery, but this flower made her fingers see. She picked it, picked another, picked three. 

Next, Shari skipped to the deep purple flower, which felt like velvet. A nugget of crystal cut her finger, and blood dripped onto the transparent leaves, turning one of them pink. These flowers were thirsty. Shari decided it would cost too much to pick them.

Finally, Shari went to the red flowers with the ruby leaves. These were flowers for greedy people. Shari touched one and the leaves looked like cinnamon and a fireplace. She took two and turned back to the picnic. 

Ariadne was nowhere to be seen. 

Shari knew then she had crossed over. She was pleased. She had always wanted to meet the Lords and Ladies, play with the faeries in a circle of stones, wear a dress made of spiderwebs, and become miniature enough to explore the jungle the grass would become. Shari would never admit to wanting such things, but she did.

What she did not expect was the man who emerged from a maze carved from the hedges of a garden that stretched beyond Shari. Beyond the wild gardens was a tipsy castle with odd angles and sporadic moss. Shari was not fooled. Someone had worked very hard to create this look of neglect. 

“My dear young lady,” said the man. He was dressed in short breeches, with hose stained in various colors of yellow and green, his jacket made of leaves, twigs, and cloth. The periwig he wore contained a live bird and a nest. The combination of clothes could have rendered him ridiculous, but his face was the same tilting and dripping angles of the castle, the same guarded wildness of the garden, and the overall effect was terrifying. 

“I haven’t had the pleasure of your name,” he said. “Shall we become better acquainted?”

* * *
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The rooms of Whittlesby Dance Hall were full of what Shari was certain were all the young men and women of Hathersage. Shari sat alone nursing a glass of punch, aware of Aunt Prudence gossiping with Mrs. Mills across the room. Tomorrow was Shari’s birthday, so she made an effort to please her aunt, because tomorrow Shari would leave Hathersage for some place from which she might not return.

Errol Klaereon entered the hall alone. He was a Binder Klaereon, his skin bleached of any color, white like a snowstorm. Many of the young ladies on the edges of the floor flirted with him by moving their fans just so, or tossing their hair. Shari found their social maneuvering fake and annoying. Errol acknowledged each blink and flutter with a dignified nod but made a beeline for Shari. Shari drank her punch nonchalantly. 

He sat beside her, watching the dancers.

“You’re alone,” Shari said. 

“Isis doesn’t like dancing,” said Errol.

“Cats seldom do,” said Shari, “but I wasn’t talking about Isis.”

“Oh?”

“Stephanus?” Shari decided to get right to it. “He must have told you about the proposal?”

Errol rubbed his chin. “I suspected he would make one. Did you accept?”

“Do you imagine he’d be avoiding me if I had?” Shari spoke loudly as the music crescendoed.

Errol and Shari watched the dancers turn and move. “You can’t blame him for trying,” said Errol. 

“Is that how you both see me?” said Shari. “I need saving?”

“You are quite capable,” said Errol. “I mean, you can’t blame him. It’s his nature. He tries to save everyone.”

Errol had a point. Shari couldn’t blame Stephanus for being Stephanus, even though she had tried. She had nothing to say.

“Do you need saving?” Errol asked. He looked at her with gray, intent eyes. 

“No.” Shari took a deep breath. 

“I see,” said Errol, his natural stoicism shuttering his eyes like shades drawn. “There’s absolutely no reason for me to be worried about you, then.” Errol tried to smile, but he couldn’t quite make his mouth register the effort, so Shari knew he was trying to tease. “You remain mysterious in your origins and the evidence is against you.”

“Do tell,” said Shari. She was worried about Errol. He had ways of ferreting out the truth. 

“You allude to how your parents sent you here, but you’ve never told me why. I presume it is painful to talk about and none of my business.”

“I cannot speak of it,” said Shari. 

Errol raised an eyebrow. “Literally or figuratively?”

“As you will,” said Shari. Would she tell him, if she could? No, she wouldn’t. 

“As an independent and modern woman, you are capable of looking after yourself, so I don’t wish you to misinterpret my concern for your wellbeing as misplaced chivalry. As your friend, I hope you would confide in me if you needed assistance. I would do you the same honor.”

“Do you?” said Shari. “Need my assistance?” 

“I will,” said Errol. “I am formulating a plan about the future which does include you. Sharing it at the moment seems less than prudent, as you have other things to occupy your thoughts, whatever they are.” Errol reached inside a jacket pocket. “Happy birthday, Shari,” he said, pulling out a small box.

Shari smiled. “Thank you, Errol.”

“It is not a ring or anything of that sort,” said Errol. “I thought, given recent events, such a token would be inadvisable. You should open it tomorrow. Would you like to dance?”

“I think so,” said Shari. “I will try not to step on your feet.”

“Do not worry,” said Errol. “I am nimble enough to avoid missteps.”

* * *
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Shari’s heartbeat pounded and her blood rushed as she looked at the impossible man with his odd angles and living clothes. 

“I asked you your name,” said the man pleasantly. “You won’t be rude and keep it to yourself?”

Even though Shari had been wrong about what to expect in Faerie, Ariadne and her parents had taught her important rules. Don’t eat in Faerie. Tell no one your name. Shari shook herself mentally. Don’t let him know you’re afraid. You’re doomed if you do.

Shari straightened and stared at him, like she wasn’t afraid. “If you have my name, you’ll do things with it.”

The man scratched his chin, which was too long for a human face. “What would I possibly do to an innocent child like yourself?”

Shari laughed tartly. “You know I’m not innocent.”

The man’s eyes squinted into horizontal lines. “How could one so young as you not be innocent?”

Shari snorted. “Whether you’re innocent or not depends on other people, not you.”

He grinned, too many teeth, brown, but perfect. “You are wise beyond your years. I like that. You’ve picked my flowers.”

Shari ran mental calculations. She’d picked flowers in Faerie. Stupid. So stupid. He’d want something. There was no point in denying the truth. “I did.”

“I want payment for my flowers.”

She looked at the flowers, clutched in her fist. Impossibly red, majestically white. She held out the bouquet. “Here,” she said. “You can have them back.”

“Too late for that, I’m afraid,” said the man. The bird chirped in his wig. “Now I have to ask you what you will give me for them. Unless I get to choose?” 

Behind him in the hedge maze, something rustled, and Shari was momentarily afraid something was coming to eat her.

“No!” Ariadne crossed into Faerie. “This girl is not yours. Stay away from her.” 

In the Faerie landscape, Ariadne’s beauty shined through like the aurora borealis. Shari knew the twisted man would want her sister. Something snapped inside of Shari. Her body shook.

Ariadne rushed forward and pushed Shari behind her. “Stay away from her!” Ariadne was fierce. Shari had never seen her like this.

“My lady,” the twisted man bowed deeply. 

“I’m sorry,” said Shari.

“You did nothing wrong,” said Ariadne. “How dare you!” she said to the twisted man.

“My dear lady,” he said. The bird in his dirty wig fluttered. “She belongs to me now. There are rules. You must let me have her.”

“I do not belong to you,” said Shari, her voice trembling.

Ariadne glared at the twisted man. “Be on your way.” The air around Ariadne frosted, and just beyond the translucent sheen, Shari saw the meadow and the picnic blanket. “Before I do something you regret.”

“Oh.” The man pursed his lips. “You’re from the magician’s Keep. I know you now. You would be Miss Pitch the Elder.”

The twisted man rooted around in his wig and pulled the bird out of his hair. “This is your fault, Miss Pitch. Your family knows we’ve always been here. She belongs to me because of your negligence.” He squeezed the bird in his fist. It chirped and struggled. 

“I must have something. Flowers have been picked.” The twisted man dropped the carcass of the dead bird on the ground. 

Ariadne’s brow tensed. “You cannot blame her for doing what a girl would do.”

“I blame you. Flowers have been picked,” repeated the man. “My price is that she stays with me.”

Shari peered at the man from behind her sister, his face melting and distorting. “Please,” she whispered, “don’t leave me here.”

“I won’t,” said Ariadne.

The twisted man flexed his hands. Shari saw feathers and blood stuck to one of his palms. “I am not heartless,” he said. “Make me another offer.”

“Me,” said Ariadne. “Me instead of her.”

Shari had not imagined Ariadne would offer herself. “No,” said Shari. The idea of life without Ariadne, of her sister staying here with the twisted man horrified her, but also made her angry. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself.

“You? You are so typical,” said the man, yawning. “What use have I for another great beauty? I have had countless of your kind throughout the ages. This girl, Miss Pitch the Younger, amuses me. She is wholly inadequate in every way to be at my court. Everything in my household would be lost on such a rough creature. How exquisitely ironic such a situation is.”

Shari studied at the broken bird on the ground. “He cannot keep you,” said Shari. “I picked the flowers. It’s my choice. I refuse to let her stay.”

The man laughed like a harpsicord with broken strings. “What can I do, Miss Pitch the Elder? She is right. It is her choice.”

“She is not of an age to make such a choice,” said Ariadne. She frowned at Shari. “What she says does not matter.”

“It matters to me,” said the man. His eyes chilled Shari’s bones. He tapped his index finger with its long nail on his cheek. “What a conundrum.” 

The twisted man snapped his fingers, the sound of branches breaking. “I have it! A way to please the both of you.” He straightened the lapels of his gossamer and patch jacket. “Miss Pitch the Elder may stay with me until Miss Pitch the Younger is of age. Then, the younger Miss Pitch will come back to me.”

“I am willing to stay entirely in her stead,” said Ariadne.

“That will not satisfy your sister,” said the man.

Shari clenched her fists. “You don’t get to keep her at all.”

The man cocked his head and looked at Shari with a mocking grin. “I must have something for my trouble.” He nodded, warming to his idea. “Your sister is right, young lady. I did mislead you by putting those flowers in your path. It’s only fair I give you a chance to save your sister and redeem yourself.”

“You’re trying to trick me,” said Shari.

“I am,” said the twisted man. “I expect you will try to trick me as well, unless I very much misread your character.”

“We will not play your game,” said Ariadne.

“You have no choice. This is my compromise with both your wishes.” His voice echoed deep off the stones of the unnatural mansion beyond. “My offer is final.”

Something cold and absolute settled in the air, a silence beyond silence. Magical bonds had been conjured, ancient statutes between faeries and mortals invoked. Negotiations had ended. Neither she nor Ariadne has been quick enough to beat the twisted man.

Ariadne turned to Shari. “You are clever. You will find a way to free us both.”

“I—”

“I mean it,” said Ariadne. “You are a clever girl. Don’t let anyone convince you any differently. Come back for me.”

The twisted man clucked. “Touching. I bestow upon you, Miss Pitch the Elder, the first gift of my favor, a condition for your sister.” 

Although the man didn’t move, he was suddenly a nose’s length away from Shari. His cold eyes hooked into her. Ariadne disappeared, although Shari could hear her voice. 

“Miss Pitch the Younger,” intoned the twisted man in his irrevocable voice. “It is clear to me your sister loves you more than anyone else could. If you can find a person in all the wide world who loves you more than she does, I will release you both to them. Never let it be said I have no heart.”

He spat golden saliva into the palm with the feathers and blood, rubbed both his hands together, and rubbed the slimy concoction over Shari’s mouth. Acid burned in the back of her throat.

“Now we have a secret. You shall not speak of it to anyone else.”

Wind blew about her and Shari felt the change, felt how alone she was. She found herself again in the field, the flowers in her fist now knotted weeds. 

Shari fell to her knees, silent. She was not given much to crying.

* * *
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Shafts of sunlight pierced the morning gloom of Shari’s bedroom on her twenty-first birthday. Shari dressed, tumbled her hair back into a pinned plait, put on her sturdiest shoes, and slipped out of the front door. 

She inhaled the good clean air of the country. Eyes were watching her. She reached into the pocket of her skirt, clutching the small box which contained Errol’s present while she searched the hedges. 

The eyes belonged to other than the faeries. Isis, sat on her haunches, staring at Shari. 

Shari’s lips thinned. Neither of those two could keep out of her business. “Errol?” she asked Isis. “Stephanus?”

Isis nonchalantly cleaned a paw, but her head motioned toward her uncle’s church. Shari’s feet crunched along the path and she found the two men sitting on either side of the church door, Errol relaxed, feet extended on the ground in front of him, and Stephanus, legs drawn up so that his elbows rested on his knees.

“Good morning,” said Errol, as though there was nothing suspicious about their presence. “Stephanus was remiss in wishing you happy birthday last night and his regret has brought us here this morning.”

“I suspect he would be happier wishing me to go to the devil,” said Shari, crossing her arms.

“We don’t joke about that kind of thing in my family,” said Errol.

Shari considered. “No, I suppose not.”

Stephanus stood. “Listen, Shari. I meant it when I asked you to marry me. When you refused, I shouldn’t have yelled at you. I am sorry.”

“You idiot,” said Shari. “Both of you. Idiots.”

Errol joined them. “Now, Stephanus, if you would be so kind as to stop aggravating our girlfriend with your apology?” Errol looked from one to the other.

“We are coming with you,” said Stephanus.

“Absolutely no,” said Shari. 

“Absolutely yes. You will tell us what to do,” said Errol, “and we will do it. Or not do it.”

“That’s right,” said Stephanus. “We’re your friends.” 

“More than friends,” said Errol. “I don’t know why your family isn’t helping you with whatever this is, but we are here.”

Shari stopped breathing for an instant. She blinked away tears that she couldn’t fathom any reason for and turned her head so they would not see those tears. “You will do exactly as I say?”

Errol looked at Stephanus, who nodded. “We are your humble servants,” said Errol.

* * *
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Shari led them into the parsonage’s hedgerow and they crossed over into Faerie, into the tangle of wilderness and illogic. Errol was as nonplussed as usual. Stephanus grim as he took in the scenery. 

A retinue of Lords and Ladies came down the lane from the haphazard mansion to meet them, creatures with hooves and leaves and wings. Four of them carried a palanquin.

Shari smiled graciously, never a thing she would do in the outside world. She willed herself to be as beautiful as Ariadne with glamor, and fairy magic obliged her. Her hair moved on its own in sultry waves, her violet eyes deeper than the essence of irises. 

Stephanus gasped. Errol said nothing but squeezed her hand. Shari found the box he’d given her once again in her pocket. 

A frog in a waistcoat bowed deeply in front of her. “Miss Pitch the Younger,” croaked the frog. “His lordship hopes you will enter his mansion as befits your station.”

Shari climbed into the seat and rode the chair into the oddly tilted house with its planes and angles. 

The twisted man came into the antechamber to meet her. Just beyond the door was a forest inside a house where people danced among acres of trees and skeletons. Errol and Stephanus stood silently in the antechamber. 

“My dear,” said the twisted man. “Time has improved you, but I hope it has not made you dull?”

Shari slid out of the chair and curtsied deeply. “My lord,” she said. “Is my sister well?”

“She bores me,” said the twisted man. “She pines for her home, and so she has these last twelve years. I knew your wit would keep me better company than her beauty.”

Shari saw understanding dawn in Stephanus’s face. He opened his mouth, starting forward, but Errol placed a restraining hand on his arm. 

The twisted man noticed them. “Are these your suitors? Did you bring them because they love you more than your sister?”

“Can I see her?” Shari asked, looking at her feet. Faerie manners were changeable, and she was feeling her way. “With your permission?”

“I will allow it, as I am magnanimous. You must leave these mortal things in this chamber. I find them distasteful.” The twisted man clasped her arm with a hand that melted into her like ice. “I am sorry for you. Is there no one who loves you enough to come for you?”

“They are here for my sister,” said Shari. “To take her home.” Shari would not explain to the twisted man what friendship meant.

“You don’t trust me,” said the man. “I am wounded.”

Inside, Shari found Ariadne waltzing with a skeleton. Her sister was gaunt. Now that Shari knew something about Faerie, Shari knew Ariadne had saved Shari’s life. Children in Faerie become feral and mad. Shari would have been lost.

“Are you well, my lady?” Shari asked Ariadne.

“Are you my sister?” Ariadne asked. Her stare was vacuous, focused beyond Shari. “You have turned beautiful.”

Shari shook her head. “I have learned to captivate with glamor, use the tools of the trade. Mother and Father will be happy to have you back.” 

“A daughter they can love, instead of one they hate,” said the twisted man. “Happiness all around.” The twisted man’s face wrinkled with glee. Mice peeked out of the grey periwig he wore tonight, romping around his head. 

“Did you find someone?” asked Ariadne, her voice far away and sad. “Someone who loves you more than me?”

Shari studied the dirt and twigs on the floor. She moved the lid off the box in her pocket, feeling the metal inside of it. 

“She says there is no one,” said the twisted man. “As a responsible host, I must keep both of you. I can’t let two young ladies be alone in the world. It would be improper. Alas, no happy reunion for your parents after all.”

“This was always your intention,” said Shari, her voice strengthening. Her glamor lifted and she became herself again, coarse, but strong. “I’ve reflected on what you said, over and over. You never had any intention of releasing either of us.”

“No,” said the twisted man, his face contorting into a sneer of superiority. “It is important to pay attention to every word of an agreement. You may be clever, Miss Pitch the Younger, but you are only mortal after all.”

“I have thought about every single letter of every single word you said to me years ago, of the magic that imprisons us. I have found someone who loves me better than my sister, and that person has come to save us both.”

“Do tell. Either of those men?”

“No,” said Shari, “although one of them tried his damnedest to marry me.”

“And you did not choose him?” The twisted man laughed. “So easily you could have solved your problem, and yet you did not. Why?”

Shari grabbed Ariadne’s hand. “Why don’t you ask him?”

“You should watch your tone with me, Miss Pitch.”

“You are a generous host,” said Shari. “Allow me to say goodbye and they will be on their way.”

The twisted man raised an eyebrow. “Whatever you are planning, you will fail. Our agreement is ancient in its magic.”

Shari was counting on it.

In the entryway, Stephanus was pacing. Errol watched the doorway to the forest. Shari pushed Ariadne through it. The twisted man entered the vestibule behind them, holding opera glasses in front of his unnaturally square face, scrutinizing Errol and Stephanus. “Which one of you proposed?” he blurted out.

Stephanus stepped forward. “Who are you, sir?”

“Miss Pitch’s lord and master,” said the twisted man. “She turned you down?”

Errol coughed. Stephanus said nothing. 

“You were lucky to have escaped your fate with such a dour, obstinate baggage. Who but a sister could love such a woman?”

“Me,” said Shari. 

Errol smiled, a real smile, which was rare indeed.

“What?” The twisted man glanced about like a jittery bird. 

“Me. Miss Pitch the Younger. I love my sister. I love these two men.” The words spilled out of Shari. “You believe I could only be saved by someone else, but I value myself too highly to live by your rules. My sister saved me because she knew it was the right thing to do. She didn’t sacrifice herself. She gave herself.”

Shari grabbed the hard metal ball into her fist and pulled it out of her pocket. “She taught me I have value. She taught me to love myself. You will return her to me.” 

“No,” said the twisted man. “You have turned my words around. Someone else has to save you. That is what I meant.”

“It doesn’t matter what you meant,” said Shari. “It is the truth of the matter.”

“Ah,” said Stephanus. “Miss Pitch loves Miss Pitch because her sister loves Miss Pitch. It is a syllogism.” Stephanus smiled broadly. “You have lost this game.”

“You will let us both go,” said Shari. She let the small metal globe dangle from the chain she held in her fist. “This is your chance. Take it.”

The twisted man stamped his foot. “You will have nothing but madness,” said the twisted man. His face was haphazard, bits that did not belong in the same place. The world began to curve around him like it was seen through a soap bubble.

“You are a sore loser,” said Shari. 

She swung the chain, and the metal bell jingled. The twisted man put his hands over his ears. “No,” he shouted. Behind him, the forest flickered in and out of the shadows. 

“You are now mine,” said Shari. “To come when I call you, to do as I wish.” She jingled the bell again. “You will agree, or I will ring this bell until your soul shatters. Do you agree?”

The twisted man’s body contorted, a puzzle of all the wrong shapes. “Make it stop!”

“You will come when I call and do what I wish,” commanded Shari. 

“Yes!”

“Call me mistress!”

“Mistress!”

The twisted man shrank to a pinpoint of nonsense and the bell glowed red with magical heat, then went out. 

They ran for the hedgerow as the world around them collapsed, the sky falling, the trees tilting. They popped into the bright sunlight of a fair spring day.

* * *
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Later, after a big dinner and a joyous reunion, Aunt Prudence gave Ariadne soup and put her to bed. Shari sat outside with Errol and Stephanus, looking at the stars, feeling lighter than she had in years. She jingled the bell she wore around her neck.

“It was something I had to do for myself,” said Shari.

“I understand,” said Stephanus. 

The way he looked at her, Shari suspected he might propose again. And maybe she would accept. Maybe. 

“How did you know?” Shari asked Errol.

“How could he not?” said Stephanus. “Everything you read is about faeries. We didn’t know about your sister, but we expected enchantment of some sort.”

“With faeries, it’s iron or bells,” said Errol. “Your uncle once threw that bell at Isis to drive her away. It didn’t work, but he is a parson, so it was blessed. I kept it.”

Shari kissed Errol on the cheek. “Thank you, Errol. I couldn’t ask him for one.”

Errol shifted uncomfortably. Shari enjoyed it.

“I see,” said Stephanus, pretending to be indignant. “He gets a kiss, and I get a refusal. I see how it is.”

Shari kissed Stephanus on the cheek as well. “You will come by tomorrow, to meet my sister properly?” 

Once promises were procured, Shari went inside the house. Tonight, she would write her parents and she knew they would come to see both their daughters.
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My Father’s Sword

MB Mooney
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Men, women, and children traveled the Manahem Road north from the town of Delaton, weeping and stumbling towards me and the line of soldiers standing on the plains. The refugees carried very little. 

The three moons in the sky had aligned a few nights ago, causing storms and shaking the earth. Tonight, black clouds swept across them.

While the refugees struggled forward, I glanced to my left and right at the five hundred soldiers in a defensive position just south of Roseborough, the last town before the Manahem Road reached the capital, Ketan. The soldiers wore light armor and swords and carried spears.

Stones and wooden boards pried from buildings in the town had been constructed into a makeshift wall. The barrier wouldn’t do much against what destroyed the south, but soldiers needed something to do. 

There were no other defenses. 

An old woman tottered at the edge of the road, her white hair floating in the breeze. A young girl, maybe ten years old, tried to catch the old woman but failed. Both went down, swallowed by tall grass. None of the other refugees noticed.

With a sigh, I darted from the line of soldiers.

General Cassia called after me, “Prince Judai! Stay here.” 

I was prince and technically in command, but I was only nineteen years old. My father had left General Cassia in charge because she was a veteran of battles and, as my mentor and tutor, he figured I would listen to her.

As usual, he figured wrong. Those mysterious creatures from the south killed everything in their path and could be racing right behind the refugees. We needed to get these people to safety.

Reaching the old woman, the child wrestled with the thin, bruised arms of the woman. 

Skidding to a halt, I placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Let me help.”

“I can do it,” the girl snapped. When she saw me, however, her jaw dropped. “Prince Judai.” She bowed, releasing the old woman, who tumbled back to the ground. Her voice was a breath. “Forgive me.”

“Nothing to forgive.” I grinned. “Except perhaps leaving a woman of Manahem on her arse in the grass.”

I hooked my right arm around the old woman’s waist and lifted her, almost too easy, and the girl spun desperately to the other side, scrambling to help. 

“What is your name?” I said to the girl.  

“Anna. This is my Grana.”

“Well met.” 

“Thank you, my prince,” the old woman said. 

I chuckled. “Let’s make a deal. You can call me Judai if I can call you Grana.”

Grana squinted. “Very well, my ... Judai.”

“Good.” We made our way towards the defenses, and Grana began to move better. I scanned the road. “Do you have any belongings?”

Grana shook her head. “There wasn’t time. They came so fast.”

I lifted a brow. “The monsters?”

The old woman nodded. “We barely made it. My son ...”

Anna lowered her head. “My da, he stayed behind to fight so we could get away.”

“With the king,” Grana said. 

A rumble of thunder sounded off to the west. I shifted my grip. “My father is a great warrior. If your son, your da, is with him, King Titus will protect him.”

The old woman winced, straightening enough to meet my gaze. “Sorry to say, Judai, but these creatures, I don’t know if anyone can stop those things.”

There were four towns to the south along the Manahem Road – Campton, Pontus, Delaton, and Roseborough. The legion of creatures had come from the mountains south of Campton and, once attacked, Campton had sounded the alarm and sent four message pigeons, one to each of the other towns and one to Ketan. 

That single act had saved a thousand lives.

The creatures only moved at night for some reason, so by the time my father mobilized the 1st Army, Campton and Pontus were gone, and our soldiers encountered the monsters at Delaton. People had evacuated, though, and Cassia and I were tasked to get the last refugees to safety.

My father called the creatures demics from the Underland, all ideas from the old ways of El, the Creator god. King Titus was a warrior for El, a Sohan-el, and clung to that ancient religion. A handful of those warriors remained, all human except for one odd elfess in the east, each with an unforged sword, a weapon they claimed was supernatural.

Piff and crit. Legitimate intellectuals had proven the ancient religion as false long ago. Myths stood in the way of progress. 

My father and I had these discussions, or arguments, often. He had me read the books of El, but once my education broadened to the greater scholars, his way was too closed minded. 

In battle, however, I wouldn’t want anyone else but my father in a fight. 

“We must have faith,” I tried to reassure Anna and Grana. “The walls of Ketan will protect us.”

Grana hesitated. “Yes, my prince.” 

I grunted while we reached the line of soldiers, the final defense against the demics while the refugees from the towns made their way to the capital. 

Anna and Grana said their thanks, and others assisted them into the town to finish the evacuation. 

Watching the people of Manahem file into the town, I stood next to General Cassia.

Cassia was in her early fifties and, except for the streaks of gray in her blonde hair, she appeared far younger. She sniffed. “You must stay with the soldiers, Prince Judai; for protection.”

I peered to the south. “What do they want?”

Cassia frowned. “To live, to get to safety.”

I turned to her. “Not the people. Those creatures. What do they want?”

Her frown deepened. “You’ve read the reports. They kill. They destroy. They eat living flesh.”

I sighed. “That’s what they do. What do they want?”

“They want to kill, destroy, eat the living.”

“That’s too simple, General. That is behavior; what they do. At the root of their behavior is a desire. Power? Land?”

Cassia scoffed, a common event, especially in my presence.

I crossed my arms. “So, we just kill them? Send our soldiers, men with loved ones, to die? Without thinking or trying to find a better way?” 

“This is the way,” Cassia said. “The King is doing what he must so people can survive.”

“Yeah, I understand. My father is going to kill everything in front of him with his special sword. He’s very good at that.” I dropped my hands. “Seriously, let’s think. What if these beings have been driven from their homes by the Liorians or maybe some sort of ecological disaster? What then? We could help them make a home to the south, the mountains.”

“You’re saying they want land?”

I shrugged. “The point is there’s a lot we don’t know. These creatures might need something. We haven’t even tried to find out.”

Cassia cocked her head. “If we were talking about dwarves, elves, other humans, I would agree. But this is different. They are doing what they want – to kill, to destroy, to consume the flesh of the living. They are demics. They are evil. Pure evil.”

“Ah. I expect that crit from my father. You really believe that these are creatures from the Underland?”

“Your father believes.” 

“Well, my father believes in many things that I don’t,” I said. “There’s no such thing as pure evil.”

Her face fell. “I have been in battles. Even among the living, I have seen pure evil, hate in the eyes of the enemy.”

Yes, this would be my first battle. What could I say to that?

General Cassia gazed out over the plains. “Your books will not help you here, my prince. This is evil. Their only agenda is pain and death.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said. “What happens when they kill everything? If they subsist on the flesh of living things, they’ll starve and die.”

“Pure evil doesn’t make sense,” Cassia responded. “They’ve lived in the Underland for centuries, born of hate and fire.” 

“I remember the myths,” I spat. 

“Yes,” Cassia said, “and according to those ancient writings you mock, they do have an agenda, beyond all this death.” 

Thunder rumbled, closer now. “What is that?”

“You don’t remember?” Cassia jeered. “According to the First Ones, the stories you call myths, this is but one fraction of the Underland. They seek to permanently open the portal between our worlds and release the rest of their brothers. To fully empty the Underland. More death.”

“The Key,” I said. “More hearth tales.”

“Titus says he has it,” she muttered.

I stuttered, “He does?”

“I’ve never seen it. But he claims to have it hidden.” She heaved in a deep breath. “You’re right. A few days ago, I would have agreed those writings exaggerations and drivel. But now ... The writings say that it takes a warrior of El with an unforged sword to drive the demics back to the Underland. I haven’t prayed since I was a child. I pray now. I pray your father stops them here. Because I don’t know what will happen if he doesn’t.”

I stared at her for a long moment. I had never seen her shaken. 

Cassia’s body became stiff, her eyes focused on something in the distance. “Prince Judai.”

I turned to the south. My eyes narrowed. The moons emerged from behind a black cloud to shine on a single rider sprinting up the Manahem Road. The hooves of the horse pounded on the packed dirt. 

It was a soldier. 

The men in uniform near me shuffled their feet. Cassia broke from the line to meet the soldier racing up the road. I followed. 

He was covered in blood, his tunic splattered in red and black. His big eyes reflected the moonlight. Yanking hard on the reins, he pulled to a stop in front of General Cassia.

Cassia grabbed the horse’s bridle. “Milo, what happened?”

Of course the general knew his name. 

Milo panted even though the horse heaved in desperate breaths and was covered in foamy sweat. “They’re coming. Behind me. We have to move.” He raised his voice to the soldiers behind us. “We have to move!”

Cassia shook the head of the horse. “Milo! Focus. What. Happened.”

The soldier swallowed hard and looked down at the General, then me. “The King is dead.”

Time seemed to drag; the rustling grasses too loud all of a sudden. The scent of blood on his tunic smelled of rotting meat. My stomach churned.

Cassia licked her lips. “The King is dead?”

Milo nodded. 

The General spoke the word that rattled in my brain. “How?”

Milo groaned. “There is a creature, different from the others, bigger. He leads the demics. King Titus called him a Demilord. When Titus saw him ...”

“He attacked,” Cassia finished. 

“Yes,” Milo said. “Kill the Demilord and the rest would scatter, the King said.”

Cassia relaxed her hold on the bridle. “How did he fall?”

“There were too many between us and the Demilord.” Milo hunched in the saddle. “We never made it to town and had to fight them in the plains. Titus spearheaded a final charge, but there were too many. Too many.”

General Cassia lifted her head. “The rest of the 1st Army?”

When she looked up at him, he only shook his head. 

“All of them? Gone?” Cassia asked.

Milo whined. “Yes.”

“Shog a bosaur,” I cursed. 

Five thousand troops went with my father. The best soldiers we had. All gone. 

Only five hundred stood behind me. 

Milo sat up. “The demics, they move fast. They’ll finish feeding, head this way. They’re coming.”

“How soon?” I managed to say.

Milo’s voice went soft. “They’ll be here within the hour.”

“Within the hour.” Cassia repeated as if giving herself time to think. She lifted her head. “Captain Eamus!”

The captain jogged from the line of soldiers. Had they heard our conversation? Did it matter?

Captain Eamus came to a stop. “Yes, General.”

Cassia faced him. “Leave a century here with me. Take the rest and start moving the citizens. I don’t care if they’re ready or not. Leave every animal except for horses to ride or for wagons. Get them moving. Go.”

Captain Eamus saluted, spun on a heel, and left.

I lowered my voice, making sure no one else could hear. “He said within the hour. If they move that fast ... we won’t make it.”

“We have to try,” she hissed. “If we leave enough of the herds behind, that might buy us some time.”

“For them to feed?” I gulped. “They just destroyed a whole town and the army. You don’t think they’ve had enough?”

Cassia regarded me with hooded eyes. “This is evil, remember? Evil doesn’t get satisfied.”

I cursed. 

The general squared her shoulders. “I’ll also stay behind with a few soldiers, maybe we can buy some time.”

“That’s suicide,” I said.

“Probably,” Cassia said. “But one of the last warriors of El just died, and the unforged sword is lost with him. There’s no other ...”

Milo jumped in his saddle. “The sword!” He reached behind him to something long and thin, wrapped in leather. He handed it across Cassia to me.

To me.

Cassia glared at the man. “He gave you his sword?”

“As he fell, yes.” Milo flinched when he met Cassia’s glower. “To be clear, he fell, still far from the Demilord, and threw it to me. I was at the rear, and the blade landed at my feet. His last words were to escape.” Milo grimaced. “He said, ‘Get away and give my sword to Judai.’ That’s what he said.”

“He gave it to me?” I didn’t really expect anyone to respond, and they didn’t. 

“Very well,” Cassia said. “Now get off that horse before it keels over from exhaustion. Help the soldiers get the people on the way to Ketan.”

“Yes, General.” Milo swung his leg over the horse and dropped to the road. He swayed before giving me another bow. “My King.” He rose and led his horse away. Leaving Cassia and me alone.

I held the rough leather in both hands, and I peered down at it like it was a snake about to dig its fangs into my heart.

My father’s sword. My King.

“Take it with you when you lead the people away.” Cassia’s words broke my stare. 

I shook my head to clear it. “Lead them away? And leave you here?”

“Listen to me.” She took a few steps to stand between me and the remaining soldiers. “The future of the kingdom rests with you. You have to get back to Ketan, tell Queen Mila what happened, and lead the defense. With your father’s last act, he gave us hope. You have the sword. You’ll be behind the walls.”

“But ...”

“King Titus sent pigeons to Biram and Taggart, asking for reinforcements. If you can survive tonight, make it to Ketan, then you’ve got a chance. Manahem has a chance.”

I wanted to argue. But she was right. We needed to get as many people as we could to Ketan, as quickly as possible. Cassia would need every chance.

Lifting the wrapped weapon in my hand, I said, “Here. Take the sword.”

General Cassia shook her head. “Your father left it for you. Expressly.”

For the one who didn’t believe? For the one that always argued with him and treated him like a fool? “Doesn’t matter. My father is ...” I couldn’t finish the thought. “This isn’t going to do me any good behind a wall. If this sword gives you a chance, you have to take it.”

“He gave it to you, and that matters to me,” she said. “But it isn’t just about the sword. Only a warrior of El can use that blade. I’m not one.”

I smirked. “Neither am I. And you’re probably closer to anything else we’ve got.”

She licked her lips, staring down at the leather. “I don’t know ...”

“General Cassia, this is an order from your King. Take the sword.”

Cassia hesitated then reached out and peeled back the leather flaps to reveal my father’s sword. 

It appeared such a common thing. A simple, straight, double-edged blade with a silver cross-guard and black hilt. Something a lowly soldier would carry. Or a farmer. Not a king. 

My father had taken this blade into several battles. Tonight, it was covered in red blood and a thick black substance.

The steel not marred by blood glowed with a dim light. Glancing up, I expected to see the three moons beaming, but they were hidden behind dark clouds. 

Thunder roared louder. We would have to get people on the road before the rains. 

Cassia took a deep breath and took the sword with both hands. 

She immediately dropped to her knees, the sword on the ground yet still in her hands. I grunted and knelt. 

“Shoggers,” she said. “It’s heavy.”

My brows furrowed. “No, it’s not.”

She put her left hand under the blade, grabbed the hilt with her right, and pulled, straining. The sword only flinched. 

“I can’t move it,” Cassia said. 

I clicked my tongue. “You can’t be serious.”

She glared. “You pick it up, then.”

Placing my hands as she did, I lifted, preparing to strain ... and the sword came up too quick, popping in the air. I fumbled and snagged it.

General Cassia stood. “I think the sword wants you.”

“Ridiculous. Swords don’t want things.”

Cassia tilted her head. “Who was it that just tried to figure out what the demics wanted?”

“That’s different. Living things have desires. This is a thing of wood and steel.”

“Really,” she said. “That’s not what your father believed.”

“My father ...” I growled and stared at the sword. Unforged. Given by El.

She put her hands on her hips. “The sword is right. Better this way. Those people just lost their homes and their King. They need to see you wearing his sword. It’ll give them hope.”

“They won’t know the difference.”

“They’ll know.” Cassia stood straight and saluted. “It was an honor to serve you, King Judai.”

“You served my father,” I said. “You taught me.”

“There is more than one way to serve, my King.”

I returned her salute. “General Cassia. Hero of Manahem. The honor was ours.”

“Lead your people, King.” A dismissal.

I turned and walked past the hundred soldiers that would remain with Cassia. They bowed. I tried to give them an encouraging nod. It felt fake.  

The sword in my hand brightened faintly. Impossibly. 

Only two days ago, back in Ketan, my father had pulled me aside before taking the 1st Army south to fight the demics. “I have failed, my son.”

I scoffed. “How?”

“I should have been prepared for this. We became soft. Complacent. While we slept, the evil waited, counting the years for this opportunity. I should have known.” Father met my gaze. “Be better than me, Judai. Don’t let them grow soft. Don’t let them forget that evil is always waiting.”

Here in Roseborough, Anna and Grana climbed into the back of a wagon as the last refugees filed onto the road. Soldiers stood ready to follow. 

I gripped the hilt of my father’s sword. King Titus, who fought to the death to save his people ...

Turning, I jogged back to Cassia. 

Her brows rose. “What in the final hells are you doing, Judai?”

“That’s King Judai to you,” I said. “And I’m staying.”

Cassia bared her teeth. “Listen, you idiot. The people need you to rule now that your father is gone. Get out of here.”

“Why would my father give me the sword? Maybe he sent it to me because he knew I wouldn’t run. My mother doesn’t need my help to rule, you know that, and if thousands of those creatures meet us on the road, then a few hundred soldiers won’t make a difference.” I cleared my throat. “And that’s King Idiot to you.”

Cassia’s jaw tightened. “Impossible.”

“Yes, I know,” I said. “So annoying to have a young King. By the way, Milo said they never made it to the town and had to fight on the plains in the open. We put this barrier here to protect the people of Roseborough.”

Cassia’s face went blank. “With the town empty, we could use it.”

“I’m no military genius, but I thought General Cassia might have some ideas.”

“We’d need time,” she said. “And more men.”

Footfalls sounded, and when we turned, Captain Eamus and hundreds of soldiers approached. Eamus bowed when he reached us. “Reporting for duty, my King.”

“You’ve got to be joking,” Cassia muttered.

I addressed the Captain. “Are the people evacuated?”

Eamus nodded. “All of them are on the road.”

“What are you doing here?” Cassia barked. “I ordered you to go with them.”

Eamus cocked his head. “The King is staying, right? Well, we serve the King.”

“Is this everyone?” I asked.

The Captain gestured over his shoulder. “Milo and fifteen others went with the refugees. Besides that, yes.”

I faced Cassia again. “As your King, I have provided more men as you requested. How do we use the town as a weapon?”

The wind blew her grayed hair across her face, and she spit out a curse.

“All right, men.” She waved at the makeshift barrier. “We need to move all of this crit into the town. Move!”

The Manahem Road went straight through Roseborough and branched off at several points, but the main buildings were situated along the wide road. 

For the next hour, five hundred men rushed through town. We were all still hard at work when the scout at the south end of town sprinted north. “They’re coming!” 

I helped a soldier set a board along a side street on the north end of town and stood, stretching my back. “Let’s get in position,” I said. 

At first, I thought the sound was more thunder. But the rumbling didn’t stop. It continued and grew louder until it was a roar in my ears. 

Cassia stood behind a chest-high barrier on the opposite side, ten soldiers with her. She caught my eye and nodded.

The ground began to shake; thousands of creatures galloping across the plains made their presence known.

We were outnumbered. Hopelessly. As my father had been forced to fight and engage on an open plain, those numbers counted, even against trained, veteran soldiers. Within the town, however, the creatures would bottleneck, especially if we forced them into that position.

I guessed we had two or three hours before sunrise. Could we make it? 

Peering through town, a large roiling mass covered the plains, red and black, bodies tumbling and running over each other. I could feel the hunger, the hate. 

The evil.

There was no such thing as pure evil, was there?

The horde of demics hit the town, careening into smaller homes before crashing against the larger buildings. Over the last hour, we had used every piece of material we could find to build fences at the side streets, funneling the creatures into the center of town. 

Those barricades doubled as defense while soldiers used their swords and spears to begin killing the monsters.

Hundreds of demics reached my position. They screeched with their mouths wide, revealing black teeth and tusks; their hands three fingered claws. They had blood red skin and tiny horns on the top of their heads. Anna and Grana were right, they were maddy fast. 

I would have sworn my father’s sword began to hum. 

A dozen demics threw themselves against the barrier in front of me and ten other men; one soldier crying out but stabbing with the rest of us. 

While I had never seen battle, I was no sword novice. What I held in my hand was not a normal blade. It cut through the demics like they were mist. The other soldiers hacked and struck and killed, yes, but none of them were as effective as I was with my father’s sword.

The dead bodies only added to the barriers.

One of the soldiers with me went down a few minutes into the melee. Two red imps launched themselves over our heads and fell upon the man with teeth and claws. Another soldier killed them both but not before the wounded man died.

More demics poured into town, and the monsters had less and less room. For a span of time, that gave us more opportunity to kill while they didn’t have the ability to defend themselves. With more piling into the bottleneck, the demics climbed on top of one another to leap over the barriers.

Over the next few minutes, two more of my men died. I couldn’t see how many remained at any other position. 

With horrors all around me, men dying and ripped apart by claws, I didn’t have time to be afraid. This was survival, primal. 

Cassia blew the horn twice, giving the order for the next phase. How long had it been? It seemed short but I had no sense of time. 

The people of Roseborough had left cows and sheep behind, as commanded. A few soldiers with herding experience had rounded up those animals and placed them outside of the town at the end of two side streets, to the east and west. At the signal horn, the men at those side streets peeled back the barriers, letting demics through, siphoning some creatures away with the attraction of fresh meat. 

The horde’s density did lighten, more room between the demics. How many had we killed? Over a hundred at our position alone. Did the others have the same success? 

It was a game of numbers. We had to survive; make it to dawn. 

We lost one more man next to me, his leg ripped off by sharp black teeth. Other screams joined the screeching of the demics, however. The death cries of men to the south.

Then a voice. I felt it in the ground, filling the air. It was a bellow that froze me for a split second.

“Sohan-el!” the voice said. 

My father’s sword hummed, vibrating up my arm. 

The others around me also hesitated, and we lost another two soldiers. 

That voice. The Demilord. Had to be. None of the other creatures had spoken.

I was busy slicing through the enemy, but I risked a glance down the middle of town.

With long, sinuous arms and legs, he towered over the demics, easily three mitres tall with red skin and black eyes like the others but he stood more upright. The horns from his forehead climbed another mitre. 

In a moment of horror, the Demilord attacked one of our positions at the edge of the road and decimated it. Swords and spears bounced off his skin. With one arm and claw, he killed those men in a breath.

The Demilord held something in the grip of his other claw.

The glance almost cost me my hand when a little monster tried to clamp onto my wrist. I grabbed him by the neck with my left hand and squeezed while carving off his head with my father’s sword.

“I have what I need.” The Demilord’s voice reverberating in my chest. “I have killed all your soldiers. None can stand before me.”

The other soldiers? More demics gathered near me. 

“Surrender to the darkness. It is hopeless. Your world will end. All will die.”

What had that been in his hand? It had only been a glimpse ... I had to know.

After cleaving two demics in half and carving a pace of room, I peered at the Demilord again.

He gripped a human head. My father’s head.

“No!” I heard myself scream. 

The Demilord’s black eyes swung and found me. He smiled. “Another Sohan-el. My Master will be pleased. Two of the Enemy’s warriors in my hand.” 

Those eyes. Pitch dark, like they sucked in what little light there was in the cloud covered night. Black writing had been etched into his red skin, in an unknown language. The runes themselves tried to steal my hope and strength. 

Pure evil. It did exist. I didn’t need an argument to convince me. No book or expert could explain this. I had seen it. Felt it. Known it. El forgive me. 

The Demilord strode toward me. 

“Judai!” Cassia screamed. She leapt over her barrier and the pile of dead demic bodies to the street. Two soldiers jumped with her. 

Cassia held a spear in her left hand and a sword in her right. The two soldiers held spears, as well. I watched while she fought through demics towards the Demilord – wide sweeps with the spear knocked the monsters down or cut with the blade; the sword twirled, slicing imps into pieces. Black blood sprayed everywhere. 

The two soldiers also fought like champions, experts with the spears, killing as they followed their General. 

They were only three, however. Against hundreds of demics. 

“Come on!” I screamed, straining my own throat, and two soldiers followed me over the barrier and into the chaotic sea of demics. I swung my father’s sword back and forth, through several creatures at once, kicking them with feet, striking them with my left hand. 

Six of us against a thousand demics. No one was that good.

One soldier next to Cassia cried out and fell, five demics feeding on him. Another next to me dropped with two biting his throat. The last next to Cassia had both his legs ripped off at the knee, his body flipping in the violence. 

When we met in the middle of the street, a demic crunched on the face of the last soldier with me. He gurgled as he died. 

Cassia and I met back-to-back, fighting them off for a moment. We wouldn’t last. 

The Demilord didn’t move anymore. He didn’t need to. He stood and watched as his demics surrounded us. 

“Give in to the darkness. The world will belong to us again.” 

I heard Cassia cry out, more in frustration than pain, and she went to a knee. I glanced over my shoulder at a demic munched on her right forearm. She continued to bat others away with the spear. 

Thunder rumbled overhead. Large drops of water fell onto my face and hair.

I killed two more imps. A demic darted in, clasping onto Cassia’s leg.

The heavens split and the dark clouds emptied themselves of rain.

Manahem storms on the plains. Threatening, then massive amounts of water would fall at once, barrels at a time.

The demics screamed, even louder than before. 

Their skin sizzled and steamed when the water hit them, like some sort of acid. It hurt them, tortured them. Every demic stopped and cringed, covering their heads with their arms, rolling into balls in the dark. 

Creatures from the Underland, made of fire and hate. Water hurt them.

A voice spoke in my head, a whisper but firm like a father. 

Now. 

The sword began to sing. Not out loud. But my heart could hear it. 

I whirled and faced the Demilord. 

The rain didn’t seem to hurt him, or if it did, not enough to affect him. My father’s head dangled from the Demilord’s three taloned claw. King Titus’ eyes had been torn out, and his jaw hung askew in frozen agony as if his head had been ripped from his body while still alive. 

The Demilord continued to smile. Or maybe it was a grimace. 

I sneered back and moved forward, stabbing demics along the way, killing one after another, closing the distance. 

A few paces away, I leapt at him, raising the sword in a killing blow. The Demilord was unarmed. The sword wanted me to strike him. It wanted. 

The blade wanted.

The Demilord was bigger and faster. He slid to the left and backhanded me across the face. Everything went silent, my body soaring through the air. Quiet until I hit something with my shoulder. The sickening crunch was loud. 

My vision was dim, but then I could see through a tiny peerglass. When did I pick up my peerglass? No. That was just my vision; expanding from a small circle to a narrow sliver and then more. 

I was on the ground. My shoulder shouting pain. I couldn’t move my left arm. Where was the sword? I scanned. Over to my right, a few paces away. I groaned, trying to move, to get the sword. My father’s sword. I mostly squirmed. 

A massive shadow loomed over me. I squinted up, my head pounding. 

“This is the pain I will give this world once I open the portal and release my Master and all my brothers.”

With my father’s eyeless face silently screaming at me, the Demilord laughed and raised a claw above his head.

And then a Manahem spear sailed through the air, its blade piercing the Demilord in the mouth.

The Demilord made a strange sound, pained and surprised but muffled because, well, there was a spear in his mouth. He dropped my father’s head which bounced on the wet road in the middle of Roseborough. The lord beast grasped at the spear, trying to pull it free, black blood drooling from his open maw. 

Still squinting, I took a glance over to my left. Cassia knelt on the ground, bleeding from her arm and leg, but she was up. She had thrown that spear. Left-handed. Shoggers.

I moved. It hurt. I crawled with my right arm and my legs. Towards the sword. Had to get to the sword. The blade gleamed in the rain, the downpour rinsing it free of the blood and gore. 

I stretched, reached out, and grabbed the hilt. 

The fog began to clear from my brain. I managed to get to my knees, then my feet. I tottered when I spun to face the Demilord.

With a final yank, the spear came free, and the Demilord spit black blood from his mouth with a pained roar. I stumbled forward, gaining strength as I moved, the sword in a low guard.

The Demilord’s head swiveled, searching for me. He found me and extended an arm to attack.

My father’s sword removed the arm in one swipe. When he flailed in shock, his other arm came within reach. My father’s sword removed that one, too. 

I took a lunging step, and my father’s sword rammed through his chest and heart. If the thing had a heart. 

The Demilord made a gasping sound, or something similar. When I pulled the sword from his chest, he bent low in pain. I silently thanked him for lowering his head enough for my father’s sword to split his forehead down to the neck, two sides of the beast’s head falling to either side. The rest of the body crumpled.

I stood there for a few moments under the torrent of rain, wondering if I could move. Eventually, I did; using the sword as a type of cane. I staggered over to Cassia who sat in the middle of dead or cringing demics. I knelt next to her in the mud.

“Well done,” Cassia said. “We may make it to sunrise yet.”

I surveyed the hundreds of demics around us, scrambling away trying to get out of the rain. “I’m still not sure I’ll make it. I can barely move.”

“You moved well enough.” She coughed and eyed the blade in my hand. “I think you earned that today.”

I shook my head, water spraying from my soaked hair. “No. This is my father’s sword. I have to get my own.”

General Cassia smiled at me. “Yes, that is true. My King.”

The END
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There Be Dragons

By Elle Beaumont
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Sweat trickled down Khidell’s brow and splashed onto his sun-kissed cheeks. His fingers combed through freshly tilled dirt and, in his palms, hidden in the loam, worms writhed against his skin. This boded well for the year’s crops, and he took it as a good omen. After last summer’s drought, they needed a good year; and thankfully the winter rains and snow had drenched the land.

He stood, watching as the wet clump of earth he held tumbled to the ground with a plop. Khidell’s shrewd eyes searched the horizon of his farmlands. In the distance, he could scarcely make out a lone rider galloping his way.

A smile tugged at his lips as he strode toward the barn. When the rider approached, their hood fell back to reveal the narrow face of a young woman.

Auburn curls framed her features and wide, slanted green eyes peered down at Khidell. She hesitated, her rosebud lips parting before she spoke. “Well, are you not going to help your wife down?” she teased, sliding from the dappled gray horse.

Khidell grinned, closing the distance between them. He lifted a hand, combed back a lock of her hair, and tucked it behind her pointed ear. “Would I dare to step on the toes of such a fearsome lady, Venora?”

“I don’t think you would.” She craned her neck to look around him. “Where is Luthais?”

“Fast asleep after rolling around in the dirt.” His brown eyes filled with mirth. Their son was just a year old and thankfully wasn’t able to get into too much trouble . . . yet. A playful remark dangled on the tip of his tongue, but their shared moment was short-lived as riders in the distance drew their attention toward the hillside from where she’d just come.

“Are you expecting someone, dear heart?” Venora turned back to look at him, her smooth brow wrinkling in question.

Khidell’s brow mimicked his wife’s, rumpling as he racked his brain. “No, not that I recall.” His wife’s horse pawed at the dirt in annoyance. “Go take care of her before she digs herself a grave.” He jerked his head toward the stable. “I’ll deal with this.”

Venora narrowed her eyes at him, then shrugged. “So be it, or else I may let Tansy continue digging for your grave.”

Khidell chuckled at her playful barbs, then walked up the hill to greet the oncoming riders. A party of four sat astride their mounts, wearing leather uniforms he hadn’t seen in over a decade: these were the king’s men.

“Khidell Petwynn?”

“Who’s asking?” Of course, he knew, but they hadn’t exactly been forthcoming, had they?

The leader, and more than likely captain, shifted his weight in the saddle. He stared down his long, sloping nose as if trying to decide whether he wanted to be baited into an argument.

“I am Captain Hanafin of the King’s Army, and I have come on behalf of King Torion. He has requested your presence immediately.”

Khidell nearly chuckled as the captain reaffirmed his thoughts, but the laughter died in his throat. “At the castle?”

“Aye. Mount up.”

He hesitated, peering over his shoulder to where his wife disappeared. Khidell hadn’t the foggiest notion why the King’s Army had ventured out to his farmlands, but if he had to guess, it was because the king needed something. “My family . . .”

“Bid them farewell for now.”

Khidell turned away and did just that.

Panic didn’t creep through him; instead, he remained calm because there was really only one reason the king needed him: tracking. Long ago, he’d served among the others, but when King Torion ascended the throne of Niseria, he brought with him a thirst for blood. Khidell wanted no part of that, for there was no honor in serving King Torion.

“What? What do you mean you must leave? When will you return?” Venora frowned as her chin rested on top of their son’s blond head.

“The truth? I don’t know. I could return this evening to you, or they could hold me in the barracks.”

Red painted Venora’s cheeks. “They wouldn’t.”

“Oh, they would.” Khidell chuckled, but the mirth didn’t meet his eyes. The king could demand whatever he wished, even if Khidell hadn’t left with honor.

He packed a small amount in a satchel, then turned to face his beloved wife and son. His knuckles brushed along her cheek lightly. “Hold down the farm for me while I’m gone, won’t you? And should anything happen—”

“I know where you store your valuables.” She pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh.

His nose wrinkled. He hadn’t thought she’d seen him tuck away his personal treasures in Luthais’s room. “You little minx,” he teased, then bowed his head to kiss Luthais. “Keep your dear mother in line.” With one last kiss to them both, Khidell left the comfort of his home to fetch his horse.

Once he tacked his black gelding up, he met the awaiting party. He leaned forward, resting his wrists against the pommel of his saddle, and squinted at the captain as if trying to garner what sort of man he was. Of course, the other elf gave nothing away.

“Are we to sit and stare at one another, or will we be off before the sun sets?” Khidell prodded the captain and earned a scoff in return.

Without another word, the captain signaled with a whistle for his men to head out.

Khidell glanced behind him, glimpsing Venora peering out a window. He didn’t want to leave her—them. It was the last thing he wished to do, and yet the king was calling upon him for some reason or another. What it was, he couldn’t imagine.

With the cluck of Khidell’s tongue, his horse sped off after the group of men.
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On the last dregs of the journey, the moon bathed the ground in a soft light. Beyond the captain, who led the party, the spires of the castle cut into the full moon as if it were piercing it.

As they approached the iron gate, it swung open; allowing them passage. Hooves clattered on stone as they passed. In the courtyard, they all dismounted, passing off their mounts to awaiting squires.

“Lead the way,” Khidell murmured.

He surveyed his surroundings; it was quiet, but there was tension rippling from his current companions, which only intensified as they led him into the castle and toward a room. Despite the warm glow from the hearth and lamps, the room was sparsely furnished and fairly cold in mood and temperature. Twelve seated men barely turned to acknowledge Khidell as he entered.

“There are dragons,” a male voice rang out. “Dragons in the mountains.”

Several lamps in the room cast harsh shadows with their warm light. As Khidell stood casually at the end of the table, he raised his eyebrows.

King Torion stood with his hands splayed against the oak surface, seemingly ignoring him.

“Are there?” Khidell asked.

“Yes. I’ll tell you how I know,” the same man began, then sucked in a breath as he prepared to tell his tale of woe.

Khidell narrowed his eyes on the lordling, uncertain he believed him and still annoyed Torion ignored his presence when he’d been the one who requested him.

King Torion motioned to the map sprawled on the table. His eyes lifted to settle on Khidell, and a snake’s smile formed on his lips. “Hello, Khidell Petwynn. So glad you could join us.” He rolled his shoulders back, then rapped his knuckles against the table. “What he says is true. They’re in the mountains. There are several reliable reports stating as much.”

“So, you don’t know—at least not for certain,” Khidell boldly prodded him. “And what is the reason for your interest in creatures who are minding their business in a place that you don’t occupy at any point of the year?”

Color rushed into Torion’s cheeks. His lips formed a thin line, and he rounded the table with quick strides. He was a fraction taller than Khidell, which forced him to look up at him.

“For how long will they remain in the mountains? When will they decide we are inferior to them?” The way his mouth formed the word, it was as if it put a foul taste in Torion’s mouth.

“Aren’t we, though? They are far older than us. Does that not mean they are wiser?”

Torion loosed a breath. “You speak ever so boldly for a tracker.”

One you need, desperately, Khidell thought.

He folded his arms behind his back. Khidell waited for the king to explain his cause further and what he had in mind for him, outside of the obvious ability to track.

In his earlier years, his abilities had been for a more honorable cause. Territorial monsters of the Oscuro Woods crept out of their holes and attempted to infiltrate Niseria. It was Khidell and his company that hunted each one down, ensuring they wouldn’t pose a problem again. There had been much bloodshed, and he’d lost more men than he wished. Khidell still woke in the middle of the night from terrors he’d witnessed, and here the king stood demanding he face something larger, smarter, and more capable than the creatures of Oscuro.

“If you defy my wishes, I can have you enlisted in the army again.” Torion shifted his jaw. A small, cruel smile tugged at his lips. “I heard your wife had a—”

“All right,” Khidell interrupted, twisting his wrist within his other hand. It was a good thing Torion couldn’t see his hands clenched into fists. As it was, it was hard enough to keep his face free of contempt.

Torion’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “I thought you’d come around. The company leaves at dawn for the mountains. Whatever you think you’ll need besides our supplies and men, make your demands. We’ll do what we can to fulfill your needs.”

“Very well, Your Majesty. If we leave at dawn, I must see what we are bringing. One of you may brief me after you’re finished.” Khidell bowed, then turned to face the men who’d led him into the room. At once, they turned around and filed out of the room, outside, and toward the barracks.

After Khidell ran through the supplies and made a list of what else they would need, he endured a briefing. In the end, he shook his head in disbelief. The king’s insecurity and fear would drive him to a war he might lose. All Khidell longed for was to be at home with his son and wife, but he would do what he could to protect them from the king’s wrath.

Much to his surprise, Torion didn’t want to eradicate the dragons yet, but Khidell assumed that would be the next course of action. For now, Torion and his men wanted to see the numbers, and if these were benevolent dragons.

“Get some rest. If we’re all to leave at dawn, you’ll do no good to anyone dead on your feet or in the saddle.” Khidell plopped his belongings by a cot and laid down. He needed as much sleep as he could get for the journey ahead. But all he thought of as he closed his eyes was his son’s cherubic cheeks and his wife’s mischievous eyes as she teased him.

***
[image: image]


When dawn broke, the barracks were already full of frenetic energy. The soldiers rushed around but with purpose fueling them. In quick procession, everyone filed out and mounted up. Khidell drove his horse toward the front of the party.

“Before we leave, I want to make one thing clear.” Khidell eyed them. “I don’t take orders from you, and when I tell you to do something, you listen. Unless any of you have faced anything more than a disgruntled citizen, you have no leg to stand on.” And wouldn’t if they didn’t listen to him. There was no telling what beasties lurked on the way up the mountain. None had dared or had reason to venture up the slopes.

“Do you think we’ll all be returning?” one man nearest to him asked.

“Probably not.” Khidell shrugged. “But if we do, won’t that be a wonderful surprise?”

The man’s face paled at the response, and he asked no more questions.

Khidell stroked his horse’s mane, musing over the best way to advance on the peak of the mountain. The long way, or the quick way? Both were unforgiving, especially in the heat of summer.

Much to his annoyance, the captain spoke first.

“We’ll take the short route. The faster we get there, the better.”

“For whom?” Khidell interjected. “The quick pass is dangerous, even amidst the summer. The trails are narrow and who knows what awaits us.”

The captain’s face twisted in frustration. “And what of the long one?”

Khidell twisted in his saddle, squinting at the captain. “The long one is wide and would allow for us to camp and regroup. Yes, it is four days to the two it would take on the short side, but there is also something vastly appealing about not being a sitting duck on a cliffside.” He turned away from the other man, focusing on the road before them. “Let’s begin. The sooner we leave, the sooner we get there.”

The sound of the horses’ hooves clopping on the ground replaced the company’s grumbling. Khidell could only pray to whatever spirits would listen to him that this would end well—at least for him.

Dawn bled into day; the sun’s unbearable rays beat down on the company, forcing the men to ease their stride for their horses’ sakes. Sweat lathered beneath the reins, near the saddles and girths, foam dripping from the equines’ mouths.

The landscape shifted as they drew closer to the base of the mountain. Instead of a sparse population, a vast meadow spread before them. Deer frolicked off to the side, their heads high as they watched the party move on.

When Khidell spotted a stream, he dismounted. “Give your horses a rest. They need to drink, or they’ll be colicky before long.” He kneeled down by his drinking horse and splashed the cool mountain water over his face, drinking his fair share, too, until he felt refreshed. Rifling through his pack, he removed jerky and bit into it.

“Forget the horses, I’m going to keel over,” a man griped.

Khidell snorted. “I suggest you turn back now, because it’ll only get harder from here.” He turned his back to him, then added, “And if you forget to tend to your horse, maybe it’ll accidentally get loose in the middle of the night.” Khidell had no patience for those who wouldn’t take a moment to tend to their beasts of burden.

Maybe it was his annoyance coursing through him over the situation, but he wouldn’t spare them his tongue when it called for it. Could there not be a better way than to intrude on a dragon’s territory? Khidell didn’t think kindly of taking what didn’t belong to him or threatening those who were minding their business.

Once all the horses had cooled and the riders too, Khidell mounted up, and they rode on.

They didn’t break again until the sun had set, and they were in the mountain’s woodlands. Tall pines loomed ahead, warring with the thick oaks for the sun. They creaked and grated on one another as wind shifted them around.

When they made camp, Khidell spoke sparingly. He ate by himself and settled onto his bedroll. These men were not his friends, and he didn’t want to be a part of their camaraderie. Khidell had put this life behind him and yearned for his farmland. Not another adventure that could possibly lead to more nightmares.

Sleep came quickly for him.

A shout rang out, followed by a screech that instantly made Khidell sick. He rolled over, grabbed the dagger in his boot, and was on his feet before he could think. He raced toward the winged creature looming over one man, but a wet crunch told him the man was dead.

Khidell leaped forward. His arm moved in an arcing swipe until the dagger found purchase in the creature’s fleshy wing and he dragged it down, distracting it for a moment.

Its piercing cry echoed in the night as it swung around to face Khidell. Long, claw-like arms attempted to grab at him, but Khidell maneuvered away and took his dagger with him.

When he crouched low, the dim firelight revealed the beaked face and long, twisted horns like a ram. This wasn’t a creature from the mountains, but Oscuro.

Khidell hesitated too long, and the creature scooped up the dead body and took off into the night.

“Quiet down, unless you want more to discover we are here. Who knows how many lurk in the woods?”

“What was it?”

“Oscuro’s finest.”

This time, each of them took turns holding watch throughout the night. Which was uneventful, thankfully. But when it was Khidell’s turn to take watch, he could’ve sworn he heard the faint sound of wings beating above the trees. When he looked, nothing was there but the glittering stars.
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At dawn, they set off again.

Khidell had taken notice of the trees the farther they climbed up the mountains. Some bore scorch marks, and others had toppled into a pile of splinters that had little to do with weather or age. He said nothing, though, for he didn’t want to listen to his company whine or race back down the mountainside to their demise.

The forest grew sparser as they traveled upward, and the damaged trees grew in number. Khidell said nothing as his company’s murmurs multiplied. He wasn’t here to hold their hands. He was there to lead them toward the dragons; judging by the marks, they weren’t far off.

Khidell hopped down from his horse, motioning for the others to stay put. He pushed into the overgrown brush, which was easier than it ought to have been. Something of great weight had pressed the thorny bushes down. On closer inspection, he saw fresh mud with half an imprint.

Claws.

It could have been a creature from Oscuro, but as Khidell moved forward, the tracks grew more apparent and fresher. Dragon. More than likely, it’d heard the cries of the dying man.

Khidell emerged from the woods to find the group arguing.

“We’ll die here.” It was the captain who broke the quiet.

“I have a wife who is expecting,” another man added.

Khidell shook his head. A deep annoyance blossomed in his chest. He surmised they all had something to lose but complaining or wetting their breeches would do nothing to save their hides. Their mounting hysteria was enough to send him twisting in the saddle to glare at them, but as he did, his eyes caught the sight of shifting stone. Or rather, it wasn’t stone at all.

“Gather your wits, you blathering fools.” Or don’t. If luck was on Khidell’s side, a dragon would swoop down and snap one of them up. He continued down the path on foot, surveying every detail, following the signs of the dragons—more snapped trees and other, less obvious signs.

The scent of decaying fish wafted toward him. He followed the smell as it grew stronger and to his surprise, a pile of fish bones sat amidst a clearing.

If the remains were here, their resting place must have been nearby. But as the moon lifted into the sky, the ground was impossible to see, and it forced them to make camp for the night.

This was the pattern they followed for two days. Two days of scouring the ground, the trees, the sky for signs of dragons. Each marking led them closer until they came to a trickling stream.

“Be careful. There are dragons here,” Khidell whispered. The hair at the back of his neck stood on end as they drew closer to the den of the dragons.

As they continued on, they became boxed in by a stone formation on either side of them. Khidell’s eyes flicked toward the top, and there slumbered scaled giants.

“Enough,” Khidell cut in, whisper-yelling, but no one listened to him. “Would you stop?” Nothing. Why couldn’t Torion find a useful lot to send with him? “We don’t need to travel any farther.”

“What?” The captain pulled away from the rest of the riders and drew his horse up to Khidell’s. “What are you on about?”

“We found what we were looking for.” Khidell pointed upward, and at the same time the dragons rumbled at one another as they roused. The sound alone caused small rocks to cascade down the rockface, and the horses scooted forward or lurched backward to avoid being struck.

Little by little, the hysteria mounted. Khidell turned his horse around and spurred it forward to bring up the rear of the party. “Move forward, you idiots, and slowly.”

“It’ll be easier to devour us if we do!”

“If you think they couldn’t get you here, you’re even more dim-witted than I thought.”

The narrow way opened into a clearing and the beat of wings above sent debris tumbling down. Small twigs rained on Khidell’s head, but it wasn’t the twigs that had him racing to the front to stop the men. A massive silver dragon swooped to land before them.

Despite the scaled body, the dragon’s muscles rippled as it strode forward. Its proud head boasted a sail, much like a fish Khidell had once seen. On each side of its head were horns and they pointed toward an impressive wingspan, which was currently tucked into its side.

The ground shook beneath Khidell’s horse, forcing the gelding to hunker down. It was an unsettling feeling when a rider’s horse disappeared out from under them, but he sat deep in the saddle, expecting the horse to bolt upright in an instant.

Beside him, one man tried nocking an arrow, but thankfully, his shaky hand couldn’t manage it.

“Put that down!” Khidell hissed.

By some miracle, the imbecile listened, and the rest of the company froze behind him. Likely too frightened or shocked to stir.

In one moment, a dragon stood before him, then in the next a beautiful female elf. Her hair was such a light blonde it looked as if it had been spun of spider’s silk, and her eyes such a peculiar shade of gray. She was beautiful and harsh looking all at once. Although, on closer inspection, she wasn’t entirely elf. There was something about her sharply angled face, or perhaps was it her eyes, that wasn’t quite right.

“I wish to talk to you.” The elf approached, wearing a glittering silver gown. The sunlight fractured as it caught the gown’s materials, sending a wave of light against the rockface.

Khidell glanced over his shoulders. “Me?”

“Aye, wanderer, you.” She tilted her head, which was crowned by a silver circlet. “Your party may stay behind while we talk.”

Khidell pushed his horse forward, although his gelding trembled with every step. The elf led him down a path that eventually gave way to a stone cavern. It was tall enough that several of those magnificent beasts could stand within it. As Khidell entered, he realized he lacked the fear the others possessed, and he wondered why.

“You are a good man,” the elf said, motioning for him to dismount. “I see it within you, which is why you must tell me what you’re doing on my mountain.” She spoke smoothly, directly, and yet not threateningly. “I am Zidral. Queen—I think this is how you describe my rank here.”

Torion could use lessons in diplomacy from her, Khidell mused.

She led him through a narrow pathway, not big enough for a dragon to pass through, and much to his surprise, a large stone table greeted them.

“I am Khidell.” He placed his hand to his chest and offered her a slight bow.

“Please, take a seat.” She swept her hand toward one of the stone chairs and lowered herself onto it. Her gaze was far too scrutinizing, but Khidell had nothing to hide.

“I will tell you why I am here.”

So, he did. He told her everything, of how King Torion was bloodthirsty and greedy. How he longed to take over the mountain and more than likely eradicate the dragons simply out of fear. Khidell also told her of his wife, his son, and his land. By the end, his mouth had grown parched, and he realized how exhausted he was.

Zidral frowned. “If what you say is true, it means nothing good for my kin.” She paused, steepling her slender fingers. “What do you propose we do?”

There was no good option. To stay and fight could mean their extinction, and to leave would surely mean defeat.

“Are you all able to shift?” He waved his hand over his face, still marveling over the fact she was a dragon and not truly an elf or some other fae creature.

Zidral eyed him curiously. “Yes.”

“Then I suggest you leave the mountain for some time, blend in with those of the kingdom below. Torion would destroy not only thousands of lives, but the mountain in the process of terminating your existence.” Khidell frowned as he stared down at the table. “And those unfortunate enough to survive would likely wish they hadn’t.”

She was quiet for a time as she visibly considered his words. Khidell hadn’t given her many options, not that there were many.

Zidral sighed. “If it isn’t safe, as you say, I’d rather not lose what little numbers we have.”

She hadn’t mentioned how few of them there were, but he hadn’t seen more than a dozen.

“Will you tell me about your people, so that we may fit in?”

Khidell did just that. He lost himself as he told her of his homeland, of the farmlands, and the city. Zidral absorbed it like a thirsty field drinking the rainfall.

“And what will you say to your king?” Her eyes trained on him as if she were reading every minute detail of him, and perhaps she was.

“The truth. We found you. But when they come and search for you, because they will, and there is nothing to slay or capture, the fight will be over.”

Zidral remained quiet and as still as the stone surrounding them. Finally, she broke the silence and nodded.

“We have few options, but . . . I’ll trust your word, Khidell, for I’ve listened to the song of your heart.” She stood and motioned toward the entrance.

Khidell wasn’t sure what that meant, but he assumed it was an ability to probe in some manner.

“You may join your party again, and we’ll ensure there are no surprises on your journey back home. Oscuro’s creatures have grown bolder in their search for a new territory, and as you saw during your travels, we don’t take kindly to it.”

He thought of the scorched and snapped trees they’d seen on their way up the mountain. He’d assumed it had been the dragons hunting food, not intruders.

Khidell stood, then bowed his head. “I appreciate it. This has been an honor speaking with you, Zidral. I shall never forget it.”

“Neither shall I.”

Outside, the dragons had disappeared, and the men had grown restless. Wide eyes and gaping mouths greeted Khidell as he and his horse strolled into the clearing once more.

“You’re alive!” Captain Hannafin shouted, then laughed. “Small wonders.”

“They let you live?” another chimed in.

Khidell shook his head. As much as he longed to throw a teasing remark at the men, he didn’t want to give them any room for twisting his words to create a vile story.

“We have a long ride, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

True to Zidral’s word, they didn’t face anymore of Oscuro’s winged creatures. Although, the journey was full of taxing questions and assumptions that exhausted Khidell. He’d been right not to believe the men capable of understanding how a giant, such as a dragon, could be benevolent, because they were limited to how they’d act if they were a dragon. Quick to wrath and hasty to destroy.

If he thought for one moment that Torion would have a different opinion, he was very wrong. The king’s opinion was just as Khidell expected: reckless and discourteous.

As he stood before him in the throne room, Khidell laced his fingers together and waited for his turn to speak.

“Khidell Petwynn, so you’ve returned and with only one misfortune.” Torion’s lips spread into a wintry smile. “Well done. Tell me, what did you find in the mountains?”

Khidell schooled his expression, even though he wanted to sneer at Torion. Could he dismiss a fallen soldier so easily? Disgust churned inside his belly.

“As Your Majesty suspected, dragons.”

The king’s eyes widened in delight. He stroked a hand along his jaw, visibly mulling over his options and what this meant for him or perhaps the kingdom.

“Very good.” Torion crossed the room and laid a hand on Khidell’s shoulder. “You’ve done well. You’ll receive notoriety for this excursion, Petwynn. But, for now, return home and I’ll be in touch.”

Khidell bowed then took his leave, all too glad to be out of the cruel king’s company, as well as away from his treacherous men.

The sun had set by the time Khidell arrived home. An endless sea of stars winked down at him, but he couldn’t focus on their artful display. His mind raced over the conversation he’d had with Zidral; of what he’d stumbled upon.

When he blinked, his horse nudged him with his nose, looking for his ration of oats. So lost in his thoughts, Khidell hadn’t realized he’d already untacked his mount.

Once his horse was taken care of, Khidell ventured into his home and found Venora rocking Luthais by the blazing hearth. She stirred but didn’t want to jar the sleeping babe too much, lest she wake him.

Khidell walked across the room and kneeled by the chair, brushing his lips against Luthais’s red cheek, then turned to kiss his wife.

“You’re back,” she murmured, needing to confirm it out loud. “I didn’t know . . .” She didn’t have to continue.

“I know.” Only six days of travel to and from the mountain, but it felt far longer than that. “Let me put him to bed and I’ll tell you everything.” His arms slid around the warm bundle, and he held his child just a little longer before he placed him down inside his crib. “Sleep well.” He placed a tender kiss to his head, then quietly left the room.

Khidell settled in his favorite chair and Venora sat on his lap, draping her arms around his shoulders. He smiled, then leaned forward for a kiss. “Let me tell you of Zidral, the lady of the mountain.”
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For weeks after, Khidell sat Luthais on his lap and repeated the story, enough so that the boy started pleading for it, and it tickled him to tell the story of the graceful dragon he’d met.

Torion never sent word prior to invading the mountain. There had been no dragons, at least according to the rumors circulating through the kingdom and into the village. The news had brought a smile to Khidell’s face because the dragons had listened.

Amidst a sunny afternoon, Khidell held Luthais as he napped in his lap. The day’s early morning hours he’d spent tending to the crops had exhausted both him and the little boy. It was enough to cause him to doze, but as he drifted, a shadow fell over their figures and it snapped him to attention.

Above him stood a tall woman with sharp angles and hair such a light blonde it was silver. At once, he knew who it was. Zidral.

She’d come to visit? Khidell roused, trying not to rustle the boy in his grasp.

Zidral held a hand up. “Peace.” She turned her head as Venora approached them, assessing her with her strange slate-colored eyes. “I need your help, Khidell Petwynn.” He swallowed roughly, squinting up at her.

Venora cleared her throat as she leaned against a tree.

“Zidral, this is my wife . . .”

Zidral bowed her head in respect, then slid a satchel from her shoulder. “You helped us once, and for that we are forever grateful, but I find myself in need of your aid again.” She let out a shaky breath and opened the satchel slowly, so that only the very top of the precious contents was revealed.

Inside sat a light charcoal egg. Row after row of leather-like scales enveloped one another. Khidell couldn’t believe his eyes. Was that truly a dragon’s egg? It seemed so small compared to the beast he’d met on the mountain.

“This is Ryluth. He is my son.” She smiled sadly as she caressed the egg. “He cannot remain with me while we hide; it is far too dangerous for a youngling. If we were in the mountains, he wouldn’t have to hide. But here? He must become one of you.” Zidral glanced between Khidell and Venora. “I trust you, because you know how precious a child is.” She smiled warmly at the slumbering boy.

Khidell’s head swam. How was he to care for a dragon?

“But how? How am I to raise him?” Khidell voiced his doubts, shifting as Venora slid down beside him.

Zidral lowered herself to the ground, unfolding the satchel a little more. “The egg will grow with age, but you’ll know when his hatching is near. When he hatches, place him next to your son and let them touch.” She reached out, grabbing Venora’s hand to squeeze. “Your child will be as a brother to my Ryluth.” Unshed tears welled in her eyes. “Raise him as your own, but never hide from him what he is or where he came from. Tell him that his mother is waiting, that I’ll return when the time is right.”

“I vow that we will.” Khidell placed his hand over the two of theirs. “We will.”

“We will,” Venora whispered, her own eyes shimmering with tears.

When the lady of the mountain left, Khidell handed Luthais to Venora and swept the egg up. Zidral had tasked him with the guardianship of a dragon egg, and he wouldn’t break his vow for as long as he breathed.

* * *
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Weeks turned into months and Zidral didn’t return, but the egg grew as she promised. It grew as tall as Luthais and vibrated every time the boy touched it.

On a snowy evening, when Luthais was mumbling to the egg, the vibrations grew violent. Khidell leaped forward, pulling his son backward, and the hardened shell cracked in half.

A silver tail jutted out from the crack, then a claw.

“Ry?” Luthais questioned, pointing to it.

Khidell caught his wife’s eye, then kneeled. “Yes, it is Ryluth.” He recalled the words Zidral had spoken and sat Luthais down next to the shell as the rest of the dragon emerged.

He grunted at the little boy but then nuzzled along his fingers, his intelligent silver eyes locking onto Khidell.

In a blur, the dragon shifted into a boy who looked quite similar to Luthais. His hair a fraction lighter, his angles a little too sharp—like his mother’s. “Welcome to the world, Ryluth.”

From then on, the story Luthais begged for was the story Ryluth also longed to hear, for it was his story, too.

Khidell didn’t know how long he’d have the young prince of the mountains, but in the meantime, he’d make it his goal that the boy would live a full life, so when his mother returned, he’d have a story to tell her, too.
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A Pocketful of Sky
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It's not paranoia if you're more curious rather than afraid, right? 

Na first noticed the watchers the same day she found the scrap of sky in her driveway, just behind the driver's side front tire. It was a piece of display tech, maybe a millimeter thick. Bendy, but not quite flexible, with industrial gray plastic on one side and a vivid blue display on the other, white wisps of cloud gliding past an edge every few seconds. 

Exactly like today's sky. 

She looked up, tried to find a Utah-shaped hole in the sky where this odd puzzle-piece might fit in, but the sky was whole and without void as far as she could see. Na shrugged and slid the scrap into her back pocket, annoyed yet again that girls' pants had no functional front pockets. 

It should have bugged her more, but Na had always felt vaguely as if the world was some sort of projection and she was playing on a stage. There was never anything specific, just odd bits here and there—like this scrap of sky—that made her wonder. 

It was 1:30; time to go poke mons in Pokemon Go. It wasn't a firm schedule, but Na liked to do things in a consistent way. 

It left her mind free to observe. 

That's when she saw the first watcher.

It was a graphite-gray Toyota sedan and a young woman sat behind the wheel, looking down at her phone. Na lived across from an elementary school, so she saw such things thirty times a day. But somehow this one seemed off. The car was too clean, its color just a little too bland. And the young woman felt somehow too...average. As if carefully selected to be invisible. 

Problem was that school didn't get out for another hour, and the woman never once looked up in almost two minutes as Na woke her phone and captured today's virtual critter in the center of her little cul-de-sac. Another Seedot with lousy stats; she tossed it automatically. 

Na watched the car in her rear-view as she drove slowly toward the park three blocks down. The car didn't move.

She spun the pokestop and captured the decent Totodile at the small park and noticed another vague Toyota with another bland driver staring at her phone. 

Na smiled. She knew this should feel weird, maybe even menacing. But it wasn't. For reasons she couldn't explain in simple terms, this somehow felt right. Of course, there were watchers. Whether angels or g-men, it just made sense; how else could she prove that her own perception was real unless there were witnesses?

Time to test the hypothesis.

Na stomped the accelerator and screeched out of the small parking lot. The bland woman just stared at her phone. Gotcha. 

It was a small proof, but it was proof. There's no way you wouldn't at least glance up to see who the idiot driver was, right? She had to be a watcher. And there were no kids in the park, so the lady had no other reason to even be there.

Unless maybe she was catching the same Totodile and another mon just happened to spawn in the area. Na glanced down and saw that a Bulbasaur had indeed spawned, then it quickly vanished as she moved out of range.

It was a silly idea and Na knew it. Watchers? Please. And yet, the idea just seemed right to her.

Na followed her normal route to the 7-11 on the edge of town, but this time she paid closer attention. There was always a car or pedestrian or someone checking their mailbox within eyeshot; never a moment where she was completely alone.

Which proved exactly nothing.

By the time she pulled into the convenience store Na was more mad at herself than curious. It was just her imagination. Who would work that hard just to watch her, after all? And while there were people who seemed marginally out of place, who was Na to decide such things? 

Disappointment sapped her energy as she went in to get her daily blend of Goji-Berry-Citrus and Diet Mountain Dew. Of course nothing as cool as that could happen to someone as plain as her; the world just wasn't that interesting.

As she took her change from the tall man at the register he leaned forward.

“Good job; you found us. See the display for next steps,” he said in a deep voice with just a touch of a Hispanic accent.

Na looked up at him as the front door opened and the happy tone seemed to let the cashier know someone was entering. “Welcome,” he said as a horde of teens bustled past her, the last stopping to hold the door and let her leave. She frowned but went through the door anyway; no need to be rude.

She sat behind the wheel and gazed into the store. Totally normal. One group of kids stood near the front and laughed at each other’s jokes as two of them went back to the soda fountain. The cashier sat on his tall stool and looked bored, but never glanced her way.

Display? What did the tall man mean by that? She looked at her phone, but there were no new messages. She checked the multi-function display on her car, but each screen just showed radio stations or fuel efficiency or tire inflation status; just like normal.

Then she remembered the piece of sky in her back pocket. She pulled it out and saw an address in heavy black letters imposed over vivid cerulean blue with occasional wisps of cloud.

She was right, after all.

It was in a nondescript industrial park on the west edge of town, just north of the steel fabrication plant. A long one-story building faced in beige brick, its front a perfect repetition of entry door, display window, tall garage door; entry door, display window, garage door. 

Na parked in the middle of the long row of spaces drawn in new yellow paint, then checked the piece of sky again. Unit H. Two doors further down, right next to a shop labeled “Mustache Club for Men.” The blinds were drawn on both the entry door and the display window; the garage door was down.

She took a deep breath and stepped in to see a standard entry counter edged in oak trim, completely bland against pale blue walls. A young woman sat at a computer behind the desk and looked up.

It was the young mother in the graphite-gray Toyota. 

She smiled and stood, pointed to the open space to the right of the counter and said, “Welcome to ABS Industries. Come on back.”

“What is this place?” Na asked and reflexively glanced back over her shoulder at the entry door. “Why did you call me here?”

The young woman brushed her arm and guided Na back to a steel door set in the side wall to her left. “Oh no, Ms. Torei. You came to us. Congratulations. Very few are able to see past their first stage.” She pointed to the door. “Please.”

Na stepped through and gasped.

She stood on a steel catwalk above a vast open space filled with giant displays that listed names and what appeared to be scores, names moving constantly up and down as the numbers updated. Dozens of desks covered the center of the space, each desk rimmed with at least four monitors. Despite the riot of color and movement the room was oddly quiet, as though she was watching a movie with the sound turned off.

A hand touched her elbow. “Please,” the pleasant young woman said and swept her left hand toward a set of steps going down.

Na gripped the rail tightly and stepped carefully down the stairs. Despite the questions swirling in her mind she felt that it would be...impolite...to ask them out loud here in this vast space. She glanced back and the young woman was there, smiling reassuringly. 

They descended through four switchbacks before reaching the floor and the young woman guided Na toward another door—-this one a rich golden-brown with a large window. When the door closed behind her the spell broke and Na found her tongue again. 

“What is this place? Have you people really been watching me? Why on earth would you do that sort of thing?” 

The woman pointed at a soft blue chair beside a wide wooden table dotted with small gadgets, then took her own seat in an identical chair on the other side.

“By discovering our presence, you unlocked a door and have now entered our little game's next stage.”

“Game? What does that mean?” Na said.

The woman reached forward and made a grasping motion. “Your phone, please.”

Na handed it over without thinking. “My entire life is part of a game? Is everyone in on it?” 

“Oh no, dear. Only a tiny percentage of players ever see past the mundane and notice that we are, indeed, watching.” She popped the back off Na's phone as she spoke, pulled the white SIM card out and replaced it with a golden one. She snapped it together and handed the phone back to Na.

“Watching for what?” Na said.

“For the game, of course.” The woman picked up what looked like a single wireless earbud and beckoned her forward. “This will give you supplementary audio.” She popped the device in Na's left ear with a deft touch and Na jerked back as a wavering tone sounded first in her left ear, then in her right.

Na reached up, but the earbud was gone. Yet she could still hear the test-tone. Before she could ask how to turn it down, the tone faded from both ears.

“Thought controlled,” the woman said and picked up a tiny bottle with a dropper tip. With unexpected speed she reached out and squeezed a single drop of fluid into the corner of each of Na's eyes.

The fluid stung and Na wiped away the flood of tears that gushed from each eye, rubbed her nose at the sudden tingle in her sinuses.

“What are you doing?” Na sputtered, her curiosity now turning to alarm. “I didn't give you permission to put drops in my eyes.”

The young woman smiled, but now the expression seemed more mechanical, her gently modulated voice more practiced. “You can't play the game if you don't have an interface, silly.” 

Words suddenly appeared in the air in front of her and Na instinctively wiped at them with her hand, but of course nothing changed. She recognized the chart at her lower-right to be the top-scores list she had seen on the huge display outside. Smaller charts rimmed the edge of her vision, each chart topped with a strange icon and a large zero in the space below.

“Are these my...stats?” Na asked. She noted that a single zero at the left-middle of her vision changed to a one.

“Very good, Na. You catch on quickly.”

Na blinked and the displays vanished, except for a single small counter clearly labeled “Score” at the top-right.

“So, what kind of game is this?” Na asked. “And what do I get for winning?”

The woman gazed at her, all hint of pleasantry gone from her face. Not menacing, but completely neutral.

“I can't tell you that, dear. You need to discover those answers for yourself.”

The young woman picked up a tiny white pen and touched the golden button at one end, and Na felt a wave of fatigue wash over her as forced sleep closed her eyes and numbed her mind.

“It's all part of the game,” a pleasant voice said in the closing darkness. “Have fun. If you can.”

* * *
[image: image]


Upon coming to, Na found herself nauseated and delirious. She was slow to open her eyes, already sensing the midday summer sun beaming down on her olive skin. No. Not skin, but leather. She sat up, bewildered not only by her surroundings, but her attire, as well. She was in a vast field, its lush green grass leading into a wooded forest a good distance away. As she stood up and collected herself, she tugged the light brown jacket that matched her fingerless gloves and boots. Her gray leggings fitted her frail figure, with her thighs holstering three silver daggers. Two belts were strapped around her waist, one holding two tiny jars filled with blue and red substances, while the other housed a short blade held within a simple black hilt.

Na felt around her hair. Two fine braids led around a ponytail tied in what felt like a metal clip. As she eased her fingers further back, she accidentally flicked the upper limb to her bow and feathered fletching of its arrows.

To that end, Na peered up into the abnormally perfect blue sky, and grumbled.

“Damn it,” she said. “I hate playing ranger classes.”

It didn't take much for her to conclude that she was “trapped” within a fantasy RPG. Na wondered if pinching herself would wake her up until she noted the interphase that was installed over her eyes was still displaying her stats. No, this was real.

How recklessly impulsive of her, to just go about the orders of the 7/11 clerk and that strange woman as if she had known them for years. Now she was lost in some advanced mystical world not having a clue why she was even there, what her objective was, and most important, how on earth she was supposed to get out.

“All right, Na,” she assured herself. “No need to panic. Just go about this like any normal game. No, what to do first?”

Evaluating her options was cut short when a terrible cry screeched in her ears with such intensity, the ground beneath her rumbled. A shadow swooped over for but a moment as the grass gave way to three sudden gusts of wind that followed a swooshing noise. Na shielded her eyes as she gazed up at the source of the commotion, and the blood in her veins went cold. Her skin turned pale, her lips dry, and a single tear of sheer terror ran down her left cheek.

Her body betrayed her, as all she wanted to do was run, hide, or even shield her eyes as the creature above stretched its large wings out, encircling her as it descended. When it landed in front of her, the force knocked Na off her feet. She scurried back on her hands as the monster's long neck lowered so its large yellow eyes could examine her more closely. As it did, its copper-colored scales shimmered amid the sunlight. Rows of fangs twice the size of her daggers ran across its mouth as the creature roared in Na's face.

A dragon. She was going to get burned alive by an actual dragon. What little that remained of her senses that weren't lost by shock felt the heat of its breath. It was so hot she thought the dragon must have already scorched her. Instead, she was smacked in the face by what smelt like kerosene mixed with saliva.

“Are you kidding me?” a voice behind her declared. “Why do newbs always try to solo the epics?”

Na debated if she should turn around to see who was behind her, fearing the instant she did, the dragon would snatch her within its jaws without a second thought. Curiosity managed to get the better of her, however, and she noted a party of five. Either this game had extremely cliché NPCs, or this party of real players lacked any originality. The young man at the front—the apparent group leader—was a warrior. A sword, shield, even locks of golden hair so gorgeous Na would've found it repulsive had the dragon not overwhelmed any of her emotions beyond that of fear. To his immediate left was a dwarf, short in stature but bulky from head to toe in armor and an axe. Beside the dwarf was a giant of a man, quite literally. He had to stand at least four meters tall, and even then, the dragon was still four times his mass. On the other side were two women, one dressed in bright blue garments and holding an elaborate silver staff in one hand and a leathered notebook in the other, whereas the other woman was decked in light-fitting black robes and silver gauntlets. A mage and a sorceress respectively, Na assumed. This team was the perfect band of merry adventurers. As far as Na was concerned, the only thing missing was the pretty little wood elf that could cover them from a...

Na reached for her ears. Figures; their ends had turned pointy. The dragon's growl made her spin around, mortified.

“Hey, knife ears,” the sorceress beckoned Na. “We planned on questing this guy for weeks, and now we have to wait another hour for him to respawn since your dumb ass decided to aggro him all by yourself. So, can you at least do us a favor and get out of the way so I can stun him before he one-hits you all the way back to Fairfield Village?”

“What?” Na asked. “Fairfield Village?”

The sorceress took a deep breath, clearly losing her patience. “What's the plan, Aaron?”

The warrior—Aaron, apparently—sheathed his sword. “We don't have time for this. Those watchers are probably monitoring our moves as is. Sam, can you grab her before she becomes dinner? As annoying as this is, watching new players get killed is hard to stomach.”

The giant slapped the ground. “How many times do I have to tell you, when we're roleplaying I'm—”

“For the love of God,” the dwarf said as he aimed his hammer. “Sam, Titanius, who cares?”

“I do! I spent a lot of time making it, Jeremy.”

“Dude, you took 'titan' and added something that sounded Roman at the end of it. Must've taken you hours to come up with that one, I bet.”

The dragon arched back as it screamed into the air.

“Too late!” the sorceress cried. “The mission's been activated, so now we're locked in.”

The warrior redrew his sword. “Great. Try to stick to the plan. Jess, keep back so you can focus on your heals.”

The mage strolled back upon turning up her nose. “As if you people ever let me do anything else.”

“Heads up!” the dwarf—Jeremy—warned. “He's starting with an aerial.”

Hopping in front of Na, Aaron hollered, “Move it, Sam. Activate your heightened guard, now!”

Sam thundered in front of the two as Aaron covered Na with his own shield.

Alarmed, Na hopped to her feet, drew her bow with an arrow, and aimed straight for the dragon's right eye. Though her heartbeat raced, drawing her weapon seemed all but familiar to her. Maybe she had more fight than flight.

“Can you stop being less of an idiot than you already are?” the sorceress asked. Her eyes shifted to a blue glow as a similar-colored line scanned Na's entire body. “Given your armor, your stats probably won't even hurt a gray—the hell?”

“Something wrong, Kas?” Aaron asked.

“Check her stats. She's not a ranger—”

The dragon dug its claws into the ground, inhaled, and blew flames out of his mouth and nostrils.

“Barrier going up!” Jess assured the warrior and giant upon raising her staff. “Hey, newbie. Stay still so Kasumi can add you to the party.”

Na, however, somersaulted so far back, she cleared the entire team of players. Upon landing, she pulled the string back to her bow even further.

“Mystic Spirits of the Great Forests,” she recited. “Guide my hands!” She paused. “Why did I just say that?”

“If you're going to fire, then go ahead and fire!” Aaron insisted as flames went around him and his team. “I doubt it'd do us any good. Your accuracy for an epic class creature is definitely too low at your level.”

Na's arrow flickered green as it channeled energy. Despite the immense heat enveloping the party, they all stared at her in wonder.

“Isn't that magic?” Sam asked. “I thought you had to be level 70 before you could use abilities beyond your basic skill set. Guess that explains her glass of ether, though.”

Jess, still holding her barrier, took a knee. “I don't think I can hold this up much longer. He's already taken a quarter of my mana!”

The dwarf tried to shield his eyes as the barrier around them dimmed. “This isn't going to work, guys. We're not ready for this.”

“Can that sort of talk, Jeremy,” Aaron ordered as he tried his best to hold his ground alongside Sam and Jess's defenses. “We don't have a choice but to make it through this. Think about what the watchers will do if we fail another quest.”

Just as Na “sensed” the mage's barrier disappear, she fired her arrow at the dragon. The entire piece turned into a blue beam, zipping into the dragon's eye with such force, it knocked the creature’s head away. Stunned, the dragon fell, groaning.

Jess lowered her arms. “She knocked his HP down by half with a single shot. That's impossible.”

Kasumi raised her hands before striking the ground. Eight black chains erupted from the dirt, wrapping themselves around the dragon.

“It’s now or never,” she cried.

“Right,” the warrior agreed. “Everyone, give it everything you got!”

The team charged the downed dragon, barraging it with all their strength. Every swing of the axe, blade, hammer, or energy beam struck the dragon on the head. However, such blows only seemed to irritate it more than hurt it.

“No good,” Jess insisted. “Its HP has barely budged.”

“Then allow me to be of service,” Na proclaimed before immediately slouching over. “Okay, seriously. Can somebody please tell me why I'm talking like I just came straight off the pages of a Sanderson novel?”

Before she or anyone could question what she even meant, Na's body hovered off the ground as she extended her hands out to the side. Her entire body shone yellow as her ranger attire changed into the finest brass armor from head to toe.

Aaron shielded his eyes. “That's the Ancient Armor from the Great Caves of Zachille. That gear's only available endgame.”

“And for warrior classes,” Jeremy added.

Ignoring the awe from the other players, Na strolled up to the dragon. The creature snapped the chains off with its wings, knocking Kasumi on her rear. The dragon shifted its position from the aura-filled Na, ready to defend itself with its large tail.

“Back to the shadows with you, foul creature!” With that, Na's bow turned into a claymore sword, its length being a head longer than her entire body.

Sam grabbed his head with both hands, jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me?!”

Na shot into the air like a rocket, ascending past the trees, the birds, and then the very clouds. Closing her eyes, she let weightlessness take over before the back of her head bumped the...sky.

“What?”

With the claymore in front of her, she descended and zeroed in on the baffled dragon. It attempted fleeing, though too late. She struck the dragon between its brows, and a great ball of light enveloped it and the entire field.

As the light settled, the team of players sat up, the blow from Na's attack knocking them over. Na stood where the dragon once was, again in what she perceived was her normal ranger attire. A large golden treasure chest appeared in front of her without warning as trumpets from an unknown source began to play a cheerful tune. Great; victory music.

The chest exploded, tossing various weapons and armor about the field. The team gazed at the awards before recalling the stranger standing before them. Kasumi, however, crossed her arms, suspicious.

The nervous and confused Na scratched her head. “So, um, could somebody tell me what this game's called?”

“Magefire IV: Heart of Vengeance,” said Jeremy.

“What?” Na had never heard of any game called Magefire, and she was a gamer.

But then, she had never heard of any game that was this immersive. She had a vague memory of a mysterious woman putting eyedrops into her eyes to create some sort of interface. Her entire situation was surreal. She wasn't just playing a game; she was inside a game.

Maybe her entire life was a game.

Maybe the band of players in front of her were part of the game.

What was real? What was not? Na's mind raced, unraveling a tangle of possible explanations.

Victory treasures glinted on the ground. Her fellow players snatched up swords and armor pieces, but Na resisted her urge to do the same. Instead, she reached into her pocket, reassuring herself that the two cool, ethereal shards of sky were still there.

Sky pieces were not weapons or magic spells or health points. So why did she find them so reassuring? Maybe they were clues to solve some riddle. Or they might be keys, to unlock some kind of dungeon or castle.

“You've never heard of Magefire?” Kasumi, the sorceress, studied Na, and looking more suspicious than ever. “Tell me how that's possible.”

Aaron, Jeremy, Jess, and Sam all paused in the act of gathering loot. They stood with their arms full of weapons and armor, questioning gazes fixed on the wood elf known as Na.

“I...” Na took a step back. What could she say? She knew plenty of games—World of Warcraft, Final Fantasy, Elder Scrolls, Pokemon, and so many more—but Magefire must be a new one.

Except its numeral IV implied that it was a series. How had she missed the first three?

Kasumi turned to her companions, and she spoke as if Na wasn't listening. “You guys, I don't think she's a player. I think she's just an NPC.”

“Oh. That's weird.” Sam studied Na from beneath his heavy, overgrown brows. Although he was playing a giant, his twitchy body language told Na that he was probably small and wiry in real life.

“Shh.” That was Aaron, the barbarian warrior. He leaned closer to the sorceress. “She might be a rogue A.I., right? We're supposed to report those. Remember?”

Na planted her hands on her hips. One of her elven ears twitched with annoyance, and that only pissed her off more. She wasn't a wood elf. She was a human, not an NPC or anything else. “I can hear you,” she said. “And sorry, but I'm as real as you are.”

She needed to track down who had stuck her in this game, and why, and how. And she needed to figure out if there was a next game, or what her goal was supposed to be. 

“How do I contact the developers?” Na asked.

All the play testers exchanged glances. Their loot began to vanish, piece by piece, as they interacted with an unseen interface to stow their gear. Their attention remained on Na.

“Look it up online.” Jeremy, the dwarf, sounded annoyed.

The sorceress, Kasumi, folded her arms. “I might be able to help you. But first, I need to know. Are you trying to contact Niantic? Or ABS Industries?”

“Um...” Na found herself pacing, like she always did before solving a puzzle that would allow her to level up. One of those organizations sounded clandestine and dangerous. Hadn't ABS Industries immersed her into this game?

Na paced the other way, struggling to remember. She had been watched. There were watchers. People who looked too nondescript, their actions too mundane and repetitive, lurking at the periphery of her life. No one else had noticed them, but Na had.

“Hey newb, or whatever you are,” Kasumi said.

Na looked at her.

“Time to prove if you're bad code or not,” Kasumi said. “How did you get the maxed-out stats?”

Na shrugged.

“What's your name?”

“Na Torei.”

“Where are you from?”

“Atlanta.”

“Okay. What's your job?”

“Hey.” The dwarf tugged at Kasumi's sleeve. “I don't think you need to subject her to Twenty Questions.”

Na had been rather enjoying the game until that last question. Job? She drew a blank.

And that was strange, because she was pretty sure that all people had backstories.

All people except for NPCs.

“How did you get into Magefire?” Kasumi asked, relentless. “Why are you solo? What happened to the rest of your party?”

Na felt an absurd urge to reply with something inane. She wanted to say, “Onward to the Bard's Lair!” Or “Let's continue to the next quest!”

Instead, she bit her lip. Someone, or something, kept trying to manipulate her into filling a gameplay role.

And she had no backstory.

How long had she been solo? Had she always been solo?

All the questions made her want reassurance. She paced back and forth, touching the pieces of sky in her pocket.

“She's in a loop,” Aaron said, his voice awed. “That's gotta be looping behavior.”

Na forced herself to stop pacing. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and adjusted her sword every so often. Was that motion too repetitive? It just felt right.

“She's not real.” Kasumi sounded final. “I'm reporting the bug. Hold on, guys.”

At first, the words did not register as a threat to Na. She understood what bug reports were. They made games play better. Once a bug report got sent through proper channels, the development team could iron out the bug, and make it go away.

Disappear.

“Wait,” Na said.

But Kasumi looked frozen in place. She must be filling out the bug report.

“Sorry, Na,” the warrior said. “We have to move on.”

Na hefted her big sword. She didn't want to kill anyone, but a death and re-spawn would interrupt Kasumi, and it might be enough to stop her from finalizing her report. 

“Sorry,” Na said.

She leaped up, defying gravity for a second. Then she hacked straight through the sorceress with enhanced force.

Her sword cleaved Kasumi in half. It also cleaved the ground, leaving an impact crater. The two halves of the dead sorceress fell to either side and vanished in a sparkle storm before they hit the ground.

A bunch of loot dropped. Bracelets, gemstones, staffs. 

The stuff absorbed into Na before she could leap back. An inventory interface appeared in the corner of her vision, and she saw the loot settle there, adding itself to massive amounts of other goodies. Her character really was maxed out.

“That was rude,” said the giant.

Na glared at him, still wielding the claymore sword in both hands. The kid might be a hulking giant, but he scuttled back. He looked ready to climb the nearest tree to get away from her.

“I want to talk to the dev team,” Na said.

The remaining players exchanged looks of unease.

“Can you put me in touch with the dev team?” Na asked.

The world rippled.

Everything changed. The lighting, the environment, the sensations—everything.

Na stood upon a hilly wireframe, under a black void. There was no sky. No colors.

Her sword was gone. She held out her empty hands, and they were in wireframe mode. Even the pounding of her heart felt digital. It was too metronomic, too jagged. If her heartbeat could be audible, it would be a “Blip! Blip! Blip!” sound.

A nondescript wireframe woman strode out of the darkness. Mesh lines materialized, and composed the contours of her legs, torso, and swinging arms. A wireframe mesh defined her wavy hair. Na couldn't tell if the woman was nude or wearing a skintight bodysuit, and she supposed it didn't matter.

“Hello, Na,” the wireframe lady said.

“Are you a game developer?” Na asked.

The lady's wireframe lips quirked into a smile. “What games have you played, Na?”

Na turned around, keeping the lady in view. “I have questions. Why am I here? Can you send me back to my real life?”

The lady paced around her. Something about that robotic, relentless stride seemed dangerous; almost predatory.

Maybe this was another level of the larger game. Or a different game?

“Can you explain what's happening to me?” Na asked, not ready to quit. “Why am I here?”

No reply. Scrolling code appeared in the void of the missing sky, then vanished. Code appeared elsewhere and vanished.

Debug mode? Na wondered.

“What are your favorite games?” the wireframe lady asked.

Na felt as if she was losing something. She held out one wireframe hand. Was it her imagination, or did the mesh have fewer lines?

As she watched, another bunch of lines faded away. She was degrading, growing less complex.

Her heartbeat went “Blip-blip-blip!”

Desperate, Na thrust her hand into her pocket. For one alarming second, she was sure the shards of sky were gone, unable to survive in wireframe mode, or debug mode, or wherever she was. But then she felt them: two cold, solid, reassuring pieces of sky.

Na pulled them out. She held one in each hand. They shone blue white, the only color in this void.

The wireframe lady quit pacing. “Standby,” she said.

Na stared as the wireframe lady faded away.

The world around her became saturated with brilliant colors. The sun shone, the sky was blue, and the hills became verdant with grass, dotted with yellow wildflowers. A breeze caressed Na's skin and hair, and she knew, even before she saw her own arms, that she had her human body back. Or her human avatar. Or whatever.

A woman dressed in casual clothes appeared in front of Na. She was Asian, her hair tied back in a ponytail. It took Na a second to recognize her.

“Kasumi?” Na asked, just to make sure.

Kasumi gestured to herself. “We map ourselves into the game as playable characters. That way, one dev can easily recognize another dev.”

“You're a developer?” Na asked.

“I am,” Kasumi said. “Magefire IV isn't even ready for play testers, yet. I was using a program that simulates an average quest party. The other characters were never real. I wasn't either, really, for that matter. The sorceress version of myself was a simulated A.I. created by the program.”

Na tried to keep up.

“But I was monitoring the situation,” Kasumi added.

“So...” Na held up the pieces of sky. “What are these?”

Kasumi's eyes lit up with interest. “Those,” she said, tracking the pieces with her gaze, “those are problems which we never would have found on our own.”

“They're bugs?” Na asked.

“They're issues.” Kasumi sounded impatient. “We've been making playable worlds for a long time, Na. We have ways to track down disruptive elements in the code, but it's come to our attention that there are rogue elements ... rogue A.I.s ... who peel at the paint, so to speak. Some of that is malware introduced by players. Mostly, it seems to be emergent activity. I, and other devs, are tasked with tracking down the rogue elements.”

And eliminating them? 

Na felt unnerved despite the cheerful environment, and all the sunshine. She guessed there was a lot which Kasumi wasn't saying. “I'm real,” she said. “I'm human.”

Kasumi shrugged. “You can cross game boundaries. Our A.I.s are not designed to do that.”

“So, I'm real.” Na tried to sound confident and convincing. “I'm not an A.I. I'm a real person.”

“Who are your parents?” Kasumi asked.

Na had no reply. Maybe she was having a massive memory problem, yet she had no feeling of loss, and no alarm at having lost a major part of her life. Her own background simply seemed unimportant.

Kasumi was relentless. “Name one of your friends?”

“I'm having trouble remembering,” Na admitted. “But I swear, I'm real. I'm human.”

“Hmm.” Kasumi sounded dismissive. “You're always maxed out, stats-wise. Rogue A.I.s tend to give themselves cheat benefits like that.”

“I—”

Before Na could defend herself, Kasumi cut in. “How did you come across those?” She gestured at the pieces of sky which Na still held. 

“I just...” Na swallowed, desperate for a safe answer. “I'm not sure.”

“We could use those.” Kasumi held out her hands, as if waiting for Na to hand over the pieces.

Na gripped the pieces of sky more tightly.

“Those pieces of sky are the reason you still exist,” Kasumi said. “They're the reason we're having a conversation. I wanted to examine you with an A.I. tool, and then terminate you. I started to do that, in fact.”

Debug mode, Na remembered. The wireframe lady.

“Now I'm not so sure you're a destructive rogue element,” Kasumi said. “I think you can help developers like me track down corrupt code in the environment and other art assets. The same code that makes you clever at solving tough puzzles also makes you notice things that are slightly out of place. Things that a human cannot find.” She held out her hands again, eager to receive the sky.

Na nearly handed over the two pieces of sky. She wanted to trust this developer. Maybe it was because she was unreal, and she was curious about human contact. Maybe some buried part of her wanted to make friends. She really liked Kasumi's casual willingness to explain. That was nice.

But.

If there was one thing Na was good at, it was reading subtle clues, and finding hidden treasures and pitfalls. She took a step back. Then another.

Kasumi's mouth tightened. “I am sad that you made the decision to be difficult, Na.”

“You're wrong.” Na turned her gaze upward, towards the big blue sky. If she squinted, she could see a slight distortion just over there. And there.

Patching the sky would tax the resources of the development team, no doubt. Their virtual reality was a behemoth, nearly as complex as real reality. They might spend days or weeks trying to track down little problems and fix them.

Na raised each piece of sky. It was easy to see which piece fit where.

“Huh?” Kasumi stared at Na in disbelief. She had probably expected Na to run away, like any rogue element. “What are you doing?”

“Game on.” Na gathered her strength and leaped upward.

She burned through power-ups, one after the other. She had endless supply. With a flourish, she slammed one piece of sky into its proper place.

Then she cast a weightless spell to keep herself aloft. She flew to the other distorted area of the sky, and double-tapped the second piece to select it, nudging it into place.

Perfect.

Na dropped all the way back to the ground. It was a long way down, but she had spells and magical items and fighting skills. She landed in front of Kasumi with an impressive thud, enough to shake any cameras that might be focused her way.

She straightened and showed her empty hands. “I win.”

Kasumi had been watching with an open mouth. She visibly took control of her own shock, and quit gaping, but she continued to study Na as if confronted with a strange new monster.

“I think your team could use me.” Na figured these developers had to care about quality. Their game worlds were well crafted. Surely, she could make herself useful as a quality assurance agent. “How about if I'm your Q.A. A.I.?” 

Kasumi continued her intense study of Na. “I think you might be a lot more than that.”

After a moment, the developer seemed to reach an inner conclusion. She held out her hand.

Na smiled. She was used to winning, but now, for the first time in her existence, she felt like she had a greater purpose.

They shook hands.
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