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 PART 1 
 
      
 
    A scientific man ought to have no wishes, 
 
    no affections—a mere heart of stone. 
 
    –Charles Darwin 
 
      
 
    The future belongs to the few of us 
 
    still willing to get our hands dirty. 
 
    –Roland Tiangco 
 
      
 
    It worked! 
 
    –Robert Oppenheimer, father of the atomic bomb 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance 
 
    Play Audio Transmission File 021 
 
    Recorded April 19, 2157 
 
    CARTWRIGHT: This is Lieutenant Colonel Felix Cartwright. It’s been a week since my last transmission and two months since the day we found the city…the day the world fell apart. If anyone can hear this, please respond. 
 
    If you’re out there, no doubt you know about the gas. You might think you’re all that’s left. But if you’re receiving this, let me assure you, you are not alone. There are people here. Hundreds, in fact, and for now, we’re safe. If you can make it here, you will be, too. 
 
    The city’s a few miles underground, not far from El Rico Air Force Base. That’s where my people came from. As always, the coordinates are attached. If anyone gets this, please respond. Let us know you’re there…that you’re still alive. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    April 14, 2339 
 
    Maternity District 
 
    MILES BELOW THE SURFACE OF THE EARTH, deep within the walls of the last human city, a little boy named Terry played quietly with his sister in a small two-bedroom apartment. 
 
    Today was his very first birthday. He was turning seven. 
 
    “What’s a birthday?” his sister Janice asked, tugging at his shirt. She was only four years old and had recently taken to following her big brother everywhere he went. “What does it mean?” 
 
    Terry smiled, eager to explain. “Mom says when you turn seven, you get a birthday. It means you grow up and get to start school. It’s a pretty big deal.” 
 
    “When will I get a birthday?” 
 
    “You’re only four, so you have to wait.” 
 
    “I wish I was seven,” she said softly, her thin black hair hanging over her eyes. “I want to go with you.” 
 
    He got to his feet and began putting the toy blocks away. They had built a castle together on the floor, but Mother would yell if they left a mess. “I’ll tell you all about it when I get home. I promise, okay?” 
 
    “Okay!” she said cheerily and proceeded to help. 
 
    Right at that moment, the speaker next to the door let out a soft chime, followed by their mother’s voice. “Downstairs, children,” she said. “Hurry up now.” 
 
    Terry took his sister’s hand. “Come on, Jan,” he said. 
 
    She frowned, squeezing his fingers. “Okay.” 
 
    They arrived downstairs, their mother nowhere to be found. 
 
    “She’s in the kitchen,” Janice said, pointing at the farthest wall.  “See the light-box?” 
 
    Terry looked at the locator board, although his sister’s name for it worked just as well. It was a map of the entire apartment, with small lights going on and off in different colors depending on which person was in which room. There’s us, he thought, green for me and blue for Janice, and there’s Mother in red. Terry never understood why they needed something like that because of how small the apartment was, but every family got one, or so Mother had said. 
 
    As he entered the kitchen, his mother stood at the far counter sorting through some data on her pad. “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Something for work,” she said. She tapped the front of the pad and placed it in her bag. “Come on, Terrance, we’ve got to get you ready and out the door.  Today’s your first day, after all, and we have to make a good impression.” 
 
    “When will he be back?” asked Janice. 
 
    “Hurry up. Let’s go, Terrance,” she said, ignoring the question.  She grabbed his hand and pulled him along.  “We have about twenty minutes to get all the way to the education district.  Hardly enough time at all.” Her voice was sour.  He had noticed it more and more lately, as the weeks went on, ever since a few months ago when that man from the school came to visit.  His name was Mr. Huxley, one of the few men who Terry ever had the chance to talk to, and from the way Mother acted—she was so agitated—he must have been important. 
 
    “Terrance,” his mother’s voice pulled him back.  “Stop moping and let’s go.” 
 
    Janice ran and hugged him, wrapping her little arms as far around him as she could. “Love you,” she said. 
 
    “Love you, too.” 
 
    “Bye,” she said, shyly. 
 
    He kissed her forehead and walked to the door where his mother stood talking with the babysitter, Ms. Cartwright. “I’ll only be a few hours,” Mother said. “If it takes any longer, I’ll message you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about a thing, Mara,” Ms. Cartwright assured her. “You take all the time you need.” 
 
    Mother turned to him. “There you are,” she said, taking his hand. “Come on, or we’ll be late.” 
 
    As they left the apartment, Mother’s hand tugging him along, Terry tried to imagine what might happen at school today. Would it be like his home lessons? Would he be behind the other children, or was everything new? He enjoyed learning, but there was still a chance the school might be too hard for him. What would he do? Mother had taught him some things, like algebra and English, but who knew how far along the other kids were by now? 
 
    Terry walked quietly down the overcrowded corridors with an empty, troubled head. He hated this part of the district. So many people on the move, brushing against him, like clothes in an overstuffed closet. 
 
    He raised his head, nearly running into a woman and her baby. She had wrapped the child in a green and brown cloth, securing it against her chest. “Excuse me,” he said, but the lady ignored him. 
 
    His mother paused and looked around. “Terrance, what are you doing? I’m over here,” she said, spotting him. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    They waited together for the train, which was running a few minutes behind today. 
 
    “I wish they’d hurry up,” said a nearby lady. She was young, about fifteen years old. “Do you think it’s because of the outbreak?” 
 
    “Of course,” said a much older woman. “Some of the trains are busy carrying contractors to the slums to patch the walls. It slows the others down because now they have to make more stops.” 
 
    “I heard fourteen workers died. Is it true?” 
 
    “You know how the gas is,” she said. “It’s very quick. Thank God for the quarantine barriers.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud smashing sound, followed by three long beeps. It echoed through the platform for a moment, vibrating along the walls until it was gone. Terry flinched, squeezing his mother’s hand. 
 
    “Ouch,” she said. “Terrance, relax.” 
 
    “But the sound,” he said. 
 
    “It’s the contractors over there.” She pointed to the other side of the tracks, far away from them. It took a moment for Terry to spot them, but once he did, it felt obvious. Four of them stood together. Their clothes were orange, with no clear distinction between their shirts and their pants, and on each of their heads was a solid red plastic hat. Three of them were holding tools, huddled against a distant wall. They were reaching inside of it, exchanging tools every once in a while, until eventually the fourth one called them to back away. As they made some room, steam rose from the hole, with a puddle of dark liquid forming at the base. The fourth contractor handled a machine several feet from the others, which had three legs and rose to his chest. He waved the other four to stand near him and pressed the pad on the machine. Together, the contractors watched as the device flashed a series of small bright lights. It only lasted a few seconds. Once it was over, they gathered close to the wall again and resumed their work. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Terry asked. 
 
    His mother looked down at him. “What? Oh, they’re fixing the wall, that’s all.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Probably because there was a shift last night. Remember when the ground shook?” 
 
    Yeah, I remember, he thought. It woke me up. “So they’re fixing it?” 
 
    “Yes, right.” She sighed and looked around. “Where is that damned train?” 
 
    Terry tugged on her hand. “That lady over there said it’s late because of the gas.” 
 
    His mother looked at him. “What did you say?” 
 
    “The lady…the one right there.” He pointed to the younger girl a few feet away. “She said the gas came, so that’s why the trains are slow. It’s because of the slums.” He paused a minute. “No, wait. It’s because they’re going to the slums.” 
 
    His mother stared at the girl, turning back to the tracks and saying nothing. 
 
    “Mother?” he said. 
 
    “Be quiet for a moment, Terrance.” 
 
    Terry wanted to ask her what was wrong, or if he had done anything to upset her, but he knew when to stay silent. So he left it alone like she wanted. Just like a good little boy. 
 
    The sound of the arriving train filled the platform with such horrific noise that it made Terry’s ears hurt. The train, still vibrating as he stepped onboard, felt like it was alive. 
 
    After a short moment, the doors closed. The train was moving. 
 
    Terry didn’t know if the shaking was normal or not. Mother had taken him up to the medical wards on this train once when he was younger, but never again after that. He didn’t remember much about it, except that he liked it. The medical wards were pretty close to where he lived, a few stops before the labs, and several stops before the education district. After that, the train ran through Pepper Plaza, then the food farms and Housing Districts 04 through 07 and finally the outer ring factories and the farms. As Terry stared at the route map on the side of the train wall, memorizing what he could of it, he tried to imagine all the places he could go and the things he might see. What kind of shops did the shopping plaza have, for example, and what was it like to work on the farms? Maybe one day he could go and find out for himself—ride the train all day to see everything there was to see. Boy, wouldn’t that be something? 
 
    “Departure call: 22-10, education district,” erupted the com in its monotone voice. It took only a moment before the train began to slow. 
 
    “That’s us. Come on,” said Mother. She grasped his hand, pulling him through the doors before they were fully opened. 
 
    Almost to the school, Terry thought. He felt warm suddenly. Was he getting nervous? And why now? He’d known about this forever, and it was only hitting him now? 
 
    He kept taking shorter breaths. He wanted to pull away and return home, but Mother’s grasp was tight and firm, and the closer they got to the only major building in the area, the tighter and firmer it became. 
 
    Now that he was there, now that the time had finally come, a dozen questions ran through Terry’s mind. Would the other kids like him? What if he wasn’t as smart as everyone else? Would they make fun of him? He had no idea what to expect. 
 
    Terry swallowed, the lump in his throat nearly choking him. 
 
    An older man stood at the gate of the school’s entrance. He dressed in an outfit that didn’t resemble any of the clothes in Terry’s district or even on the trains. A gray uniform—the color of the pavement, the walls, and the streets—matched his silver hair to the point where it was difficult to tell where one ended and the other began. “Ah,” he said. “Mara, I see you’ve brought another student. I was wondering when we’d meet the next one. Glad to see you’re still producing. It’s been, what? Five or six years? Something like that, I think.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, this is Terrance,” said Mother quickly. “I was told there would be an escort.” She paused, glancing over the man and through the windows. “Where’s Bishop? He assured me he’d be here for this.” 
 
    “The colonel,” he corrected, “is in his office, and the boy is to be taken directly to him as soon as I have registered his arrival.” 
 
    She let out a frustrated sigh. “He was supposed to meet me at the gate for this, himself. I wanted to talk to him about a few things.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Terry asked. 
 
    She looked down at him. “Oh, it’s nothing, don’t worry. You have to go inside now, that’s all.” 
 
    “You’re not coming in?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said the man. “She’s not permitted.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Mother said, cupping her hand over his cheek. “They’ll take care of you in there.” 
 
    But it’s just school, Terry thought. “I’ll see you tonight, though, right?” 
 
    She bent down and embraced him tightly, more than she had in a long time. He couldn’t help but relax. “I’m sorry, Terrance. Please be careful up there. I know you don’t understand it now, but you will eventually. Everything will be fine.” She rose, releasing his hand for the first time since they left the train. “So that’s it?” Mother said to the man. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good.” She turned and walked away, pausing a moment as she reached the corner and continued until she was out of sight. 
 
    The man pulled out a board with a piece of paper on it. “When you go through here, head straight to the back of the hall. A guard there will take you to see Colonel Bishop. Just do what they say and answer everything with either ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘No, sir,’ and you’ll be fine. Understand?” 
 
    Terry didn’t understand, but he nodded anyway. 
 
    The man pushed open the door with his arm and leg, holding it there and waiting. “Right through here you go,” he said. 
 
    Terry entered, reluctantly, and the door closed quickly behind him. 
 
    The building, full of the same metal and shades of brown and gray that held together the rest of the city, rose higher than any other building Terry had ever been in. Around the room, perched walkways circled the walls, cluttered with doors and hallways that branched off into unknown regions. Along the walkways, dozens of people walked back and forth as busily as they had in the train station. More importantly, Terry quickly realized, most of them were men. 
 
    For so long, the only men he had seen were the maintenance workers who came and went or the occasional teacher who visited the children when they were nearing their birthdays. It was so rare to see any men at all, especially in such great numbers. Maybe they’re all teachers, he thought. They weren’t dressed like the workers: white coats and some with brown jackets—thick jackets with laced boots and bodies as stiff as the walls. Maybe that was what teachers wore. How could he know? He had never met one besides Mr. Huxley, and that was months ago. 
 
    “Well, don’t just stand there, gawking,” said a voice from the other end of the room. It was another man, dressed the same as the others. “Go on in through here.” He pointed to another door, smaller than the one Terry had entered from. “Everyone today gets to meet the colonel. Go on now. Hurry up. You don’t want to keep him waiting.” 
 
    Terry did as the man said and stepped through the doorway, his footsteps clanking against the hard metal floor, echoing through what sounded like the entire building. 
 
    “Well, come in, why don’t you?” came a voice from inside. 
 
    Terry stepped cautiously into the room, which was much nicer than the entranceway. It was clean, at least compared to some of the other places Terry had been, including his own home. The walls held several shelves, none of which lacked for any company of things; various ornaments caught Terry’s eye, like the little see-through globe on the shelf nearest to the door, which held a picture of a woman’s face inside, although some of it was faded and hard to make out. There was also a crack in it. What purpose could such a thing have? Terry couldn’t begin to guess. Next to it lay a frame with a small, round piece of metal inside of it. An inscription below the glass read, “U.S. Silver Dollar, circa 2064.” Terry could easily read the words, but he didn’t understand them. What was this thing? And why was it so important that it needed to be placed on a shelf for everyone to look at? 
 
    “I said come in,” said Bishop abruptly. He sat at the far end of the room behind a large brown desk. Terry had forgotten he was even there. “I didn’t mean for you to stop at the door. Come over here.” 
 
    Terry hurried closer, stopping a few feet in front of the desk. 
 
    “I’m Colonel Bishop. You must be Terrance,” said the man. “I’ve been wondering when you were going to show up.” He wore a pair of thin glasses and had one of the larger pads in his hand. “Already seven. Imagine that.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Terry said, remembering the doorman’s words. 
 
    The colonel was a stout man, a little wider than the others. He was older, too, Terry guessed. He may have been tall, but it was difficult to tell without seeing his whole body. “I expect you’re hoping to begin your classes now,” said Bishop. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said. 
 
    “You say that, but you don’t really know what you’re saying yes to, do you?” 
 
    The question seemed more like a statement, so Terry didn’t answer. He only stood there. Who was this man? Is this how school was supposed to be? 
 
    “Terrance, let me ask you something,” said the colonel, taking a moment. “Did your mother tell you anything about this program you’re going into?” 
 
    Terry thought about the question for a moment. “Um, she said you come to school on your birthday,” he said. “And that it’s just like it is at home, except there’s more kids like me.” 
 
    Colonel Bishop blinked. “That’s right, I suppose. What else did she say?” 
 
    “That when it was over, I get to go back home,” he said. 
 
    “And when did she say that was?” 
 
    Terry didn’t answer. 
 
    Colonel Bishop cocked an eyebrow. “Well? Didn’t she say?” 
 
    “No, sir,” muttered Terry. 
 
    The man behind the desk started chuckling. “So you don’t know how long you’re here for?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Colonel Bishop set the pad in his hand down. “Son, you’re here for the next ten years.” 
 
    A sudden rush swelled up in Terry’s chest and face. What was Bishop talking about? Of course Terry was going home. He couldn’t stay here. “But I promised my sister I’d be home today,” he said. “I have to go back.” 
 
    “Too bad,” said the colonel. “Your Mother really did you a disservice by not telling you. But don’t worry. We just have to get you started.” He tapped the pad on his desk, and the door opened. A cluster of footsteps filled the hall before two large men appeared, each wearing the same brown coats as the rest. “Well, that was fast,” he said. 
 
    One of the men saluted. “Yes, sir. No crying with the last one. Took her right to her room without incident.” 
 
    Terry wanted to ask who the last one was, and why it should be a good thing that she didn’t cry. Did other kids cry when they came to this school? What kind of place was this? 
 
    “Well, hopefully Terrence here will do the same,” said Bishop. He looked at Terry. “Right? You’re not going to give us any trouble, are you?” 
 
    Terry didn’t know what to do or what to say. All he could think about was getting far away from here. He didn’t want to go with the men. He didn’t want to behave. All he wanted to do was go home. 
 
    But he couldn’t, not anymore. He was here in this place with nowhere to go. No way out. He wanted to scream, to yell at the man behind the desk and his two friends, and tell them about how stupid it was for them to do what they were doing. 
 
    He opened his mouth to explain, to scream as loud as he could that he wouldn’t go. But in that moment, the memory of the doorman came back to him, and instead of yelling, he repeated the words he’d been told before. “No, sir,” he said softly. 
 
    Bishop smiled, nodding at the two men in the doorway. “Exactly what I like to hear.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    April 14, 2339 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    “Stick out your arm,” said the nurse. 
 
    The needle pierced Terry’s skin, and he flinched. The nurse filled a small vial of his blood. “What’s it for?” he asked. 
 
    “Tests,” the nurse said, detaching the vial and replacing it with another. Once it was full, she handed the vials to a young man. “Mark, hurry and label these. Put them with the rest.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Mark. He picked up the vials, and disappeared into the back room. 
 
    “What kind of tests?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Easy, honey,” she said. “We do it for every new student.” 
 
    “But why?” he asked. 
 
    “Because we just do,” the nurse said plainly. “Now why don’t you go tell the boys in the hall that you’re ready, okay? We’re all done here.” 
 
    Terry nodded and went to the door. He opened it to find the same two men who brought him here still standing in silence. Had they been waiting for him this entire time? 
 
    “Finished?” one of them asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Terry said. 
 
    When it was time for sleep, they led him to a room with two beds. “This is your room,” one of the men said. 
 
    “When can I go home?” Terry asked. 
 
    But there was no answer, only a closed door. They had left him alone. All alone for the first time since he awoke that morning and saw his sister and— 
 
    Janice. She must be so confused right now, wondering where he was, why he never came home. She’ll cry, he thought. Cry and plead with Mother until she falls asleep or passes out because that’s how she is. She’s so little, and now she’s alone. Sure, she’s got Mother, but when was that ever enough? 
 
    Suddenly there was a loud flushing sound. It came from the other side of the room, behind a wall with an open door where a light shone. Terry walked to the door, staring at the knob, waiting. After a moment, the knob turned and another boy stepped through. 
 
    He was taller than Terry, his chin a little thicker. He had short black hair and looked as surprised as Terry to find another person on the other side of the door. “Uh, hi,” he muttered. “What are you doing in my room?” 
 
    Terry looked around at the two beds. He felt like an idiot for not seeing them both before. One had a bag at the end of it, with the sheets and blanket already laid out. Of course somebody was already there. How could he not have noticed? “They told me this was my room.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought it was all for me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Terry. 
 
    “That’s okay,” said the boy as he walked to the side of his bed and sat. “To be honest, I was getting kind of bored. All the other kids got roommates, but they stuck me in here all by myself with nothing to do.” 
 
    “What other kids?” asked Terry. 
 
    “You know, the other students. Didn’t you see them?” 
 
    Terry sat on his bed directly across the room from John’s. “No, you’re the first kid I’ve seen all day.” 
 
    “Really?” asked John. “There’s about twenty of us, I think. Most got here early this morning. You’re kinda late.” 
 
    “Am I the last one?” asked Terry. He didn’t like being late. 
 
    “Dunno,” said the boy, shrugging. “They stuck me in here hours ago, and sent the rest to their own rooms. Anyway, I’m John.” 
 
    “I’m Terry,” he said. “How long do we have to stay here? They told me it was ten years. Is it for real?” 
 
    John nodded. “Until you’re seventeen.” 
 
    Terry stared at the floor. 
 
    “How long did you think it was?” 
 
    “I thought I’d be back by the end of the day.” 
 
    John didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Why didn’t my mother tell me?” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t want to,” John said. 
 
    Terry gripped the edge of his bed with his hand, squeezing it. “Well, she should’ve said something. Now my sister thinks I’m coming back, and I’m not. She’s going to think I left her alone.” 
 
    “You have a sister?” 
 
    “Yeah,” nodded Terry. “Janice. She’s four.” 
 
    “I never had a sister,” said John. “Just an older brother. He graduated from the academy last year. When he came home, I got to meet him for the first time, and he told me all about this place.” 
 
    “You’re lucky,” muttered Terry. 
 
    “Lucky?” 
 
    “Yeah, you knew before you got here.” 
 
    “I guess,” said John, his voice a little softer. “But I only got to know my brother for a year. I won’t see him again until I’m seventeen. You got to spend four whole years with your sister. That’s lucky.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Terry. Of course John didn’t think he was lucky. He was probably hurting as much as Terry. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said John. “And happy birthday, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Terry. “Is it yours today, too?” 
 
    “Sure is. Me, you, and everyone else in our class.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Terry. “Seems like a lot of birthdays.” 
 
    John paused for a moment. “Actually, yeah, it kind of is.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My brother told me before I got here everyone starts school on their birthday. But he also said when you get here, your class is already going on, because different kids are born at different times. The classes are based on what time of the year you’re born in.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So if all of us have birthdays today, isn’t it kind of weird?” 
 
    Terry shrugged. “All my mother said about birthdays was you went to school on them.” 
 
    “It’s weird, though,” insisted John. “My brother said kids get here at different times, not all at once. It doesn’t make any sense if we’re all on the same day, does it?” 
 
    Terry thought about this for a moment. “Maybe a lot of mothers just had babies all at the same time. Maybe our class is smaller than the other ones.” 
 
    “So many maybes.” 
 
    Terry sighed and leaned back against the wall. His feet dangled off the side of the bed. “What happens tomorrow?” 
 
    “Orientation,” John said. “And we start our classes. That’s what they told me earlier.” 
 
    “Nobody told me anything,” said Terry. 
 
    “Probably because you were late,” said John. “When we got here, they lined us all up and explained it. Tomorrow’s orientation, then our first class.” 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Dinner,” said John, pointing to a clock next to his bed. “Ten more minutes until we eat.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance 
 
    Play Audio File 109 
 
    Subtitled: Re: Cheer Up 
 
    To: SE_Pepper 
 
    Recorded February 20, 2174 
 
    CARTWRIGHT: I wish I shared your optimism, Sasha. I really do. But the sad truth of the matter is that there is no going back. We’ve spent the last two decades trying to figure out a way to fix what’s happened, to pull ourselves out of this tomb, but we still have nothing to show for it. 
 
    We need to accept our fate. We’re never leaving this city. It’s been decades since the gas came, but nothing’s changed. There’s still no word from the outside, no responses to the hundreds of transmissions I’ve sent out into the void. The six hundred surviving humans in this cave of a city are all that’s left. No one else is out there. No one here is leaving. As far as our species goes, this is it. We’re at the end of the line. The planet’s dead and rotting, and the rest of us are waiting in the grave. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    April 14, 2339 
 
    Central 
 
    Mara boarded the platform and waited for the train to arrive. Now that Terrance had been dropped off, it was on to the mothers’ lounge. A few minutes on the A line and she’d be there. Can’t be fast enough, she thought. 
 
    Metal clanked against the rails, echoing through the station, followed by a veil of dust that seemed to cover everything. It was coming from a set of vents nestled high above the train line. A group of contractors dangled nearby like puppets on strings, shouting and laughing as they worked. One of them kept hitting the side of the vent with his wrench, scattering wave after wave of dust with each loud smack. 
 
    Everyone called it the purifying season, though it was hardly a season at all—more like a month of air purification coupled with manual routine maintenance on several of the major systems. The whole process used to only take a week or two, but thanks to recent problems in other parts of the city, including an ongoing quarantine over in the slums, the contractors were spread pretty thin.  
 
    Still, the purifying season had its silver lining. Most of the mothers rarely had a chance to meet any men, especially when it came to the contractors and soldiers, who spent the bulk of their time in Central. But with the annual repairs came potential contracts. The season didn’t last very long, so if a mother didn’t pick a sponsor now, it meant she’d have to file for one later through the official channels, and nobody wanted to do that. It might take anywhere from three to six months, all with the possibility of a rejection letter. If a mother met a sponsor in person, it became much easier to persuade him to sign his seed away. 
 
    If a mother got lucky enough to land one of the level-9 contractors, a high ranking soldier, or (God-willing) a council member, it could change everything. A contract like that meant prestige and higher living, but more importantly, it meant a seed with a future, not just some other worker in the factories. 
 
    Mara always had a knack for the job, picking and choosing the right sponsor for the best contract. All of her children came from the highest quality donors—officers, scientists, and even a council member or two—something many of the other, more inexperienced mothers aspired toward. 
 
    But then, everyone had always called her special. 
 
    When she was still new to motherhood, the doctors told her about a new birthing standard called Archer’s Genetic Profile. The AGP worked like a points system, ranking genetic traits and compiling them into an overall score. This score not only determined the candidate’s eligibility to become a mother, but also how many children they were allowed to produce. Depending on a woman’s genes, the AGP could give them everything—decent pay and housing, access to Central, and above all, respect. The system functioned solely to keep humanity alive, and the mothers were its lifeblood. They were the only ones allowed to reproduce—a harsh but necessary rule, given the need for genetic diversity. 
 
    Mara became a mother when she was fifteen. She still remembered her first time with a sponsor, before she had a grasp on the fundamentals—the expressions of sex and the grinding rhythm of warmth and flesh. The instructors simply told her to lie there because the veteran sponsor would know exactly how it needed to be done. It was his job, after all. 
 
    She remembered pain, forceful and unpleasant—nothing like it is now. And there were people watching—scientists with clipboards who claimed it was for the betterment of mankind, rather than what she suspected all along: they wanted a show to re-imagine later when the lights went out. 
 
    But now she and the world were both a bit older, and the circumstances had changed for each of them. That scared little girl on the table had since vanished, replaced by someone else—a veteran mother who raised twelve children. 
 
    Most of Mara’s boys had gone on to be contractors, while a few others were selected for the medical field. After graduating the academy, the boys underwent an additional four years of schooling, covering anything from engineering, medicine, agriculture, military science, and construction. Afterwards, they were placed into positions that reflected their personal abilities and aptitudes. Each of Mara’s males had displayed impressive results. Her daughters, on the other hand, had all become mothers—the cost of having such wonderful genes. 
 
    There was never a choice, not for any of them. Nothing in this world revolved around choice. If the government said a boy would be a contractor, that was the way it went. If the administration wanted a girl to be a mother, she became one. There was no getting around it. 
 
    The train arrived, clearing the tunnel of dust as it sent gusts of wind through the platform. Mara climbed aboard, taking a seat near the back. Her apartment would be so empty now that her son was gone. Gone forever, she thought. I doubt I’ll ever see him again. She scoffed at her own arrogance. Why would he even want to see me? I’m horrible. 
 
    But maybe it was all for the best. The program was in full effect now, and the children had to do their part. 
 
    It had only been eight years since she learned about a new initiative, a different approach to the way people looked at the world. “The city’s falling part, but it doesn’t have to be this way,” Colonel Bishop, then a major, had told her. “We can save our children from all of this. We can make a better world. We just need mothers like you.” At first she embraced the idea. Save the human race—what better calling could a mother have? 
 
    But that was then, back before they started using her womb as a glorified incubator for their experiments. Back before the seven stillborn infants they pulled from her body. 
 
    And then Terrence. Yes, he was the lucky one, the one who somehow managed to pull through and live. But Mara knew the cost of that—the price her son would pay when he eventually came of age. When he inevitably died, his fate would be the same as the billions who came before—victims of the gas…of Variant. 
 
    Mara had so many regrets, but helping Bishop had to be the worst. Despite all the seductive words and promises, all they’d really wanted was a human incubator—something to practice on until they got the formula right. She had gone along with it, believing in the possibility of saving humanity, but after witnessing Variant’s wrath firsthand, such a prospect seemed impossible. After all, being born was one thing. Surviving direct exposure to the most toxic gas on the planet was something else entirely. Could little Terrance actually live through that? Or would he perish like all the rest? 
 
    She trembled at the thought. 
 
    Mara was forty-two years old, an age when most mothers began to think about their retirement—sneak away from the maternity district to find another, less restricted section of the city where it didn’t matter who a person bedded, whether they matched a certain genetic profile or not, because everyone went there for a reason, and no one wanted to talk about the why. 
 
    Maybe that was what she would do someday, when the fineness of her skin had dried itself to lines, and her hair grew thin and lost the shape of youth. Maybe in that distant moment, she could tell stories of a life that wasn’t hers, and the people there would listen and believe it. She’d tell them of a girl who never was a mother, never drowned herself in thoughts of dying boys becoming men. 
 
    ******* 
 
    As usual, the accounts clerk was taking an extended amount of time trying to do what should have taken no time at all, but thanks to the naturally unbiased standardized tests that determined a person’s lot in life, the little fool was stationed at this desk on this day, most likely by the council—at the suggestion of Colonel Bishop, no doubt—to do nothing other than annoy and pester anyone and everyone who walked through the door, namely Mara. 
 
    She sighed inwardly as the lanky, bookish man-child swiped desperately on his pad. “How long is this going to take, Mr…?” 
 
    “Rolstien, ma’am,” he said, almost hesitantly. “I’ve got your documents right here. Miss Echols, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s me,” she said, pressing the “Accept” button on her pad. The files loaded instantly. 
 
    “Sorry about the wait, Miss Echols,” said the boy. 
 
    Obviously new, she thought. He’s probably fresh out of training, maybe even still enrolled. He’ll probably get replaced in a few days. After all, she never encountered the same clerk more than a few times. They eventually got transferred, one after the other. On to bigger and better desks with bigger and better paperwork. What a dull life, she thought. “Thank you, Mr. Rolstien, I suppose, but try to be a little faster next time, will you?” 
 
    “Y-yes ma’am,” he answered. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She turned away, leaving the poor boy with the nagging question of whether or not he pissed off the wrong person. Ah, to be young again. 
 
    At the end of the nearby hall lay her destination, the mother’s lounge. It usually teemed with the new inductees, an occasional veteran among them, though that wasn’t always the case. They held the meetings here—discussions and debates over which of them had developed the better method. Naturally, the youngest were the most enthusiastic, never in short supply of smiles and compliments. 
 
    Mara took a seat on one of the green chairs. There were several tables, dozens of seats, and a podium. Potted plants were scattered throughout the atrium, brought in from the botanical gardens and maintained by local volunteers—rejected applicants and retirees, mostly. But the plants made the air a little sweeter than it should have been, and most would say they enjoyed it. 
 
    The truth was that the lounge was always meant to be elegant, its seats lined with different colors—green, blue, purple, red—hardly a hint of the gray murk that infested the rest of the city. There was a reason the older mothers grew tired of this place—it reminded them of all the things they could never have, an echo of another life outside the closed off silver walls of their hidden metropolis. 
 
    The whole thing gave Mara a headache. 
 
    “Oh, Mara!” called a voice from across the room. “Happy Mother’s Day! I wasn’t sure you were coming.” 
 
    “Hello, Rayne.” 
 
    “Bring your documents?” She said as she scurried over. 
 
    “Of course.” Mara pushed the pad across the table. “This isn’t my first time, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” She snorted. “You know I’m only teasing.” She took the pad and sorted through its files, her eyes widening a bit as she found the right one. “So…this is him?” She showed the picture to Mara, revealing a smiling young boy with dirty blond hair and green eyes. Short for his age. Quick to learn. Quiet. Her son. “He looks quite handsome, Mara. Oh, you always make the prettiest babies!” 
 
    “His name is Terrance,” she said. 
 
    “Terrance? That’s a nice name. Was he a good boy? I’m sure he was! Oh, but you’ve still got the girl, too, right? Has she been asking about him? Seems like she would be. Oh, it’s always so hard on them when they’re separated, but that’s the way it works, right? Give them attachments when they’re young so they develop into perfect law-abiding citizens.” 
 
    “Was there something you needed, Rayne? I have a bit of a headache right now and—” 
 
    “Oh!” she exclaimed. “Did you hear about the quarantine? I can’t believe all those poor people died! Honestly, you’d think the contractors could do a better job insulating the city, but I suppose mistakes happen when you’re way out in the slums like that. Imagine living that far from Central. It’s no wonder the maintenance crews barely make it out there.” 
 
    “If you say so,” said Mara. 
 
    “Anyway, I need to get to my table. Just wanted to swing by and say hello to my old friend.” She giggled and slid the pad back to Mara. “Can you believe it’s already been seven years? Just think, both our boys are finally together, going to school. Isn’t it wonderful? Oh, but I’ll leave you to it. Feel better, okay? And let’s get together sometime soon. It’s been so long.” 
 
    She left smiling, heading back to her table. Poor, annoying Rayne. The woman was always so happy—so full of that tiring, high-pitched banter that never seemed to end. She and Mara had been close once, a long time ago before the program. 
 
    Back when Mara took the AGP tests, she and several mothers were placed into a special bracket of mothers. Each of these women had scored within the tenth percentile, which meant they had first rights to all sponsors and were allowed to produce as many children as they wanted. Mara scored higher than all the other mothers in her age group. Rayne, who was only a few months younger, scored second. A woman’s AGP score became her shield, her authority. A golden ticket. 
 
    A few years later, a young officer named Bishop came to them with a request. When he asked to run his tests, nobody argued. When the injections began, they welcomed them. Embryos, part human and part Variant, became the building blocks of the future. “We’re making a better world,” Bishop told them. 
 
    Months later, a group of soldiers and doctors took the mothers to an exclusive wing of the hospital and had several of their eggs extracted. The eggs would be frozen for safekeeping. 
 
    “No more babies,” Bishop had explained. “Not until it’s time.” 
 
    “Why?” Mara had asked. 
 
    “We need you ready at a moment’s notice. You can’t be pregnant when the time comes.” 
 
    “How long will it be?” 
 
    “Not long,” he had said. “Maybe a year. Two at the most.” 
 
    So they waited. 
 
    It took three years, but eventually a man came to Mara’s door and told her the day had come at last. Mara and Rayne, along with several other women of varying ages, were brought to the hospital and implanted with the seeds of strangers. They had no idea who the fathers were, nor would they ever know. 
 
    Mara’s stomach turned at the memory. Why did it have to be me? She pushed the thought out of her mind. 
 
    The lights dimmed after a moment. Mara leaned back in her cushioned chair, trying to relax. The ceremony was about to start. The matron would begin with a standard introduction, which would immediately be followed by opening and closing contracts. Today, Mara would present her closing contract to the others for review. Today, she would tell them about her son. Not everything, of course, because certain things surrounding him were classified, but she would give them the fodder they wanted—tell them stories and reflections of a boy she didn’t really know, couldn’t know—and it would be a lie. 
 
    A moment passed, and the matron Ava Long stood before the auditorium of whispering youths. She was eloquent, her silver-lined curls bobbing as she stepped toward the microphone. How long had it been since this woman birthed a child of her own? 
 
    “Today we meet again,” Ava said. Her voice was just above a whisper. “Some of you are here for the first time. Others are nearing their last. But here we’ve gathered, not an empty seat among us. All of you with your busy lives and schedules and children, you’ve still found the time to convene together to discuss what really matters…the future of the human race. Because isn’t that why we’re here together now? To bring even more living and breathing people into this world so that things go on? And look at all of you, nearly three hundred, isn’t it? I remember hearing stories from my mother of when there were only sixteen.” She took a breath and smiled. “My, just look at how the world has grown.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 187 
 
    To: Ava_Long, William_Archer 
 
    Recorded February 12, 2327 
 
    BISHOP: We can’t just sit around underground like a bunch of gophers, sticking our heads out every few decades to see if anything’s changed. This city’s falling apart. It seems like every morning I’m getting briefed about another riot, a gas leak, some broken maintenance systems, or a personnel shortage. I’m tired of it. Human beings were never meant to live in a bottle forever. 
 
    I’m giving Archer the go ahead for phase one. It’s about time we got the ball rolling on this project. Ava, I’m requesting a list of candidates—send me your best mothers. The children will need to be at the peak of what we can manufacture, which means following the AGP to the letter—no exceptions or special treatment. Archer, let me know what else you need to finish your work. I’ll try to send you some extra help, at least what I can spare, but it won’t be much. I’m still running a school after all. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    April 15, 2339 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    The auditorium was the biggest room Terry had ever seen. The walls, comprised mostly of large white tiles, stretched up a dozen feet. Blue mats covered most of the floor, except for the areas closest to the walls. The only piece of furniture was a single podium, which sat a few feet away, close to the entrance. 
 
    Terry stood beside John near the center of the room, facing the podium. They were standing about, all the boys and girls, at least a few dozen. Several men—soldiers, John had called them—stood motionless around the walls, facing the children. “Line up in rows of six,” said one soldier. “Wait there and be quiet.” 
 
    Wait for what? Terry wondered. None of the soldiers gave a reason, but Terry could tell it was important. With so many men in the room, it had to be. 
 
    “Hey,” whispered John. “Whatcha think? Maybe they’ll tell us what’s going on.” 
 
    Terry shrugged. “I hope they tell us more about school or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, one of the girls said that’s what it’s for.” 
 
    “One of the girls?” 
 
    “There,” he said, leaning and pointing down the line. “That one on the end.” 
 
    Terry bent forward to look. There weren’t very many girls in their group, so he spotted her easily. He noticed her skin right away—a golden shade of brown—and her shiny black hair hung gently from her head to her waist. She looked very serious—a narrow brow, her eyes focused and staring toward the door behind the podium. 
 
    “Her name’s Mei,” John said. 
 
    “What else did she say?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Not much. I only got to talk to her for a second or two when we were standing outside.” John paused, looking around. “I think I hear something.” 
 
    They both grew silent and listened. Sure enough, there was a rumbling sound, like doors slamming one after another in the distance. And it was getting louder. 
 
    “What is that?” asked one of the boys behind Terry. 
 
    But there was no time for an answer. Instead, the doors beyond the podium crashed open, and a line of soldiers entered. As they filed in from the outer hall, the soldiers took up positions surrounding the podium. They faced the children and slammed their feet against the floor. Their bodies were stiff, and their chests pressed out, with arms gripping both their sides. They looked like plastic toys. 
 
    Finally, one of the soldiers moved behind the podium and stepped up so he was above the rest. To Terry’s surprise, it was the same man he’d met yesterday. Two streaks of gray ran through his dark brown hair. He wore a uniform that was similar to the other men, except it had brown in the places where the blue should be, and there were more pins on his chest and along his neckline. Colonel Bishop, the man in the gray suit had called him. He looked like an old memory. 
 
    Bishop stood quietly at the front, staring at them. A long hush of silence filled the room. It wasn’t until the old man cleared his throat that Terry let himself relax. 
 
    “Listen up,” Bishop shouted, his voice booming. “You’re all here right now because it’s the first day. Yesterday was a test run, just to make sure none of you were sick or half-dead. Lucky for us, you’re all perfectly fine.” He paused a moment, slowly looking from one side of the group to the other. Was he looking at each of them? Was he looking at Terry? “But make no mistake. We aren’t here to coddle you. That was your mother’s job, and she’s not here anymore. All of that is over. Instead, you’ll stand on your own two feet, fully capable of doing what needs to be done. By the time this is over, you will be better,” he said. “The very best we can make you.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    After Bishop’s speech, a few other speakers talked about discipline and day-to-day expectations. When orientation finally concluded, the soldiers escorted the children to a classroom. The walk from the auditorium was shorter than Terry imagined—only a few hallways—but the soldiers kept stopping to reform the children’s lines. 
 
    “Stay together,” one troop said. “Everyone walks in two lines.” 
 
    When the gaps between the children grew too wide, or if one of them accidentally tripped or swayed too much, the entire group had to be stopped and the lines reformed. “Halt halt halt,” the soldier would say, holding up his fist. “Reform the ranks. The trainee has fallen out.” Everyone would stop and look and wait until it was time to move again. By the time they reached the classroom, the group had stopped a total of twelve times. 
 
    “Hold,” the soldier in the front said when they arrived. He held up his fist again. 
 
    Everyone waited quietly for a moment. 
 
    “Is that them?” asked a voice from inside the room. 
 
    “Yes sir,” said the soldier. 
 
    “Well shit, bring them in already. I haven’t got all day.” 
 
    The soldier turned to face the children. “Fall out, quickly. Everyone inside.” 
 
    The children scurried into the classroom. Terry stayed as close to John as he could, but the shuffling of so many bodies in such a small space caused him to get pushed aside. Before he knew it, Terry was at the back of the crowd. 
 
    “Hug the wall with your backsides,” said the soldier. “Line up and face the middle. Hurry!” 
 
    Everyone moved as quickly as possible. Terry found a spot between a blonde girl with freckles and a chubby boy with dark hair. He’d learn their names later, if he could, but right now he had more important concerns. 
 
    “Sir, the trainees are ready,” said the soldier. He was speaking to a man behind a desk on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Great. Now move out, so I can get on with it.” Terry tried to see who was talking, but with so many soldiers in the middle of the classroom, it was impossible. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the soldier. He held up his hand again, but this time he didn’t make a fist. Instead, he pointed his fingers out and moved his entire arm in a circular motion. Without a word, the soldiers left the room. 
 
    “Finally,” said the man behind the desk. “Talk about unnecessary.” Terry couldn’t help but look at the man’s face. His eyes were narrow, surrounded by wrinkles and spots, and he was balding. Shorter than the soldiers, he had a thick gut on him, which made his shirt tight. 
 
    But after a moment, Terry’s eyes moved to the man’s right arm. It didn’t quite look the same as the left one, he realized, although it was hard to tell because he wore long sleeves, keeping his right hand tucked inside his pocket. But there was something about the sleeve that drew Terry’s eye more than anything else, a look that reminded him of home, of his room, of something familiar. And then he remembered: it looked thin and empty, like a shirt left hanging in the closet. 
 
    “Jesus,” said the man, looking around the room. “You’re all still babies.” 
 
    He sighed and picked up a digital pen. “My name’s Henry Nuber, and I’m your teacher.” He made a few swipes with the pen on his desk, tapped it a few times, and his name appeared behind him on a translucent screen. 
 
    “I’ll be your teacher for as long as you’re in this school. It won’t be easy,” he said. “I’ll tell you that right now, but if you do exactly what I say, you’ll have a better time of it. Now, there are twenty-two of you in this room and twenty-two desks.” He started writing with the pen, pausing briefly to stare at the children. “Well, what are you waiting for? Sit your asses down!” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I agreed to do this.” 
 
    John and Terry found each other near the front of the classroom and without a word sat in adjacent desks, Terry on the right and John on the left. Mei took the seat next to John, directly in front of the teacher. 
 
    Once everyone found their place, Nuber continued. “Since your curiosity will no doubt get the better of you, I’ll go ahead and let the secret out now, so it saves me the trouble later.” He jerked his right sleeve out of his pocket, revealing an absent hand. Using his shoulder, he waved the sleeve in the air. “As you can see, I’m missing something.” He gripped the sleeve with his left hand, and squeezed. “All the way up to my shoulder. It happened several years ago before any of you were born. I was working as a contractor and my team was sent to the surface to work on one of the riggies, which are basically power stations that cycle electricity all around the city. I got injured on the way back and lost the arm. It was careless, plain and simple. I was stupid. You all remember that, you hear? Carelessness can get you killed. The outside world is a dangerous place, full of a thousand new and frightening ways that can kill you. Trust me. My missing hand could write a thesis on the subject.” 
 
    So that was it. Terry had noticed there was something wrong with his arm, but he never would have guessed the rest. He tried to imagine the story Nuber told, tried to put pictures to the words he was hearing. But the more he thought about it, the more afraid he became. Terry slouched down in his seat, gripping his right arm. Why would he tell us that? Terry thought. What’s wrong with him? 
 
    “Let’s move on,” said Nuber, tapping his desk again. The screen behind him quickly changed. This time, instead of his name, a list appeared, covering the entire display. As Nuber tapped his desk, the screen scrolled on and on, and for a moment it seemed like it might never stop. 
 
    “This is our schedule,” he said. “Pay attention.” He scrolled to the top and zoomed in on the first line. Modern History, it read. 
 
    “This is your life now, what’s on this list. Nothing else is going to matter. When you wake up in the morning, you’ll come here. When you leave, you’ll go to your dorms and study. There will be two hours of recreational activity every day, but the rest will be filled with this. Any questions?” 
 
    Everyone stared at the display, completely silent. 
 
    The old teacher sighed again. “I swear to God,” he said. “Bunch of babies.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    Nuber spent the rest of the day going over the lesson plan and summarizing everything about it. It was a day filled with introductions: modern history, mathematics, literature, geology, biology. Terry got to know them all. 
 
    “Modern history covers the past two hundred years, approximately,” Nuber explained. “We’ll spend most of our time touching on the events that led up to the Jolt, and then we’ll talk about how our ancestors settled this happy little underground city. 
 
    “Mathematics is exactly what it sounds like, except I’m sure your mommies all covered the basics, so I’ll save my breath. What we’ll be studying will be a bit more advanced. The main focus will be geometry and, by the end of the year, physics. 
 
    “If you look in your desks, you’ll find a pad with a list of books. The pads are filled with all your textbooks, along with several reading assignments, which will be automatically updated and downloaded onto your pads every time I send in a request. These aren’t like the ones you had back home; they were made specifically for this class, which means you can’t download just anything to them.” 
 
    Terry opened the top of his desk and found the pad. It looked identical to the one Mother used for her work, except smaller. He pressed the power button at the top and watched as it came alive. Within a few seconds, he was sorting through a collection of textbooks and novels, moving from one to the next with a slide of a finger. So many weird books, he thought. Argonautica, The Odyssey, The Method of Mechanical Theorems, The Red Badge of Courage, and Meditations. He’d never heard of any of them. What was an Argonautica? He didn’t have a clue. He could barely pronounce it. Was Mr. Nuber serious about this stuff? 
 
    “Next, we’ll be discussing geology, which, for those of you still in diapers, is the study of rocks. If you haven’t been paying attention for the last several years of your lives, you may not have noticed that we live underground and are therefore completely surrounded by rocks. Thus, it would behoove you boys and girls to learn as much as you can about them. Finally, there’s biology, which is the study of living organisms, past and present. Mostly past.” 
 
    There was a sudden knock at the classroom door. Nuber stopped lecturing and walked to it. After a brief exchange with whomever was on the other side, he turned toward the class and cleared his throat. “I have to step out for a moment,” he said. “None of you are to move an inch until I get back. Do you understand? And don’t say a word. If you do, I’ll know. There are voice recorders in this room. Now, go over the reading material until I get back. Or sit there and look stupid. I don’t care. Just don’t talk.” He left and shut the door. 
 
    If ever Terry needed some kind of confirmation that school would be harder than his home lessons, this was it. Geology and biology? Argonautica? He didn’t care about any of it. He only wanted to go home and sleep—run upstairs to his bed and collapse and forget this stupid dream about Colonel Bishop and Mr. Nuber and a school full of strangers and children and books he couldn’t pronounce. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Relax. I have to relax or everyone will see. 
 
    Something tapped his foot and he opened his eyes. It was John, kicking him and trying to get his attention. Terry looked with his best what-do-you-want face. 
 
    John stared at him for a moment, arching his brow. You okay? He mouthed. 
 
    Terry shrugged and nodded, hoping he was giving John the right response. He didn’t want to lie to him, but there was no way to explain how he felt, not without words. He couldn’t say he was trapped, or how he missed his sister, or that everything about this place was strange. All he could do was nod. 
 
    John returned the nod, but this time he did it with a smile. A wide smile, like he knew a joke but couldn’t say it. What was so funny? 
 
    Suddenly, there was a giggle from the other side of Terry. The sound was light, hard to hear, but it was close enough that it pulled him away. 
 
    That’s Mei’s voice. Terry leaned forward to see her. She was looking at John, and smiling, her face a little pink as she held her palm against her mouth. Mei shook her head, still grinning. 
 
    John’s smile turned into a snort as he covered his face with both hands. When he finally removed them, he was biting his lower lip and crossing his eyes, making an awkward, silly face. 
 
    Another boy snickered behind Terry, followed by another. Finally there were several. Before long, it didn’t even matter that John had stopped making the face or what the joke had been in the first place. The laughter had become contagious, trailing through the room, jumping from one child to the next. By now it was clear there was no real joke, that there never had been one, except for the thing inside each of their heads, the one they made for themselves. 
 
    As Terry turned to look at them, he felt his body relax. He looked at John and Mei, at each of their smiling faces. He watched as they laughed at nothing in particular, at the simple idea of it all. 
 
    And then, despite himself, Terry smiled, too. 
 
    ******* 
 
    April 15, 2339 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    Mara sat quietly in Bishop’s office, waiting for him to show. He’d called her in for a last minute appointment but didn’t give the reason. 
 
    Naturally, this irritated her, but she knew better than to show it. Sit still and wait, she thought. Everything in time. She blinked her dry eyes a few times and swallowed. It had been a long week with all the running back and forth to Central, submitting her closing contract to the mothers, and now this. If only she’d been born a man, none of this would be happening. 
 
    Mara glanced around the office at the display cases on the walls and the artifacts they contained. After years of coming here, she’d memorized most of the trinkets in the colonel’s exhibit. In the decades she’d known him, his fascination with the old world had only grown. So, too, had this collection. 
 
    There was a time decades ago, when she’d been impressed by all of this, when she’d cooed and swooned over Central’s rising star. His ideals, his dreams—every convincing word. The whole thing drew her in. 
 
    But no longer. The two barely spoke now and never how they used to. There were no private flirtations, no passionate nights of whispered possibilities. She let go of that a long time ago. 
 
    Besides, Mara was middle aged, and scandals were for the young. 
 
    The office door suddenly opened, and Colonel Bishop stepped inside. “Hope I didn’t keep you waiting, Miss Echols.” Bishop’s voice had a hint of a joke in it. 
 
    “A little over an hour,” Mara answered. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to get a reaction.” 
 
    He shut the door. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Of course not. Now tell me, James, is there a reason behind this, or did you simply miss seeing me?” 
 
    Bishop eased his way to the desk, far from the door, and calmly took his seat. “Of course there’s a reason,” he said. “I promised you a meeting, and this is it.” 
 
    Mara stared at him. “You mean the one we were supposed to have when I dropped off my son? You realized that was supposed to happen yesterday. Are you going to apologize for making me look like a fool?” 
 
    He clasped his hands. “I’m truly sorry, Miss Echols. Please forgive my rudeness.” 
 
    “No,” she said, turning her nose away. 
 
    “Please?” he begged. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, I tried.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s why you’ll never make it very far, James.” It was an old joke. Something his old supervisor had told him many years ago. Since then, she’d repeated it often, whenever he did something that displeased her. It’d been a few years since she’d said the words, but they still felt as natural as they once had so long ago. 
 
    Bishop returned the smile. “Good to see your sense of humor hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Only when I’m here,” she said. “I’m usually quite boring.” 
 
    “I find that difficult to believe.” 
 
    She could see where he was going, flirting with her, so she didn’t answer. Instead, she glanced off, feigning disinterest. 
 
    After a lingering silence, Bishop cleared his throat. “About the boy,” he said with a serious tone. “I had a look at him. Talked to him and everything.” 
 
    Mara tensed up. “And?” 
 
    “Seems like a good kid,” he said, shrugging. “Small for his age, but obedient. You did well.” 
 
    It was nice to hear him compliment her son, but she didn’t let it show. “I did my job.” 
 
    “Right, of course,” he said. “Anyway, we ran some tests on the class. It’s promising.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    A short pause. 
 
    Bishop leaned forward. “Look, Mara, I wanted to ask you something. Pending another test, which won’t take place for a while—pending that, I’d like you to donate again.” 
 
    “Donate?” she asked. “Donate what?” 
 
    He shifted in his seat. “Eggs,” he said. “Like you did before.” 
 
    Mara scoffed. “I can’t believe you just asked me that. Did you forgot about the contract I signed?” 
 
    “No, of course not. It’s why I’m asking you now.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Only because you have to.” 
 
    “What? You think I’d force you if I could?” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t know, James. Probably not. But Archer might. That rat doesn’t care about anything but his work and that lab.” 
 
    “Archer isn’t here,” he said. “The burden is all mine.” 
 
    “I’m too old to do that kind of thing anymore,” she said. “My body couldn’t take another one.” It wasn’t a lie. As soon as she sent Janice to the academy, she’d retire. No more experiments, no more sponsors, no more contracts. “Besides,” she went on. “The whole thing’s a waste of time.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    She blinked at him. “Oh, come now, Colonel. We both know where this experiment of yours is going to end.” 
 
    “Do we?” he asked. “Because from where I’m sitting, everything’s going pretty well.” 
 
    “Lie to yourself if you want, but I’m no fool. Those children don’t stand a chance. You might as well pull the trigger yourself.” 
 
    “You sound so certain.” 
 
    “I think the research speaks for itself, don’t you?” 
 
    “You’re oversimplifying things. None of the others survived the birthing process, sure, but these did. They’re walking around like any other group of kids.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” she asked. “Seventh time’s the charm?” 
 
    “Archer seems to think so.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
    “I think if it doesn’t work, we’ll know soon, and that’ll be it. You can say, ‘I told you so’ as much as you want.” He smiled a wide smile, the same one he always used to give when he thought he was right. “But if it works, Mara, if this group really is the one that pulls through and lives all the way to the very end, well, the future might not be so bleak after all.” Bishop leaned back in his chair. “But we’ve still got a few years left before we start the gene-activation process, so I guess we won’t know for a while.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you anymore eggs,” she said. “After Janice, I’m done. I’m sure you can find more mothers to help you. I’m not the only one around, you know.” 
 
    “But you’re the only one with a near perfect AGP,” he pointed out. “No one else even comes close.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I’m done,” she said. “For all my years, I’m finally out.” 
 
    He didn’t speak at first. Instead he sat staring at her, considering. She didn’t look away from him, either. She was serious about this, and he was going to know it. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, after a while. “You win. No more after this. I promise. If that’s how you want to do it, that’s how it’ll be.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, standing. She started gathering her things. 
 
    Bishop stood with her. “Hold on,” he said. “Before you go, I have a deal for you.” 
 
    She sighed. “What now?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with what we discussed,” he insisted. “It’s about the boy.” 
 
    “Terrance?” She set her bag down in the chair she’d been sitting in. “What about him?” 
 
    “How would you like to meet with me again?” he asked. “About your son. Meet with me to see how he’s doing?” 
 
    This was unusual. Mothers generally didn’t follow up with their children once they left for the academy. It wasn’t illegal or against any particular rule—it simply wasn’t done. Mothers were supposed to stay detached, otherwise they’d never manage to let the children go. What James was proposing now was uncommon, to say the least. The prospect seemed intriguing. “Why would you do that?” she asked, trying to appear resistant. 
 
    “You want the truth?” he asked, walking to the display case nearest to his desk. He stopped in front of two-hundred-year-old baseball. 
 
    “That depends,” she said, watching him. “Will I hate you more or less afterwards?” 
 
    He touched the glass case. A translucent display appeared. It asked for a code. James entered four digits. There was a light click as that particular section snapped open. He pulled the glass back, took the baseball and held it in his hand. “I honestly don’t know,” he said, gripping the ball. He examined it, turned it over in his palm. “I don’t know you well enough anymore to say.” 
 
    She knew he was right. They’d barely spoken in recent years, only passing remarks. They were each so busy. She had her children, and he had his school. “The truth,” she finally said. “I won’t hate you if I can help it.” 
 
    He smiled at the words. “There’s two reasons,” he said. “The first is simple: I like seeing you. I’d forgotten how much before today.” 
 
    He was buttering her up, of course. She could tell that much. James always used to throw out a compliment before the big reveal. 
 
    “The second,” he continued. “Is that I still want your help. I know you’re against it, Mara, but maybe you’ll change your mind once you see your little boy’s doing okay.” 
 
    She paused, letting the anticipation build. “I’m not sure,” she said at last. “I’ll have to let you know about it. You understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, tossing the baseball a few inches in the air and catching it. “I’ll be here.” 
 
    Mara left without another word. She closed Bishop’s door behind her, and made her way through the foyer and out into the street. Her thoughts circled the recent conversation. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do. The prospect of keeping tabs on Terrance was enticing. As James had said, Terrance was the first of her Amber children to live, the only survivor. None of the others had made it beyond the first trimester. When the boy was born, everyone knew they’d entered uncharted territory. During his first few years, doctors came and went, examining and re-examining, but after a time they stopped. They’d begun to relax but not Mara. She never stopped worrying, never let herself forget any of the other failures. And now she had a chance to keep an eye on her little boy—something that none of the other mothers could claim. The real question was should she take the offer? And if she did, what would happen if the rest found out? 
 
    She’d be shunned, ostracized. All her years of garnering respect and prestige would be thrown away. She’d be a laughing stock. 
 
    So what if she was? It wasn’t like Mara had any real friends anymore, and soon enough, she’d be retired. All the gossiping fools in the city meant nothing in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    James had certainly given her a lot to think about. 
 
    The train station was nearly empty when she arrived, with the exception of a young woman and a teenage boy. Mara recognized the girl as one of the newer mothers, not fresh out of the academy, but new enough that she’d yet to sign a contract. She wore a small purse over her left shoulder—blue with a black trim, the kind they sold in the plaza nearby. The boy, on the other hand, was a stranger. Near the back of the platform, dressed in dirty clothes (probably from the slums), he sat silently on the bench. What was he doing all the way in Central? He didn’t have anything with him, at least as far as Mara could see. Was he visiting someone? Why so late? 
 
    The train soon rolled in, filling the platform with thunder and a swirl of hot air. As it came to a stop, the raggedy boy on the bench rose and made his way closer to the other woman. The girl, intently staring at her pad’s screen, paid him no mind. 
 
    The doors slid open, and Mara approached the one closest to her. She watched as the boy and the girl both entered through another door down the platform. The train was completely empty, aside from the three of them. 
 
    Mara took a seat close to the front. The boy inched closer to the girl, who still had her eyes glued to the pad. As he drew near, the doors began to close. Suddenly, he launched himself at her, snatching the purse from her shoulder and dashing back to the platform. The girl screamed and fell back, catching herself on the handrail and dropping her pad. 
 
    Mara snapped to her feet and ran to the girl. “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “He took my purse!” she yelled, still on the floor, pointing at him through the glass. 
 
    The train rumbled as it began to move. The boy stood and watched as it left the platform. 
 
    The girl kicked the floor with her heel, cursing. “Jerk! That was my only purse.” 
 
    Mara helped her stand. “Relax. At least you’re okay.” 
 
    “My mother gave it to me, though,” she said, her voice quivering. “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    Mara didn’t know what to say. The girl could file a report, but the chances of her getting that purse back were basically nonexistent. 
 
    Mara leaned against the window, and watched the buildings begin to slide away. 
 
    As the train passed through the tunnel between Central and the neighboring district, the cab’s lights flickered, and finally dimmed. 
 
    Mara folded her arms, and she closed her eyes. She tried to clear her thoughts, to set everything aside, but she kept picturing the look on her son’s face the last time she’d seen him when she’d said goodbye. 
 
    She trembled. What’s wrong with me? 
 
    She put her forehead on the seat in front of her and felt the warmth of the blood as it rushed to her cheeks. She wanted nothing more than to forget about the boy she’d sent away—the son she’d given up all for the good of her race. 
 
    “Please don’t die,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “Please just stay alive.” 
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    Archer’s Personal Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 06 
 
    Subtitled: Initial Testing 
 
    Recorded August 22, 2316 
 
    ARCHER: I can’t believe the level of stupidity I’ve had to deal with on this project. Just because I’m twenty-nine, it doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’m talking about. And yet that’s the perception around here. My ideas are constantly ignored, not because they’re flawed, but because of my youth. My vigor. My passion. 
 
    I went to Doctor Mayhew yesterday afternoon with an idea, but he rejected it outright. Oh, yes, he nodded along the same way he always does, but I could tell he wasn’t listening, and I knew what the answer would be even before he opened his mouth. What an arrogant fool. I swear he’s already turning senile. And I used to think so highly of him. 
 
    I suppose it doesn’t matter. What truly matters is that I record what I know to be the solution. I need to get it all out. I need to have proof that it was mine first, just in case the old fool steals my idea or if something happens to me. I need the record to show the truth. 
 
    So here we go: 
 
    Regarding compound R2-16V, commonly known as Variant, the airborne catalyst, I, Doctor William Archer, present my findings and hypothesis. 
 
    As the record shows, the solution originally proposed was to modify the cell membranes to block the foreign bodies before they had the chance to infect the cells. Despite all attempts, the results were always the same. Moments after the initial injections, the germ-lines of the embryos appeared to be stable, but a few hours later, the accelerated replication of the cells would ensue. As the cells began to replicate, they would change, sometimes drastically, until eventually deterioration would set in. This process consistently resulted in the death of the cells. Before even a full day, the human cells became completely dead, while the catalyst remained intact, ready to move on to the next organic compound it could find. 
 
    These experiments were being conducted under the presumption that the solution was to strengthen and modify the cell membranes, blocking the catalyst before it could even enter. It was a theory based on centuries of traditional science. And it failed. Why? Because deep down in the back of our minds, we are fundamentally afraid of change. 
 
    But Nature operates on change, on adaptability. If we cannot adapt, we cannot progress. And if we cannot progress, we will die. If we can accept this fundamental truth, we can move forward. 
 
    First, we must accept that the cell membranes are going to be invaded, regardless of any modifications that we make. After hundreds of different scenarios, this has always happened. What I propose, instead, is a forced cellular adaptation, a complete redesign of the cells. The catalyst’s only goal is to modify the organic tissue, but if we beat it to the punch, if we change the cells so that they’ve already modified—a variation that is both Variant and human—the catalyst will move right through the tissue, ignoring it completely. It will essentially look at the cells, see that its work has already been done, and move on. 
 
    The end result of this will be a new race, a new breed of human, but it will be one capable of survival. We’ll be able to breathe the air again; we’ll be able to walk the Earth again. The next stage of human evolution is before us. 
 
    We just have to get out of our own way. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    April 09, 2341 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    It had been twenty-four months—two rough, exhausting years in this pit of a place they called the academy. 
 
    Terry’s eyes burned with sleeplessness. Nearly an hour had passed since the last group left, John being among them. Mr. Nuber had gathered them together in a hurry, threatening referrals to anyone who wandered off or trailed behind. When the class finally arrived at the quad, the nurses called the first two groups in. The rest waited. 
 
    Of course it wasn’t the first time this sort of thing happened. A year in a place like this was no less unpredictable than the first day. They were still pushed around, taken from one appointment to the next with little to no explanation. Even when it seemed like things were settling down, when a few weeks passed by without any interruptions, something always happened that turned them all on their heads. 
 
    Terry sighed, hunching over to rest his head on his knees. It was a little after four in the morning, three hours before the alarm normally went off. It’s too early for this, he thought, but he knew the adults didn’t care. All that mattered to them was that the children were on their feet and ready to go. 
 
    The room they waited in was shaped like an octagon, with nearly all of its sides connected to other, smaller rooms. These rooms, Terry had learned, were originally intended to be labs and offices back when the city was still supposed to be a scientific research outpost. Now, however, the rooms had been converted to storage units, filled with broken hospital equipment and old desks. Terry often wondered what places like this would have been like had things not gone the way they did. How many discoveries might have happened here? How many wonders born between these walls? How many miracles? 
 
    So much for good intentions. 
 
    “This is so stupid,” Alex barked as he continued to pace. His voice jerked Terry’s mind back from the edge of oblivion. “Why are we even out here?” 
 
    “You know as much as we do,” Mei answered. She sat next to Terry, swinging her short legs below the bench. “Why do you care so much?” 
 
    “Because,” he snapped, “I have to know.” 
 
    Mei nodded while he continued to walk around. Terry knew she could argue with him now, tell him he was being stupid or impatient, but it wouldn’t do any good. He’d only get worse. That was the problem with Alex. Instead of learning how to handle his problems, other people had to handle him. 
 
    Mei turned to Terry. “Hey,” she said, placing her palm on his back. “You alright?” 
 
    “What’s wrong Terry?” Alex asked, approaching them. “You gonna cry?” 
 
    “No,” Terry muttered. 
 
    “Looks like it to me,” he snickered. “What a baby.” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” said Mei. 
 
    “You his mother now, too? Guess he needs one since he’s so little.” Alex kicked Terry’s shoe. “Poor little boy can’t talk for himself, huh?” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” said Terry. 
 
    “Or what, huh? What you gonna do?” 
 
    Mei leapt forward off the bench. “I’ll tell Mr. Nuber if you don’t stop it.” 
 
    “Like I care,” snapped Alex. He pushed Mei. She shuffled backwards, nearly falling. “Goober Nuber doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    Terry gripped the edge of the bench. If Alex came at him, at least he’d have a bit of leverage. “Leave us alone.” 
 
    Alex stepped closer. “What did you say, turd?” 
 
    “I said stop it.” 
 
    “Or what? You gonna do something?” He kicked Terry hard in the leg. 
 
    The pain shot through Terry’s limb and into his gut. He squeezed the metal lip of the bench, trying not to make a sound. He wouldn’t give Alex the satisfaction of knowing he’d hurt him. 
 
    “You like that, huh? Feels good?” 
 
    “It’s great,” said Terry, biting his lower lip. He forced a smile. 
 
    Mei stomped the ground. “Stop it, Alex. You’re acting stupid!” 
 
    “Stupid? I’m not the one who likes getting hit. Right, Terry?” He kicked again. Same spot, same leg. 
 
    Terry flinched but suppressed the need to scream. 
 
    “I wanna know why little Terry’s got two moms. How’d you get so lucky, huh?” He pulled his foot back, readying the kick. 
 
    Here it comes, thought Terry, tightening his grip and anticipating the pain. But as Alex’s foot began to move, Terry slid to the side, avoiding it. Alex’s ankle smashed into the bench, and he let out a sharp cry. He fell forward, cursing repeatedly. Terry scrambled away from him, leaping from the bench and toward Mei. 
 
    Alex’s face went red immediately as he gasped heavy breaths, clasping his ankle with both hands. “You idiot! You made me hit my leg.” 
 
    “You tried to hit him first,” said Mei. 
 
    Alex cradled his leg with his hands. “I wasn’t even hitting him hard. He knew I was kidding!” 
 
    The door on the other side of the room suddenly opened, and Mr. Nuber walked through. “What the hell’s going on out here? I can hear you kids all the way inside.” 
 
    Alex got up from the ground. “It was nothing, Mr. Nuber,” he said quickly. “I fell.  That’s all.” 
 
    “You fell?” asked the teacher. He looked at Mei. “That right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Mei. 
 
    Nuber stared back at Alex. “What’d you fall on?” 
 
    “I tripped over my shoe and hit the bench. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “I swear if I have to come back out here, you’re all getting referrals, you hear me? I don’t want to hear anything out of you. Alex, sit down on that bench.” He shot a look at Mei and Terry. “And you two, go sit over there and be quiet. No talking.” He stormed off, back toward the hospital doors, slamming them as he exited. 
 
    Terry didn’t dare look at Alex as he marched to the other side of the atrium. I bet he’s mad, thought Terry. I should’ve taken the beating and let him do what he wanted. But it was too late for that now. He couldn’t change it. All he could do was prepare for the next fight, whenever it might come. 
 
    Mei furrowed her brow. “What a jerk. If John were here, Alex never would’ve done that.” 
 
    She was right, of course. John was the toughest kid in class. If he’d been around, it never would’ve gotten so far. But he couldn’t protect them forever, no matter how hard he tried. Eventually something was bound to happen. Terry had to learn how to stand on his own feet. That was how you became a grown up. 
 
    Nobody talked again, not at the risk of upsetting their teacher. Even Alex stayed quiet. 
 
    Footsteps filled the quiet atrium as the receptionist returned from down the hall. “All of you come with me,” he said, snapping his fingers at them. “You’re the last group for the morning.” 
 
    The students rushed to their feet. He led them through the double glass doors, stopping when they reached a group of men in white coats. “I’m afraid we have to separate you all now,” said the receptionist. “These other gentlemen will escort you to your individual rooms. They’ll ask you a series of questions and run some tests to see if you’re in good health.” 
 
    One at a time, the men approached the children, taking them each through a separate hallway. There appeared to be one adult for every student. 
 
    One of the men approached Terry. “This way, young man,” he said, motioning to another glass door to their left. “Your room is through here, third door on the right. Come on.” 
 
    Terry followed him toward the back of the hall. Along the way, he watched as many of the other children entered their own rooms. As they arrived, the man checked his pad, tapped the screen and muttered to himself. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The doctor will be right with you. Wait inside, and it won’t be very long.” 
 
    “Why did they bring us here?” asked Terry. 
 
    But the man didn’t answer. Instead, he nudged Terry into the room by his shoulder, closing the door. 
 
    The room was small but not at all cramped. There was enough room for two chairs, a bed, and some cabinets. The walls were bright and uncommonly blue. In all the time that Terry had gone to school, in all his many months spent at the academy, he’d never seen a wall with such a color to it. 
 
    After a moment, the door opened. To Terry’s surprise, a woman with glasses entered. She looked at him and smiled. “Hello there,” she said. “What’s your name?” She wore the same coat as the men in the hall, only there was a bit of red on the collar and an extra pocket near her waist. She had her hair in a bun behind her head, the same as his mother often did. 
 
    “I’m Terry.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Terry,” said the lady. “My name’s Doctor Sanders. This is where we get to talk.” 
 
    “Talk about what?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s nothing serious. We’re just going to talk about school. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, sitting in the other chair. “Now, Terry, why don’t you tell me a little about how things are going for you? Are you getting along with your classmates? Any complaints to speak of?” 
 
    Terry had more than a few complaints about school. The food, the teachers, the other students, the way they dragged them out of bed in the middle of the night so a lady in a white coat could ask him a few silly questions. There was plenty to hate, but somebody else, one of the other students, would probably say the same things. Why should he be the one to talk about it? Better to speed things along so he could get on with his day. “No. No complaints.” 
 
    “Are you sure? There’s nothing at all?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Well, alright,” Dr. Sanders said. “Let’s get on with the physical. You’ve had one of these before, I’m sure, so I won’t bother explaining, but if you have any questions you can certainly ask.” 
 
    They went on with it for a while, the doctor poking and prodding, asking questions as she went. She inquired about each of his classmates, how they all treated him and what he thought of them. She asked about how Terry was coping with the school and the change in scenery. She even wanted to know how the blue walls made him feel. 
 
    “Fine, I think,” said Terry. 
 
    “Do you know why they’re blue?” asked Doctor Sanders. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, because the sky used to be that color.” 
 
    Terry considered this. “But not now,” he said, remembering how Variant had made the color different. “The pictures they showed us in class were purple.” 
 
    “Right. Now the sky’s purple. It’s a shame, really.” 
 
    “What are those white things at the top?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Those are clouds. Of course, I’ve never seen a cloud, personally, but the historical vids all say there used to be all sorts. Big, small, thin, fat. A little like people, I guess.” 
 
    “I saw different vids. Not like this.” 
 
    “And now that you’ve seen these, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think I like these better,” he said. 
 
    Sanders nodded. “Okay, Terrence, let’s move on. I have to take your vitals now, if it’s alright. It should only take a minute or two.” She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she took his blood pressure, checked his heart rate, and scanned his stomach with a small handheld machine which beeped occasionally. 
 
    “What’s that do?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Checks your lungs and other organs,” said the doctor. 
 
    “Checks them for what?” 
 
    “Nothing important,” she said. “We have to make sure you’re breathing alright. Your body’s very special, and we have to take good care of it.” 
 
    “Special?” Terry asked. 
 
    The doctor smiled as she put the machine away. “Everything seems to be in order,” said Dr. Sanders. “Follow the hall to the right and you’ll find the exit. Your instructor will be there waiting.” She stood and went to the door. She paused before leaving, then beamed another smile his way. “Hurry up now, Terry. This isn’t your only stop today.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    A crowd of people had filled the foyer in the time that Terry had been in the blue room. Adults walked back and forth from the hospital entrance, oblivious to Terry, small as he was. Strangers now gathered, sitting where his classmates had sat before. He didn’t recognize anyone. 
 
    He stood there for nearly a full minute before the realization hit him that everyone he knew had left. Where could they have gone? Or was he the first one out? His face went warm as his eyes darted around the atrium, jumping from face to face, searching for familiarity. Had they truly forgotten him? Terry had never been alone outside the school before. What was he supposed to do? 
 
    “Terry!” called a familiar voice from the crowd. A few people separated and went about their business, and a fat, bald teacher revealed himself. He waved to Terry with the only arm he had, and Terry waved back. “Don’t just stand there like an idiot,” said Mr. Nuber. “Come on. Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Where is everybody else?” 
 
    “In a classroom, waiting for us. We had to move when the crowds started forming. You’re the last one out.” He grabbed Terry’s shoulder, nudging him to start walking. “Get a move on, kid. We’re trailing behind.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    As they entered a section of the school he’d never been before, a smell like rust and eggs made Terry gag. He clasped his hands over his face in a futile effort to breathe. It was no good. The smell was everywhere. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said Nuber, not even bothering to look at his student. “Just try to ignore it.” 
 
    Easier said than done, Terry thought. “Where are we?” 
 
    “This is Facility Twelve, otherwise known as the Rat Maze, where all the crazy science types work, and where you’re going to be spending most of your time during the next phase of your blossoming education. Aren’t you excited?” 
 
    Nuber had to be joking. The smell alone was like breathing nails, not to mention the fact that it was in a restricted area, far from the dorms and the other facilities. In order to even get there, they had taken the elevator to the sub-section of the school, which had always been a red zone, meaning No Students Allowed, as the signs would say. Not that any of the kids could reach it, anyway. Nuber had to use some kind of card on the scanner in the elevator to get it to take them there. 
 
    They walked along a few corridors until they came to an open door. “After you,” Nuber said. 
 
    On the other side, there was a room full of a few dozen chairs in a square pattern facing a large computer screen. Half the seats were filled with other students. Mei and John were also there, calling him to sit with them. 
 
    “Hurry up and wait,” said Nuber. “That’s the golden rule.” He turned and opened the door again. “Somebody should be along in a few minutes to fill you in. Go have a seat.” He closed the door and left. 
 
    Terry did as he was told and joined the other students. “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    John shrugged. “Guess it’s supposed to be a new class or something.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Remember when we first got here, and Mr. Nuber said he’d be our only teacher? Why would he say that and then stick us in here?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s some kind of advanced program,” said Mei. “We won’t really know until they tell us.” 
 
    “You’re all lost,” a voice erupted from behind them. “Like little rats trying to figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “What do you know about it, Alex?” asked John. 
 
    “More than you three, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Mei rolled her eyes. “Ignore him. He’s just acting tough. He doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    “The hell I don’t! Goober Nuber told me all about it.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you clue in the rest of us? No point in keeping secrets,” said Mei. 
 
    Alex leaned back and crossed his hands behind his head. “You’ll find out soon enough,” he said, staring off to where the wall met the ceiling. “Learn some patience.” 
 
    Before any of them could argue, the door opened, and an older-looking man with balding red hair entered. He took the terminal at the head of the class, waiting until the screen powered on before he spoke. 
 
    “Here we are now, children. Sorry about the delay. My name’s Doctor Walter Byrne. Now, I know this might be difficult to follow for a few of you, but try to bear with me, and we’ll all get through this relatively unscathed.” He pressed a button, which sounded like a hard click, and a picture appeared. It was Earth. “Do you all know what this is?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now who can tell me how this thing relates to all of us?” 
 
    A boy named Roland threw his hand up. “It’s the planet we live on. There are seven continents: North and South America, Asia, Australia, Europe—” 
 
    “Your basic facts are correct, young man, but I was looking for more than what the textbook says. I’d like you to tell me what you see when you look at this thing on the screen?” 
 
    None of them said anything. 
 
    “Anyone?” 
 
    This time it was Sarah, a blonde girl in the back. “Well, we can’t go outside, so we don’t know that much about it except what we read in the books. A lot of people died two hundred years ago and now we can’t go up there anymore. At least, that’s what we learned in our last class.” A few of the other students nodded along. 
 
    “Alright, good,” said Dr. Byrne. “And who can tell me what happened to make it that way?” 
 
    “We can’t breathe the air,” said one student. “It got corrupted in the Jolt.” 
 
    The Jolt. The great disaster that destroyed the world. Mr. Nuber had told them all about it, and about the day it happened—how a great storm erupted in the sky, and people started dying. Not all at once, of course, but fast enough that it was hard for most to understand what was happening. 
 
    It was the air that was killing them, Mr. Nuber had said. But no one knew it at the time. 
 
    Doctor Byrne smiled a little at the answer. “Correct, but what’s in the air, exactly? And how is it killing them? Here, I’ll tell you.” Another click and the picture changed. This time it was a drawing of a bunch of circles, different colors connected to one another with a few numbers and letters in each of them. “This is what happened. Most people call it Variant, a catalyst.” 
 
    The room was completely quiet. Finally, they were going to learn the truth. Maybe this class wasn’t going to be so bad after all. 
 
    “Catalysts are things which cause a reaction or a transformation. Some like this one aren’t consumed by the reaction, so they keep going, moving on to the next thing they find. In this case, Variant latches onto living matter, tricking the cells into thinking it’s friendly and invades them. Here’s where it gets interesting.” 
 
    He changed the slide to show a human cell, with labels scattered throughout the image to show what was what. “Variant has a particular chemical structure making it very peculiar. You see, when it contacts the cell membrane, the cell acts like a friendly body, letting it in without any resistance. Once Variant is inside, however, it changes. And not only itself—it changes the composition of the cell, too. It negatively interferes with cell division, causing an explosive growth of altered tissue. This has the tendency to kill most of the modified cells, generally resulting in the death of the organism. In extremely rare instances, however, Variant actually succeeds in its attempt to transform the organism. When this happens, the specimen changes, adapting to the gas in the process and essentially becoming an entirely new lifeform.” 
 
    Doctor Byrne looked around the room and sighed. “None of you understand this, I take it, but that’s okay. It’s why you’re here today.” He smiled. “But to summarize: if you go outside, you’ll die. And it will hurt.” 
 
    Another click, and this time there was a picture of a baby. “But what if we could fix this problem? What if, one day, children like you could walk on the surface without the need for purity suits? Would you want to go?” The doctor smiled. “My, what wonders would befall us, children? A whole new world of stories.” 
 
    Most didn’t say anything, but there were a few kids whispering in agreement. 
 
    “If you’re lucky, some of you might get your chance to find out. But you have to be strong. You can’t be afraid to do what we ask of you. You can’t be unwilling to take risks. If you can do what I say, and if you think you can handle it, you might just get your chance.” 
 
    Again, the slide changed. This time there was a picture of a man in a white coat, sitting on a stool. His hair was gray and thin, dark spots dotting the edges of his face, and he hunched a little. Another doctor, just like Doctor Byrne, thought Terry. But he wasn’t like Doctor Byrne, not really. This man, the one in the picture—there was something about him. His eyes. They were looking right through him. 
 
    “Doctor William Archer,” said Byrne, turning toward the screen. “Thirty years ago, he discovered a cure for Variant, or as close to one as we’re ever likely to get.” 
 
    The screen went black. “The problem is, you see, the cure to Variant isn’t something you can take. It’s not a pill or an injection we can simply put into somebody and watch it take effect. It has to be bred into you, into your very DNA, all before you’re even born. To do this, we have to get hold of you while you’re still a bunch of chemicals swirling together inside of a petri dish. When you’re still a mere embryo.” 
 
    Embryos. Mr. Nuber had taught them about embryos. It was one of their early lessons. It was part of a two week course about the human body’s growth cycle. They studied fetuses, infants, cell replication, and even mutation. It seemed so useless at the time, but now the lessons made sense. It was all building to this. 
 
    “Some of you might be wondering what all of this has to do with you. ‘Why is this man telling me about embryos and cells and Variant?’ The answer is simple. You are one of those embryos, boys and girls. You’ve already been cured. In fact, you were born that way. Congratulations.” 
 
    Several students shifted in their seats. A tentative voice in the back of the room asked what many were undoubtedly thinking. “What does that mean?” Cole asked. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Does it mean we can go to the surface?” asked Alex. 
 
    The doctor raised his hand. “Yes and no,” he answered. “You can go there soon, but not right now. We have a lot of work to do before you’ll be capable of surviving the transition.” 
 
    Mei raised her hand. “If it’s dangerous, why are we doing it?” 
 
    “Because we don’t have a choice,” said Doctor Byrne. “In order for the human race to survive, we have to get out of the city.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the city?” asked Sarah. 
 
    Doctor Byrne frowned. “Well, like any machine, it’s breaking down,” he said. “Eventually we’ll need to replace it. This means finding a new home—one where our lives don’t depend on whether or not the vents break down or the solar fields start malfunctioning.” 
 
    He clicked off the display. “The future is going to be hard, I assure you. But make no mistake. There will be a reward. Such is life. You work hard enough, and you’ll get what you deserve, so stay the course. That’s all you need to know. If you do everything we say, if you stick to the plan we’ve made and follow the rules, maybe you’ll do what no one else has been able to do in almost two hundred years: stand on the surface and take a breath of fresh air.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Archer’s Personal Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 43 
 
    Subtitled: A Possible Solution 
 
    Recorded March 22, 2318 
 
    ARCHER: How luck seems to be on my side! After months of trying alternatives, I finally managed to stabilize one of the cells for more than a few minutes. Variant took a full three and a half minutes to destroy the cell, beating out the previous record of two minutes and thirteen seconds. The increase is remarkable, and it proves I’m on the right track. Soon enough, I’ll have all the proof I need…and there’ll be nothing Doctor Mayhew can do to silence me. 
 
    Speaking of which, the old fool gave me an order last week to attend the status briefings we give the military each week. I suspect he’s simply trying to get rid of me, but the joke’s on him. If I hadn’t been at the briefing, I never would have met Captain Bishop or the other officers. They all sounded rather displeased with the lack of progress we’ve been making, which is exactly the kind of talk I need right now. 
 
    After the briefing, Bishop approached me with questions. He seemed very interested in Variant and the progress we were making. It was the first time a member of the military ever asked about my work. Naturally, I answered every question with great interest. I didn’t detail all of my thoughts, of course, because that would be stupid, but when he asked how I felt about the lack of viable solutions thus far, I couldn’t help but dig into it. I said I felt the project was meandering, possibly due to poor leadership and a lack of new ideas. 
 
    Innovation, he said to me. That’s what we need around here. A little outside the box thinking! 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    August 05, 2343 
 
    The Maternity District 
 
    Mara took another sip from her drink. She wasn’t drunk, but her face was warm, and her fingers tingled, which meant she was well on her way. 
 
    Ava Long sat before her. She slouched, crossing her legs, a calmness in her eyes. “You know,” said the old woman. “I don’t recall you being much of a drinker.” 
 
    Mara swirled the glass in her hand, reflecting the dim light of the nearby lamp. “I suppose I never was,” she said, taking another sip. She flinched at the taste of it but swallowed anyway. “God,” she gasped. “Disgusting.” 
 
    “Why drink it, dear?” asked Ava. 
 
    “There’s a payoff at the end.” 
 
    “There are better tasting drinks, you know. I see two bottles of synth wine right over there in the corner. Expensive stuff. What you’re drinking here is about as cheap as it comes.” She paused. “Well, unless you count the toilet stuff they make in the slums.” 
 
    “It’s sentimental.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “One of my early sponsors gave me this bottle when I was still a new mother. He didn’t have the money for the quality wine, but I didn’t care. He was sweet, attractive, and he knew how to wear that uniform.” She giggled at the thought. 
 
    “How nice of him,” said Ava. 
 
    “We couldn’t keep seeing each other once the contract was over, of course, and he knew that. So he bought me this bottle and promised one day, when I retired, we’d drink it and be together. Would you ever believe such a thing?” 
 
    Ava smiled. “Sounds like love.” 
 
    “Maybe. But here I am, retired, drinking this awful bottle like I said I would, and where is he?” She snorted into the brim of her cup. “So much for happy endings.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d agree. You got a bottle of cheap wine out of it, didn’t you? It’s something.” 
 
    “Oh, Ava,” she said. “Is that the best you’ve got?” 
 
    The woman sighed. “Alright, fine. Pour me a glass, dear,” she reached for a cup and held it out. “Unless you want to keep it for yourself.” 
 
    Mara tipped the bottle into the matron’s glass. “There you have it, Madam Mother.” 
 
    “You know,” said Ava. “I haven’t drank in ages. You should feel honored.” 
 
    “You don’t have to drink it if you don’t want to. I’d hate to break your sobriety.” 
 
    “Now, now. Don’t assume so much of your friends.” Ava stared into the glass for a moment, blinking. She put the cup to her lips and flung her head back, shooting the alcohol down her throat. She smiled a crooked grin and let out a light burp. “Pardon, dear, and another, please. If you wouldn’t mind, of course.” 
 
    “You’ve surprised me. I never knew we shared a vice.” 
 
    “It was before your time.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a while, hardly looking at one another, waiting. Mara hadn’t expected Ava Long today, or any other visitors for that matter, but here they sat drinking synthetic wine and making small talk. 
 
    The matron rarely came to visit Mara during her mothering days. But ever since her retirement, the two had grown close. She didn’t know why, precisely. When she asked about it, the old woman said, simply, “I was looking for a new friend and you didn’t seem to have much going on at the time.” She often joked like that, and Mara loved her for it. 
 
    Ava came to visit frequently, often once a week. It had taken some getting used to, but now Mara felt comfortable enough to tell her anything. Well, almost anything. 
 
    “So,” said Ava suddenly. “How are things?” 
 
    “Fine,” said Mara. She forced a smile. “You?” 
 
    “It’s been busy. Mother’s Day is almost here. Lots of contracts to approve.” 
 
    “Sounds rough,” said Mara. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so,” said Ava. 
 
    They each took another drink. 
 
    “So, dear,” said Ava. “Is this how you want to do it?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Ava cocked her eyebrow. “Is this how you’re handling the news about your son?” 
 
    Mara shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    The woman giggled. “Come on, Mara. I know he told you.” 
 
    “And you’ve been spying, have you?” 
 
    “Of course I have,” she said. “But I was surprised, honestly. Bishop’s never been one to share that kind of information, although I can certainly see why he did it. You’re the child’s mother, after all. Well, it’s one reason.” She grinned, winking. “I have to admit I was excited for the boy. To hear he’s at the top of the compatibility list…always a good sign. If the procedure works, and I’m fairly certain it will, he’ll make history. Hell, he and the rest of those children have already made history, if you think about it.” 
 
    Mara didn’t answer. 
 
    “Ah, you don’t want to talk about it. Strange, considering it’s been four years since you gave him up. That’s time enough to move on, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Ava Long cocked an eyebrow and stared at her for a moment. She had always been so calm, so professional. For decades, she’d been the idol of the flock, a woman whose influence was vast, who, despite having retired many years ago, continued to be a force in the world. Even Mara had envied her once. “Remember what I said to you the day you agreed to be a part of the project?” asked Ava. 
 
    “You’ll have to be more specific. You said a number of things.” 
 
    “I said you were doing important work. I had faith in you.” 
 
    “I believed it, too,” said Mara, a bit of contempt in her voice. 
 
    Ava ignored the tone. “We were all excited in those days,” she said, running her fingers through the tips of her silver locks. Her eyes grew distant as she spoke. “We had the dream to drive us. A dream, I think, no one truly believed in. But that’s the way it is with dreams. You rarely expect them to come true. And when they do, we’re shocked. 
 
    “At first, you’re happy, because it’s a miracle. You think it can’t be real and you question if you’re worthy. Why this time? You ask yourself. Why was this one different? But rarely do we get an answer. 
 
    “Before long, you start to doubt it. You think the dream’s going to come crashing down on you. Maybe it’s going to explode, killing you in the process. You might even lie to yourself, say you’ll never get attached, but when you can see it and you can feel it and it speaks to you and it laughs and it cries, everything about your life changes. You watch it grow, and as it does, so too, does the fear of losing it. But you can’t stop yourself, because you’re already in love.” She paused suddenly and cleared her throat, shifting in her chair. “It isn’t such a bad thing.” 
 
    Mara took another sip from her drink and sighed. “Let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    “If that’s how you want to do it.” She reached out with an empty glass. “Would you mind?” 
 
    “So that’s it? You’re dropping it?” 
 
    “Look, I didn’t come here to preach to you or convince you. I came here to lend an ear, and if you don’t want to talk about whatever the hell it is that’s bothering you, that’s fine too. It saves me the hassle.” She tossed the poison back into her skull and let out a small hiccup. “Now let’s have another, sweetie. I think I’m starting to remember how all of this is done.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    August 12, 2343 
 
    The Maternity District 
 
    Mara sat quietly in Ava Long’s office, her thoughts scattered. The headmistress had called for her earlier that morning, but she could hardly think of a possible reason. The other night, they’d sat together in Mara’s apartment, drinking thoughtlessly and hardly speaking. In all that time, Ava never mentioned anything important. She never said a word about a meeting. Yet here Mara sat, without any explanation, waiting in the matron’s office. 
 
    The door behind her opened, and she turned to face it. 
 
    “Please hold my calls, Julia,” Ava said beyond the cracked door. “I’ll let you know when I’m done.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said the secretary. 
 
    Ava entered the office, closing the door and smiling. “Sorry for the wait. I got held up.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Mara, standing to greet her friend. 
 
    “Now, now, you sit right back down, young lady,” said Ava, walking behind her desk. “Were you waiting a long time?” 
 
    “Only a few minutes. I was late getting here. The train got delayed again.” 
 
    Ava giggled. “Good. That’s less guilt for me.” 
 
    Mara watched as Ava casually swiped her fingers across the edge of her desk. “I’m sorry about the other night. I didn’t mean for you to see me like that.” 
 
    “What are you going on about? All you did was have a drink.” 
 
    “It was unprofessional,” she said. 
 
    Ava nodded. “That might be true if you still had a profession…or did you come out of retirement when I wasn’t looking?” 
 
    “No, of course not. It’s just that—” 
 
    “It’s okay, Mara. You don’t have to explain anything to me. That’s not why I called you in.” Ava paused, grabbing a pad on her desk. She started swiping through a collection of images. After a moment, she smiled and looked at Mara. “I never told you how I got to be in this position, did I?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve heard stories about it. Rumors, mostly.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re all scandalous lies,” she said, still grinning. “But go ahead and tell me the version you’re familiar with. I’d like to hear it.” 
 
    Mara sighed, immediately filled with regret. Embarrassing the headmistress wasn’t something she’d planned for today. “I barely remember it,” she lied. 
 
    “Try, dear. Don’t worry. I’m sure I won’t be angry. I’ve developed quite the shell for gossip.” 
 
    “From what I remember, the story goes you tagged a high level sponsor, and he helped you out a little.” 
 
    Ava chortled. “How did he help me?” 
 
    “He had political pull, so you went to him whenever you needed assistance. It made you look good to have that kind of influence. After a few decades, it paid off.” She shifted in her chair. “At least, that’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “An interesting theory.” 
 
    “But everyone knows it’s not true. None of the mothers believe it. Well, maybe one or two, but none that I know.” She folder her hands on her lap. “I’m sorry. It’s so silly.” 
 
    Ava smiled, glancing at the pad once more. “I see. So you don’t believe the story?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Mara. “Everyone knows you’d never do that kind of thing.” 
 
    “But why not? Is it really so hard to believe? How do you know it’s not true?” 
 
    Mara paused before she answered. “I guess I don’t. But I’ve seen how you are with the girls and even with me. You’re good at this job. You earned your way.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I didn’t have help. Haven’t you ever taken advantage of a situation before?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, think about it, Mara. A few evenings ago I asked if you’d heard the news about your boy, and you admitted to it. You’re not supposed to know anything about him, right? But you knew plenty. His compatibility rating, his health. I’d be surprised if you weren’t keeping tabs on his grades, too. And all because you know a certain colonel, yes?” 
 
    Mara didn’t answer. 
 
    “Don’t be ashamed,” said Ava. “I’d have done the same thing in your place. In fact, I commend you for taking advantage of the situation like you did…and for being the mother you are. So many others give up their babies to that school and forget all about them until they come back. But not you, Mara. You don’t forget. It’s what makes you a good mother.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, matron.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything, dear,” said the old woman. “I was only curious about it. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about your arrangement with the colonel. It’s your own business.” 
 
    “Thank you, matron.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me matron? We shared a bottle of alcoholic piss together. I’d say we’re more than simple friends now.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “Right,” continued Ava. “So back on point.” She flipped the pad in her hand around so that the screen was visible. It was a portrait of a man. Middle aged, gray hair, a mustache. He wore a military uniform, though the style was outdated. “His name was Alvin,” she said. 
 
    Mara recognized him immediately. General Alvin Stone, ten years deceased, but once the most powerful man in the city. For the better part of a century, he’d controlled everything from the top down. It wasn’t until a few decades before his death that he completely restructured the city’s leadership. He split the mothers and the science department into their own divisions, disseminating responsibilities and power to key individuals. Before that, everything was unified. If it hadn’t been for General Stone, the mothers would still be under the control of the military. Granted, the military still controlled the academy, but they couldn’t tell a mother what sponsor to take or which contract to acquire. Now, they had to go through the matron if they needed anything. 
 
    They had to go through Ava Long. 
 
    Mara blinked, staring at the screen. “Are you telling me that you’re the reason General Stone gave up the mothers?” She leaned forward. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s true, dear.” She set the pad down, patting it with her palm. “And I’m quite proud of it, too.” 
 
    Mara was stunned. The implications of such a thing—did Ava even understand what she was saying? For her to have that kind of power over someone like the general and then for her to manipulate him into completely reshaping the government—it was outrageous. “I can’t believe this,” she muttered. “You’re telling me it was your idea?” 
 
    “Of course. You don’t really think Alvin had the brains to come up with such a bold proposition, do you?” 
 
    “What about the rest of the government? The science department? Did you ask for that, too?” 
 
    “Sort of,” she said. “I couldn’t go to Alvin and ask for special treatment. He’d never do it. I had to plant a few seeds, you know, talked to him about overhauling the system. The science department was part of it, but I didn’t give two shoots about them. All I cared about was the motherhood.” 
 
    “And it worked.” 
 
    “Sure did, honey. No more forced contracts, no more unexpected births. Now, we control our own lives.” 
 
    Mara leaned back in her chair and sighed. “I never knew.” 
 
    “And you can’t tell a soul about it, either.” 
 
    Mara’s eyes drifted to the floor. She scratched her hand with the tip of her nail, uncertain of what to say. “I don’t even know why you’re telling me all of this.” 
 
    “A few reasons,” said Ava. “First, I knew about Bishop, so it’s only fair you know about my Alvin. We’re friends, aren’t we? I trust you not to spread this little rumor around.” 
 
    Mara nodded, but she wasn’t stupid. If she told anyone about Ava and the general, there’d be nothing stopping her from revealing Mara’s clandestine dealings with Bishop. It was blackmail, pure and simple. Then again, she didn’t have to tell her anything. She could’ve said she knew about James and left it at that, but she didn’t. She confided in her. It doesn’t make any sense, thought Mara. 
 
    “Then, there’s the other reason,” said Ava, grinning. “The same reason I called this meeting.” She leaned forward. “I’m retiring, dear, and I want you to replace me.” 
 
    The words lingered in the air like steam. 
 
    “Mara? Honey, did you get all that?” 
 
    “I don’t understand. You’re…retiring?” In all Mara’s years of mothering, Ava Long had always been the matron. She and the motherhood had nearly become synonymous. It was hard to imagine one without the other. 
 
    “Any week, now,” Ava said. She ran her fingers through her silver hair. “I’ve been at this game long enough. I think it’s time.” 
 
    Mara didn’t know what to say. The idea of the motherhood going on without its matron was difficult to imagine. Ava had a hand in almost everything in the organization, while also acting as its representative to the rest of the local government. Her absence would leave a gap in both the motherhood and the political power pool—a gap that, given the chance, Bishop and Archer would undoubtedly try to exploit. If the mothers weren’t careful, they’d lose the autonomy that Ava Long had fought so hard to win them all those years ago. 
 
    “Tell me what you’re thinking,” said Ava. “Go on. Don’t keep it all to yourself.” 
 
    Mara hesitated. “It’s a mistake. You’re too vital to the program. What are we supposed to do without you?” 
 
    “We? And here I thought you were retired.” 
 
    “I am,” said Mara. “But that’s not the point.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” The matron stood, pushing the chair back with her thighs. “You say you’re done with the job, but you certainly don’t act like it. You’re more involved now than ever before.” 
 
    Mara scoffed. “Maybe I’m fitting into retirement, then, growing old and having opinions about politics. That’s normal.” 
 
    “Maybe it is,” Ava mused. “Or perhaps you’ve got regrets about leaving.” 
 
    Mara rolled her eyes. “Hardly.” 
 
    “No?” taunted Ava. “You’re spending so much of your newfound freedom talking to Bishop and me, discussing things retirees shouldn’t be talking about. You’re more a part of this world now than you ever were before. Don’t you find it interesting?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just bored.” 
 
    “Or maybe you’re hungry,” said the matron. She walked around to Mara, gliding her fingertips across the surface of the desk. “I’ll need a replacement, you know. Someone who understands the system, who knows how to get things done. I’ve got my eye on someone, but I haven’t asked the question yet.” 
 
    Mara wanted to stop her right there, to tell her no before she even asked. Instead she said nothing, only watched and listened as the old woman said what was already floating in the air. 
 
    Ava nodded at her. “I’m talking about you, Mara.” 
 
    There it was, plain and unmistakably clear. If Mara was going to turn her down, now would be the time to do it. She stared down at her palms. They were trembling. She was so nervous. 
 
    Ava went on. “I’ll admit, dear, I had ulterior motives for visiting your apartment. I wanted to see how you were handling retirement…to gauge whether or not you were right for the job. I wasn’t sure at first, but I am now.” 
 
    Mara clasped her hands and shook her head. “How can you say that? I was a wreck the other night.” 
 
    “A wreck?” Ava asked. “Hardly. You were restless. Don’t pretend with me, dear. I’m not your colonel or your child. I’m your matron, and I have been your whole life. Do you think I don’t see what’s going on? You can’t handle retirement. It’s not who you are. Even now, the gears in your head are turning, trying to figure out how to deal with this situation…what you should do. You can’t stop thinking, and so you can’t stop acting. It’s the reason you still have those meetings with Bishop, and it’s why you won’t decline my offer. You care too much about this world, Mara, and the cracks in your armor are starting to show.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like you’ve left me much of a choice,” said Mara. 
 
    “Would it make you feel better if I asked you directly? Alright then, how about it? Do you want to become the most powerful woman in the world or don’t you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 225 
 
    Recorded November 18, 2343 
 
    BISHOP: Are we fully prepared for the next phase? 
 
    ROSS: Yes, sir. The gym is being converted as we speak. We’ve also outfitted the battle gear with bio-sensors in order to monitor their vitals. Everything should be completed by the end of the week. 
 
    BISHOP: Good. Tell Henry to start the combat training as soon as it’s done. 
 
    ROSS: Are you sure we shouldn’t wait until after the exposures? 
 
    BISHOP: We need something to compare our results with. We put them in the arena now while they’re still normal, then watch what happens once they’re exposed to the gas. It’s the only way to see how drastic the changes are. 
 
    ROSS: Does Archer actually expect them to change all that much? 
 
    BISHOP: Not at all. In fact, he’s expecting minor physical changes. 
 
    ROSS: Then why put them through the drills, sir? 
 
    BISHOP: Two reasons. The first is that placing them in a situation where they’re forced to test themselves is the best way to see where their limits are, both now and after the exposures begin. We need to see what they can do under stress. You can’t get those results by sticking them in a classroom. We need their hearts pumping, their muscles aching. They have to be pushed. 
 
    ROSS: And the second reason? 
 
    BISHOP: Simple. They need the training, Ross. Remember where we’re sending them. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 11, 2344 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    The new classes were different. Completely different and not in a good way. They had jumped, maybe even dived, from subjects like algebra and basic history to others like genetics and physics. What was even stranger was the fact that the students were now required to pass a combat efficiency class. It was a break from the books, sure, but why did they have to learn how to use a gun or a knife? When would they ever have to kill somebody with them? John said maybe it was for when they got to the surface, but if nobody was actually there, which was probably true, what would be the point? 
 
    That was all assuming they even let Terry go to the surface. The instructor said it could happen, but never that it would. Despite Doctor Byrne’s optimism, there was no guarantee that the children could make the transition. It might all be a pipe dream. 
 
    “It’s not good to think so much about it,” John said one afternoon in class. “They told us it probably wouldn’t happen anyway, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Terry said. Besides, he didn’t know if he even wanted to go. 
 
    Mei’s head popped out from behind John. “Hey, what are you talking about?” she asked. “Of course we’re going to go.” 
 
    John let out a sigh. “Come on, Mei, don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of hope, John. It’s a matter of fact. Use your head and you’ll see. I’ve got the highest GPA in the class, and Terry’s right behind me. You’re the best athlete, and your grades aren’t that bad.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Look, I’m just saying we’ve each got a pretty good chance of getting chosen.” 
 
    “Why would they care about our grades?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Because you need all kinds of people,” she said. “Once we’re up there, someone has to use the equipment.” She looked at John. “Smart people. You know, so they won’t mess it up.” 
 
    John frowned. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Mei, patting him on the shoulder. “You can be there to protect us while we do the important stuff.” 
 
    “You think they’d let me?” he asked. “Would I get a cool gun, like the soldiers?” 
 
    “Probably, but I don’t know what you’d use it on.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Terry. “It’s not like there’s anybody there.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s other stuff,” said John. 
 
    “Like what? There’s nothing around but dirt and rocks,” said Mei. 
 
    “Rock monsters, duh!” 
 
    Terry laughed. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “They’d be ten feet tall, big and tough,” said John. “Some would even have boulders for heads.” 
 
    Mei covered her eyes. “Oh, no!” she cried. “What should we do?” 
 
    John pretended to hold an invisible gun. “Don’t worry, guys! I’ll protect you.” 
 
    Mei giggled. “Thanks, you’re the best.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said, grinning. “Somebody’s gotta protect you little geniuses.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    July 19, 2344 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    Terry moved with the gun across his chest, pointing the barrel toward the ground. He was having an easier time today. The rifles were new designs—less bulky than the last ones—and he quickly discovered a better way to carry them. Each of the weapons had a small hook near the trigger, making it possible for Terry to attach the weapon to his vest. He wasn’t holding it so much as he was wearing it on his chest. It was still heavy, but now at least he could gather enough strength to aim and move. The hook made everything so much easier. 
 
    He lowered his visor and moved into the arena. It was darker than the last time, meant to simulate the night. There wouldn’t be much light on the surface, Nuber had said, so of course they’d need to practice using the goggles, otherwise known as the MX-09. 
 
    The MX-09s were a set of goggles that allowed the wearer to switch between several kinds of vision, including infrared, night, and standard vision. It was the first time Terry had ever used them, but it didn’t matter. The basics were simple. Infrared only showed warm bodies and nothing else, leaving most of the room in darkness. It was only really useful in open areas. Because of this, some of the other students seemed to be favoring night vision. It let the wearer see everything in shades of bright green—disorientating at first, but bearable once you got the hang out it. 
 
    Terry flipped between the three views and began to plan his attack. He’d begin in infrared so that he could find his opponents, then back to the night vision when he decided to move around. He fumbled with the controls at first, sometimes forgetting which direction he needed to spin the wheel to get the type of vision he wanted, but after a while, he got the hang of it. Once he thought he was proficient enough, he found a post and watched the others move through the battlefield. He spotted four opponents total. They moved frantically, mostly without any purpose. He wondered which setting their goggles were on, but as he observed them, it became more apparent. The one on the left is using infrared. He’s just sitting there, ducked behind a cube. The other one to the right is using night vision because he’s staying low and moving, but he has no idea where anyone is. Had none of them thought to use both? 
 
    Oh, sure, the others were probably changing them every few minutes, but Terry had taken to switching every few seconds. Between that and the newly discovered hook he’d found on his weapon, things were looking up. Now all he needed was a kill. 
 
    The one using the infrared—he’d be the easiest. He and another student were currently exchanging fire. If he hurried, Terry might be able to steal a kill without getting caught. 
 
    He dashed, his gun still hooked to his vest. He stopped quickly, switched his vision back, and saw the glowing red of the enemy, still in the same place. He’s pinned, thought Terry. Now’s my chance. 
 
    He ran to the rear of the target, unhooking his weapon and setting it on the cube nearby. He aimed it at the unsuspecting student’s backside and felt his hands trembling. Terry was clumsy with the gun, the metal difficult to grasp, and it was heavier now in his arms, heavier than when it was on his vest. He was careful, though, and he waited until he had the shot. He switched between the two visions a few more times, trying to decide which one provided the easiest kill. He decided on night and fired. 
 
    There was a loud buzz over the intercom, and Terry heard the computer say, “Player Three retired.” The “retired” soldier threw his arms up in a fit of aggravation and walked toward the exit. Once he departed the arena, another signal to continue followed. 
 
    He watched the remaining two soldiers, their sights now turned on one another. Terry moved the wheel to infrared and ducked behind the cube. He watched the red blur shift and move a little, placing his weapon on the mount and facing the other player. The student didn’t appear to be worrying about Terry at all. Perhaps he didn’t view him as much of a threat. Maybe I can use this, Terry thought. 
 
    He switched back to green, hooked his weapon, and moved along the outer wall of the arena, staying as far out of the others’ views as he could manage. 
 
    About halfway to the next cube, the buzzer rang and the computer’s voice erupted from the speakers. “Player One retired.” Another dead, but not his target. The signal to continue followed quickly, and Terry dashed to his next cube, his point of attack. 
 
    He made it, but he immediately took a knee and unhooked the metal weight he called a gun, placing it on the floor. He panted for a moment and once composed readied his position, switching to red and locating the target. 
 
    He took aim, carefully, slowly, and fired. He missed. The other player returned fire, sending several beams of light in his direction. Terry fell to his knees, dodging them. Almost lost it, he thought. 
 
    The enemy continued firing light beams a foot above his head, making it impossible to get a view. He flipped to green and scanned the area. The cube nearby extended to another, which had a mount in the middle, allowing for some firing cover. I need to keep him focused on this spot. Terry lifted the rifle above his head and fired blindly in the other direction. The enemy returned fire overhead. 
 
    Terry moved along the little walls until he found the elevated mount and switched between red and green. He focused his aim and fired at the unsuspecting student. 
 
    The buzzer sounded. “Player Four retired,” the digital voice announced. The lights immediately came on. 
 
    “Alright, everyone out of the arena,” said Mr. Nuber. 
 
    Had Terry actually won? He decided not to ask. Using the hook might be a violation, which meant he could get into trouble. 
 
    He placed his weapon on the rack and approached the rest of the group as it formed. Mr. Nuber was already talking. “It went alright, this being everyone’s first time with the new goggles. I won’t ask you how they felt, because frankly it doesn’t matter. You’ll have to get used to them. What I will ask is how many of you stuck to only one viewpoint for most of the battle? Don’t lie to me, because I have recordings of each and every one of your feeds from the drill.” Most of them raised a hand. “That’s what I thought. Now, how many of you rotated them? And I don’t mean once or twice or even five times. I mean often. At least once every ten or fifteen seconds.” He looked around. Only a few hands went up, including Terry’s. “One, two, three. Seems about right. Three out of twenty-two used those goggles correctly. And according to the data I’ve got, those three were also the winners in their designated arenas. Interesting, don’t you think, class?” They all nodded. “Of course it is! Now you’ll have about two days to get used to switching between those two types of sight. Afterwards I’m gonna enable a third. A few days after that, a fourth.” Some of the students gasped. Terry couldn’t blame them. It was difficult enough to switch between two, let alone four. 
 
    “It doesn’t end there,” said Mr. Nuber, almost grinning. “You’ll get to experience some other upgrades in time, and you’ll need to learn how to utilize them all without question. No stopping to think about if it’s the right situation or if you have enough time. You’ll just do it and that’ll be it. We’re gonna rewire your little brains to do all kinds of things. Believe me when I tell you that multi-tasking is everything in combat. If you can’t keep up, you’re dead, so you gotta be quick about it.” 
 
    After that, and to Terry surprise, he dismissed them. Not a word about the hook. Maybe he’ll talk about it tomorrow, once he looks at the feeds. 
 
    But when the next day came, Terry used the hook again, and Mr. Nuber acted as though it didn’t matter, going on instead about how they needed to be faster and less clumsy. Move around the battlefield. Don’t stand in one place the whole time. You can’t hit a target if you’re only using infrared. Think of night vision like it’s your normal vision, and then switch to red and do a quick sweep to verify your enemy’s position, and do it often. Come on, idiots. You can do this! 
 
    So Terry didn’t stop…and Nuber never brought it up. Maybe it really is fair, he thought on the third day. Maybe that’s the point, to do whatever you can to win. So he started trying other things he wasn’t sure about, other tactics and tricks to give him the upper hand. He left his shoes and other pieces of his gear behind a cube in order to move quietly and faster through the arena. The others still saw him with the infrared, but he didn’t get so exhausted from all the extra gear anymore and he was able to go longer without stopping. As a result, he got more kills. Another day he moved a few of the smaller cubes around to form a kind of structure, hiding behind them and observing the others as they fought their little battles. At the end of the fight, when only one remained, Terry emerged and grabbed the kill, winning the match. 
 
    He was never criticized for his tactics. Every time he tried another scheme, a way to beat the system, Nuber said nothing and let him go on cheating. So Terry began to win. Not often, but still enough for it to matter. Enough that he wasn’t the slowest or the weakest in the class anymore. Instead, he was somewhere in the middle. Better than terrible. Worse than okay. It was mediocrity. Wonderful, beautiful, unnoticeable mediocrity. 
 
    ******* 
 
    December 23, 2344 
 
    The Maternity District 
 
    Being the matron was hard work. 
 
    Mara had never been a part of the administration, even in her later years as a mother. Her only experiences were with raising children, organizing, performing and closing contracts, and being the occasional mentor to a younger sister. In all that time, she’d never been asked to play the politician. 
 
    Now things were different. Now she was the matron. Every day when she arrived at her newly furnished office, two or three dozen emails awaited her attention. They ranged from contract approvals to additional supply requests to petty complaints and even gossip. Nearly all of them claimed to be an emergency. 
 
    It didn’t take Mara long—little more than a week—to learn how to filter the letters. Grouping the contract approvals together, for example, streamlined her work and made it easier to quickly and efficiently respond to each and every email. Within the month, once she’d managed to establish a routine, it only took an hour and a half to get through the entire inbox. 
 
    This was a necessity, she quickly realized, since she was also required to attend several weekly meetings. Every morning, she met with her senior staff who oversaw the everyday work required to keep the wheels in the organization turning. She had meetings with the science department and the military separately, then she had joint meetings with the science department and the military. Bishop and Archer never came, claiming they were too busy to be pulled away. Gone were the days when the three heads of state gathered together to discuss their business. Now Archer and Bishop met privately without Mara, or so she had heard. In their stead, they sent subordinates, usually Captain Avery Ross and Doctor Byrne. Each was pleasant enough, but every meeting became a reminder of the other leaders’ disapproval, and it made Mara hate them all the more. 
 
    Byrne seemed fine, but he sometimes rambled a little too much and lingered a little too long. Mara suspected it had something to do with his age. He was nearing seventy-five and was rapidly losing his capacity to give a shit. 
 
    Ross wasn’t bad, not like some of the other military officials—or brats, as the mothers liked to call them. The captain carried herself well, acted respectfully to everyone she met, no matter the person’s designation, and always spoke in a manner that was both direct and dignified. The fact that she was a female had surprised Mara, given that most girls were adopted by the motherhood when they were still in the academy. Not many women were chosen for the military arm of the government, and the few who either had defective reproductive organs or bad genes. It was unclear which of the two categories Ross had fallen into. Either way, military women didn’t make it very far in the ranks, generally never getting above a first lieutenant. Ross, however, reported directly to Bishop, the most powerful of all the brats, and she’d been doing so for several years now. 
 
    Today, Mara was meeting with Captain Ross alone. The topic of discussion, according to the email she’d received, was to be the further acquisition and relocation of mothers for the Amber Project. The Amber Project being, of course, the very same one that Mara had once been recruited into, herself. Now, it seemed the military wanted more. 
 
    Mara supposed it must be a good thing. After all, if their confidence was high enough to warrant such a request, the children must be doing well. And ever since she’d taken over the role of matron, her meetings with James had stopped. There was no explanation for it. She’d simply shown up one day at Central, waited over an hour, only to be turned away by Captain Ross. “The colonel can’t meet with you today, ma’am,” she had said. “He sends his regrets and promises he’ll contact you for a follow up.” But the meeting never came. Bishop had completely phased her out. 
 
    The surface of Mara’s desk brightened, and a display screen appeared. There was a flashing icon in the center—a white telephone receiver—indicating a call. She tapped it. “Matron?” called the receptionist. Her voice was coming through the speaker at the corner of the desk. “Matron, your ten o’ clock is here. Shall I send her in?” 
 
    “Yes, Julia, please do.” 
 
    A moment later, the office door opened and in marched Captain Avery Ross. She was wearing the blue and white dress uniform, same as she always had and probably always would. The uniform was pressed, smooth, and seemed to fit her like a glove. Ross was a bureaucratic soldier. She sat in meetings, answered emails, and worked behind a desk. There was never a situation in which she didn’t—where she couldn’t—look her best. 
 
    And today Captain Avery Ross looked wonderful. Her hair, a chocolate brown, was pinned up so as to adhere to the strict military dress code, though anyone could tell how much care had gone into its maintenance. The woman’s eyes were large and innocent, a seductive shade of cerulean blue. 
 
    Ross would have made a wonderful mother. She could have had any man she wanted, procured any contract she desired. Instead, through the irony of nature, her biology had betrayed her. 
 
    Even beauty had its price. 
 
    The soldier closed the door, stood silently in a position known as parade rest and waited to be acknowledged. She would wait, Mara knew, for hours. 
 
    “Sit down, Captain. It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said the soldier. She took the only seat there was to take, right in front of Mara’s desk. “Whenever you’re ready, we can proceed.” 
 
    “Go right ahead,” said Mara. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Ross. She took out a pad and handed it to Mara. The pad had a list of several names on it. “These are the candidates we’re requesting.” 
 
    “I see,” said Mara, staring at the screen. The list included twenty names in total, many of whom she recognized. Tara Combs, Christina Medley, Sabrina Patterson, Patricia Dewey, and Lilian Summers, to name a few. 
 
    In that moment, Mara couldn’t help but picture Ava Long sitting where she sat now, looking over the same desk, staring at another bureaucrat, at a very similar, very familiar list with Mara Echols among its candidates. What thoughts did the first matron have when the messenger from Central had handed her that pad, showed her the list, and asked for her approval? Did she waver, as Mara did now, at the thought of signing such a thing? Did she falter? 
 
    Mara stared with empty eyes at the text on the pad, the words blurring as her thoughts began to trail and circle. 
 
    After a moment, Ross continued. “Once you sign off on the transfer, and pending their own agreement, the candidates will be moved to the northern wing of Stone Hospital, third floor. They’re to stay there for a total of three weeks, long enough to get through the initial tests and injections. Afterwards, they’ll be returned to their living quarters in the maternity district.” 
 
    Mara didn’t answer, didn’t look away from the pad in her hand. Ross had said “pending their own agreement,” implying that the women had a choice in the matter—the same they had given her when she was in the program. But still, propaganda was propaganda, and Central would tell the mothers whatever they needed to in order to get them to sign their lives away. “It’s for the greater good,” they would undoubtedly say. “We’re building a better world.” 
 
    The thought turned her stomach. 
 
    “If you’d like, I can call for Doctor Byrne. He can give you a detailed summary of the procedures, as well as the improvements he and his team have made since you were…since you were part of the project. The candidates will be very well taken care of, I assure you.” 
 
    “Mothers,” muttered Mara. 
 
    Ross hesitated. “Ma’am?” 
 
    Mara finally set the pad down. She stared at Ross. “They’re mothers, not candidates,” she said. “Hell, call them women, call them girls, call them anything but that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” said Ross, with a sincere tone. “I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    Mara sighed. “No, I don’t suppose you did,” she said. 
 
    Captain Ross shifted in her seat. “If you’d like, I can come back another time.” 
 
    “God, no,” said Mara. “Tell me what you’re here to tell me, and let’s get this whole thing over with.” 
 
    “There’s not much else to tell, ma’am,” said Ross. “They need your authorization for the transfer of the candidates…the women, I mean, and that’s it.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” said Mara, flatly. 
 
    Ross was noticeably uneasy. “I can tell you’re upset,” she said. “What would make you feel better about this?” 
 
    Mara looked back at the pad on her desk. She wanted to pick it up and throw it across the room, break the damned thing to pieces. Each of those girls—none of them had been a mother for more than five years. They were more like sisters than mothers, hardly wise enough to make the right decision. They didn’t know anything. 
 
    But Mara knew. She’d lived their lives already or at least the hypothetical version of it where they said yes, where the system stripped them of any sense of morality—turned them into government incubators. 
 
    A sudden flash of a hospital bed floated over Mara’s eyes. Blood poured out from between her legs as the doctor pulled the baby out. She had cried, screaming in pain from the torture of another failure. “Let me see him!” But the doctor didn’t answer. Instead he placed the lifeless form in a bag and handed it away. That had been the first and the most difficult. 
 
    But it’s for the greater good, James’ voice said in the back of her mind. Even in his absence, James Bishop still haunted her, begging for more and more of her soul. She imagined being in his office, sitting across from him, listening to him argue passionately, authoritatively, bellowing words in a voice she could listen to for hours. He spoke with such conviction that it was easy to understand how so many, including herself, had been enchanted by him. He was a born leader, an alpha male in a den of jackals, looming over them all with a welcoming hand, offering promises of a better tomorrow. Part of her agreed with every word he preached. 
 
    After all, everything about his plan had made sense. That was why she had originally agreed to it. Humanity needed this. It required the sacrifice. It required all the sacrifices—every one of those children’s lives. How else was mankind ever going to rise from its crumbling ant hill? But even though she understood it, even though it was all perfectly logical, in her heart she didn’t care, didn’t give a damn. She’d witnessed the fruits of this program firsthand, along with several other mothers, and she wasn’t about to let those tragedies repeat themselves. The pain and trauma of what she’d endured—no one deserved to repeat that. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what would make me feel better, Captain. How about your boss comes down here and talks to me himself? Or better yet, how about some disclosure on what he’s doing over there?” She picked up the pad with the names and extended it to Ross. “Here,” she said. “Take this back. I’m not signing it.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “You heard me, Captain. Take this back to your master and tell him the motherhood declines his offer.” 
 
    Ross stood quickly, grabbing the other end of the pad, but Mara grasped it even harder. She stared into her eyes. “There will be no transfers,” said Mara. “No more military incubators. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. If that’s your decision.” 
 
    Mara released the pad. “It is.” 
 
    Ross paused. “You’re protecting them. I get it. You’re responsible for them now.” 
 
    “Just tell him what I said, please.” 
 
    Ross nodded slowly. “The colonel will want to know why,” she said, placing the pad under her arm. 
 
    “If he needs a reason, he can ask me himself,” Mara said. She didn’t like being mean to Ross. The woman had never done her any harm. But Mara couldn’t let up. She had to send a message to Bishop, and the messenger had to believe it was true. These words aren’t meant for you, she thought. Take them back and deliver them like bullets. 
 
    Captain Ross went to the door. She held the knob. “I’ll tell him for you, and I’ll do my best to make him understand.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Archer’s Personal Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 58 
 
    Subtitled: A Possible Solution 
 
    Recorded April 04, 2319 
 
    ARCHER:  Unbelievable. The embryo has accepted the cocktail! Not only that, but it is already beginning to show signs of molecular fusion. If the process continues to proceed at the rate I expect it to, the subject should achieve an acceptable level of atmospheric tolerance by the time it reaches the implantation phase. 
 
    Ava Long has expressed concern about the mother’s health in this…whether or not the foreign half of the embryo’s DNA will somehow “infect” the mother’s…but I have assured her that there is nothing to worry about. Even if there was, one would think it would be an acceptable risk, given the scale of such an endeavor. We aren’t trying to cure some silly disease, like the measles or chickenpox. We’re changing the very way the human race is going to exist. After listening to the old woman preach her little sermons, talk about how the future depends on us, I thought she would understand. Of course, as has always been the case, I appear to be the only one who truly knows what is at stake here. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 09, 2345 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    “Today, there will be no class,” said Mr. Nuber. “Today, we are going on a trip. I’m sure you’ll all enjoy it.” There were several moans of disappointment, because of course it would not be enjoyable. Trips never were. The last one they took was to the doctor a week ago, and it wasn’t fun or enjoyable in the slightest. 
 
    They walked through the corridors for nearly twenty minutes, passed the other classrooms, the dorms, the medical bays. Before Terry knew it, they were in a place he had never seen before, a part of the school that wasn’t a school, the part that was something else. 
 
    They entered a room with several chairs but no desks. “Sit down,” said Nuber. 
 
    They did. Nobody said anything, not even Alex or Cole. They sat for what seemed like forever. 
 
    Then, there was a sound—a door opening. It pierced the room like a child’s scream, quick and sharp, and a man walked in—balding white hair, wrinkled, spotted skin, and a set of eyes that Terry instantly recognized from the slides he’d seen almost a year ago. 
 
    Nuber looked at the man and nodded. “This is Doctor Archer. He’s gonna talk to you all for a while, so listen up and pay attention. It’s important. Very important, so if I see any one of you acting up, even a little, I’m gonna walk over to your seat, quietly pull you out of the room, and positively, absolutely beat the stupid right out of you.” He walked to the back of the room and sat down. 
 
    Archer approached the podium at the head of the room. He cleared his throat. “First, let me explain where you are,” he began. “This is a lab, but it isn’t like the other labs you’ve been to, where you had your blood taken or the doctors looked into your ears and asked how you felt. We don’t do any of that here. This lab is special, designed specifically to test your DNA. We do this in order to see whether or not you are capable of surviving on the surface.” 
 
    The children stirred. 
 
    “What you will experience will be unpleasant,” he continued. “Of this I have little doubt, but you must endure it. I will not stop because you are afraid or because it hurts or for anything. What we are about to do is far too important for that.” He paused a moment, looking at them, scanning them, until his eyes caught Terry’s, and they lingered for a moment longer than they should have. 
 
    In that moment Terry saw a kind of—awareness, maybe. These eyes knew something more than what the doctor was letting on. This was the person to watch, the one Terry should listen to. Not the teachers or the soldiers, but this man, this Archer. 
 
    “I shall call you in shortly,” said the doctor. “One at a time, beginning in no particular order, until each of you has experienced the chamber.” 
 
    The chamber. The words seemed to linger in the air like an old smell. Archer had spoken them with such finality that they were all Terry could remember, even as the doctor left the room. What was this chamber? What purpose did it serve? 
 
    Mr. Nuber coughed to get everyone’s attention, the way he did in class sometimes. He was once again at the head of the room, waiting patiently. “The doctor is going to call you individually using the intercom. When he does, get up and walk on in. You don’t have to wait for anyone to come out or anything. Just go.” 
 
    The intercom system roared to life, and Terry heard Archer’s voice enveloped in static. He was calling for the first student, Bradley, who quickly stood and walked to the door. 
 
    Every eye in the room watched him go, including Nuber’s, and in a moment, he disappeared through the same door Archer had taken. 
 
    Slowly the others were called in. Next came Michael, and then John and Roland. The wait between names was agonizing. 
 
    Perhaps it was nothing, another test like all the rest. Maybe the only thing on the other side of that door was a room with a nurse and a needle. Nothing to get worked up about. 
 
    Terry shook his head. There was no way. Archer wouldn’t call something “the chamber” for no reason. He’d explained it would help them go to the surface, but what did he mean? How could a room do something like that? 
 
    Four hours passed before they called Terry’s name over the intercom. He wasn’t the last one—Mei, Everett, and Sarah were still waiting—but he might as well have been. Terry rose from his chair, went to open the door, and walked in. 
 
    He immediately noticed the smell, like burnt plastic and—something sweet. Fruit, maybe. He wriggled his nose as he walked, but the odor only grew stronger. 
 
    At the end of the corridor, he found a room. He entered and found Doctor Archer hunched over a desk, staring at a computer screen. A long glass window covered most of the wall before him, overlooking a large and empty chamber. “Come in and take off your clothes,” said Archer, without taking his eyes off the screen. “Once you disrobe, enter through the other door.” He knocked against the glass in front of him. “You will wait for further instructions afterwards.” 
 
    Terry did as he was told, though he wanted to ask why he had to be naked. It seemed a little strange. 
 
    He didn’t argue. There was never any use fighting with adults. He removed his clothes and set them on the floor and entered the chamber. The glass door shut itself behind him, locking in place. 
 
    Terry waited a moment. Now what? 
 
    He almost asked the question aloud, but then the vents kicked on. In less than a minute, Terry felt cold air blowing all over his body, emanating from the walls. The pressure increased suddenly, causing him to waver. He leaned forward, against the air current, steadying himself. 
 
    After a moment, the vents shut off. 
 
    “Hold still and be quiet,” said Archer through an intercom. His voice was amplified and distorted. 
 
    Terry obeyed and said nothing. Despite the cold air, he attempted to remain still. 
 
    “Good boy,” said the old doctor from beyond the glass. “What is about to happen will be unpleasant, but you must stay calm. Do not try to escape from the room. It is impossible. At first, it will seem as though you are choking, but you must understand this is only temporary. Endure the gas long enough and your body will adapt. Struggle, however, and you may cause yourself a great deal of pain. Even death.” 
 
    Terry looked at Archer. “Huh? What do you mean?” 
 
    The doctor didn’t say a word. Instead, the slow mechanical hum of the vents ensued once more, only this time the cold air never came. Instead, a wave of thick, hot air filled the room, encapsulating him. Too thick, in fact. It became difficult to breathe. Why can’t I breathe? “Hey,” Terry cried. “Hey, let me out!” He walked a few steps toward the glass window, waving his hands at Archer. The old man stared at his computer screen, never bothering to answer. Can’t he hear me? Thought Terry. Doesn’t he see what’s going on? But before he could reach the glass, he stopped and covered his mouth. Every breath he took now burned like fire in his lungs. His skin crawled and his stomach turned. He bent to his knees, expecting to vomit, but nothing came. 
 
    Terry looked at his hands. They were shaking. His whole body trembled uncontrollably, as though it were coming apart. He tried to scream, but instead he fell to the floor. What’s happening to me? 
 
    Wheezing like a sick child, he could feel his eyes bugging out, about to burst, the blood swelling his face. I’m going to die here, he thought. Right here in this room, I’m going to die and there’s nothing I can do about it. Someone help me, please. But he couldn’t talk, couldn’t scream a word or plea. 
 
    The room began to dim. The edges of his sight diminished bit by bit until only darkness remained. Had Archer done this? Was he doing something to the light? 
 
    Terry’s body went completely limp. His face hit the tiled floor, but he barely felt it. He struggled to take a single breath, to pull a gulp of oxygen out of the toxic, burning air surrounding him. He tried to move his legs, his arms, anything. Nothing. 
 
    The twisting, burning pain of the gas consumed every inch of his flesh, invaded every cell, and he wavered on the edge of unconsciousness, craving a release. 
 
    Suddenly, the pain faded and he became completely numb. Engulfed by the dark, he lay motionless, touchless, lifeless. Pinocchio without the fairy dust. 
 
    Unable to move, he waited, lost in an empty void of quiet acceptance. His mind began to drift, shut out from all thought or sense of purpose, a battered soul released from its weary vessel. He was going somewhere else—somewhere empty and quiet—somewhere far away. 
 
    A better place. 
 
    But in that moment, the pause between realities—a light. A piercing dart inside the black, something pulling him, tugging his mind from whatever place he’d gone, back into the foul chamber with its burning gas. Back to putrid air and toxic death, to sickness and disease. 
 
    To life. 
 
    Terry felt the cold, wet tiles against his face, and without a thought, he did what he couldn’t before, what had only a moment ago felt impossible: he breathed a gulp of gas, swallowed it and found it tasted pure. 
 
    He tried to keep it inside, tried to bottle it and save the taste, but he couldn’t. He let it out. Threw it out. Vomited the contents of his stomach into a pile of yellow slush. 
 
    Chunks of food spilled out of him like soup. He spit and backed away, wiping his lips, wheezing and crying. He clutched his elbows and found he couldn’t stop shaking. Terry stared at what used to be his breakfast and leaned against the nearby wall, gripping the back of his neck. 
 
    And he screamed. 
 
    He pressed his forehead hard against the wall and wept. Water streamed from his eyes as though he were a river, each tear falling onto his naked arms and chest, bathing his body. 
 
    He couldn’t stop gasping. The gas was so sweet. It smelled and tasted so much better than it had before. He didn’t know why, didn’t even care. All he wanted was to keep breathing. 
 
    The intercom roared to life, and Archer’s voice came with it. “Very good. How do you feel? Quickly now, you must tell me.” 
 
    Terry tried to slow his breathing, but he had little control. He could barely speak between the gasps. “I…I can’t…it hurt…so much. What did you do…to me?” 
 
    “Answer the question, boy,” said Archer. 
 
    Terry closed his mouth and tried to breathe through his nose in an attempt to slow his lungs. It helped. After a moment, he managed to talk. “What happened?” he asked. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “You were exposed to Variant,” explained Archer. He tapped the glass with his knuckle. “It is important you tell me how you feel so I can assess your condition.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    “How is your vision? Your other senses? I see you can stand. Try to walk.” 
 
    Terry took a few steps and nodded towards the window. “I can see okay, but before it was dark. Why does the air smell so different now?” 
 
    “Describe the smell.” 
 
    Terry took in a long, steady breath. “I think…pineapple. Maybe. I don’t know. What is it?” 
 
    “Interesting. Some of the others reported a similar sensation. Tell me, are you still having trouble breathing?” 
 
    Terry touched his chest. His heartbeat was much slower now. His breathing was more normal, too. “It’s gone,” he said. 
 
    There was a sudden buzz in the room, and a green light appeared over the exit door. “Step through there. You’re finished here.” 
 
    Terry drifted to the door, weaving as he walked. He felt so unstable—not exhausted anymore, but like he’d just crawled out of bed after a long sleep. 
 
    The door closed behind him, sharp and quick, and a draft of wind blew up against his naked skin. He looked down at his body, frail and wet and cold. A baby, that’s all he was. A little infant only following orders. 
 
    Nuber sat in the hallway, a bag in one hand and a towel in the other. “Here,” he said, handing him the towel. 
 
    Terry wiped himself, then wrapped the cloth around his waist. 
 
    “You did well today,” Nuber said. His voice was very low, like a whisper. “Whatever happens after this, you did okay.” 
 
    Terry didn’t answer. He only stood there. He didn’t know what Nuber was trying to say. All he could think of was leaving this horrible place. 
 
    Nuber gave him the bag of clothes. “Get dressed, but take your time. It’s fine if you have some trouble. The shaking should stop in a few minutes.” 
 
    When Terry was finally ready, Nuber placed a hand on his shoulder. “Come on,” said the teacher. “Let’s get you back to class.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1277 
 
    Subtitled: Students 
 
    To: Henry_Nuber 
 
    Received January 16, 2345 
 
    BISHOP: I understand your concerns. I’ve gone over the whole thing a hundred times in my head, maybe more. We couldn’t avoid what happened. If we didn’t start the exposures when we did, we would’ve lost more later. 
 
    Archer has assured me without direct contact, the children’s bodies may never fully develop. The exposures need to be controlled. If we fail, we risk losing the rest of them the moment they reach the surface. Then what? We’ll have to start all over, and there’ll be a few dozen skeletons lying topside, waiting to greet the next batch. That is, of course, if those mutated things haven’t already taken the bones for themselves, dragged them off to whatever hell they come from. 
 
    So no, I don’t think we should have waited on this. If they’re going to die, better they do it down here with us than up there surrounded by all of them. Given your personal history, Henry, I’m sure you can agree with that much, at least. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 23, 2345 
 
    The Maternity District 
 
    “Matron,” said Ross as she took a seat on the other side of Mara’s desk. “I appreciate you taking the time to see me again.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” said Mara, turning on her pad. She brought up a list of talking points. “It’s not as though your boss will see me. What choice do I have?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry about that.” Ross was so stiff in her seat. She brought a bag with her as always, but this time she kept it  against her thigh. She seemed to keep a hand on it at any given time. “I took your concerns to the colonel, like you asked.” 
 
    Mara’s eyes widened. “And? What did he say? Are you here to tell me he’s reversed his decision to leave me out of the loop?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, ma’am. He actually chastised me for speaking out of turn. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” said Mara, sighing. “Once the old bastard’s set his mind to something, there’s no changing it. I appreciate the effort, though.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I don’t agree with withholding information from you.” 
 
    “You and me both,” said Mara. She shook her head. “It isn’t right what he’s doing. As the matron, I have a right to know what’s going on over there.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “The motherhood has always worked alongside the other branches. An open dialogue is essential. Why is he doing this? Has he given you a reason?” 
 
    Ross looked at the floor. “He says it’s because you’re too close to it…the children, I mean. He says you don’t understand what needs to be done.” 
 
    “And what exactly needs to be done, captain?” 
 
    “I want to tell you, matron,” said Ross. 
 
    “But you can’t.” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “This is why I asked for disclosure,” said Mara. “Nothing’s complicated when there are no secrets.” 
 
    Ross nodded, slowly. She clutched her bag, squeezing and twisting the fabric. What was wrong with her today? 
 
    Mara didn’t enjoy putting Ross in the middle of this mess. Mara rather liked her actually, especially now. Had she somehow, since the last meeting, caused this woman some added stress? “It’s okay,” Mara said. “Why don’t we forget about politics for a few minutes. Now that I think about it, I realize I don’t know much about you, Ross.” 
 
    “There isn’t much to tell, I’m afraid,” she said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Mara. “Everyone has a story. How did such a lovely woman like yourself fall into the military’s service? You’re one of the few, I think.” 
 
    “Females, you mean?” she asked. “It’s true, there aren’t too many of us in the service.” 
 
    “So how did you get involved in it?” 
 
    “The last time we spoke, you accused me of being a dog of the military. Are you certain you want to hear about how I got my leash?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I know you’re only following orders.” 
 
    Ross glanced at the bookcase on the far wall. “It’s okay,” she said. “I’d feel the same way in your position. I understand the desire for respect. More than most, actually.” She looked at Mara. “I was slated to be a mother, back when I was a little girl. Did you know that?” 
 
    The words took Mara by surprise. “Sorry, no, I had no idea.” 
 
    “Yes, I was very excited about it. Any girl would be. But a few years before I graduated, Archer released his AGP. It changed everything, but I’m sure you’re aware.” 
 
    Better than most, Mara thought. 
 
    “We had already received our evaluations, so there was no question as to where I’d work. During the visitation week, when the students were shown their future occupations, the soon-to-be mothers were taken to the mother’s lounge, introduced to a few of the veterans, and briefed on what would happen next. They made it sound quite wonderful. I remember feeling enamored with the whole experience.” 
 
    Ross’s smile began to fade. Her stare went cold and narrow. “But a few months later, they took us to the labs and ran their tests. Most of the girls passed, much to their delight, but not me. I had redundant genes. Afterwards, they left me alone in a waiting room. I suspect the doctors didn’t know what to do with me. Looking back, I can see why. The AGP had only just been released, and I’d already received my evaluation. It was unprecedented. 
 
    “I waited several hours for answers. For a fourteen-year-old girl, that’s an eternity. I kept expecting someone to come in and tell me there’d been a mistake…that the reason I had to wait so long was because they needed to run more tests. But when the door opened, it wasn’t a doctor who came…or a teacher for that matter. It was Ava Long.” 
 
    “Ava went to see you?” 
 
    Ross smiled. “I couldn’t believe it. What would the matron want with me, especially now? She walked over, asked if I was the special little girl everybody was talking about. When I said my name, she hugged me and said she wanted to sit with me for a while. I told her it was fine, and we sat together until the doctors came. She asked me questions, like what I enjoyed in school, about my friends. You know, ordinary things. She was so nice to me. I loved her immediately.” 
 
    Mara smiled. “That sounds like Ava.” 
 
    “When the doctors arrived and told me the final results, the matron didn’t leave my side. She sat there, holding my hand, and stayed with me for an hour afterwards trying to cheer me up. Despite the results, she told me I was special. She said most girls don’t get to be anything else besides a mother. I had the opportunity to do whatever I wanted. She said she’d make sure of it. Whatever occupation I chose, that’s the one I would get. We talked about my options. With my test scores, she said, I could be a scientist, a clerk, a contractor. But none of those things sounded very interesting.” 
 
    “So you chose to be a soldier?” 
 
    Ross nodded. “Even as a child, I understood how the system worked. Only three branches had any actual power: the motherhood, the military, and the science division. I couldn’t be a mother, obviously, and after dealing with the AGP, I hated Archer. The only other option was the service.” 
 
    “Which you joined.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I did. To make what little difference I could, to do the right thing, but more importantly, to honor the woman who came to see me on the worst day of my life.” 
 
    “That’s quite a story,” said Mara. “I’m glad it had a happy ending.” 
 
    Ross frowned. “I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The system’s broken, matron. I’ve tried to patch it where I can, but in all these years I’ve accomplished nothing.” 
 
    Mara leaned back in her chair and took a moment. She examined this captain, this Avery Ross whose childhood ambition had sought to change the world. “I’m sure that’s not true.” 
 
    “But it is,” she said. “At every opportunity, I’ve tried to alter the flow. No one gives a damn, though. That’s why…” She looked at the bag again, her words fading. 
 
    Mara cocked an eyebrow. “Why…what?” 
 
    Ross snapped out of the trance. She took in a deep breath and held it for a moment. “It’s why I’m going to help you,” she said, releasing the air from her lungs. “I can’t believe I’m saying it, but I am.” 
 
    Mara stiffened and leaned forward. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it ever since our last meeting. After talking with Colonel Bishop and getting nowhere, I couldn’t get the thought out of my mind. I debated with myself for days on helping you, but it wasn’t until I walked through your door when I decided to act.” 
 
    Mara was speechless. Of all the people to turn on Bishop, she never expected it would be Ross, his golden soldier. His second in command. 
 
    “Now you know why I told you my story, ma’am. I wanted you to understand my reasons.” She unlatched her bag and took out a pad, sliding it across the desk. It was a report about the Variant test chamber with a list of five names below. Mara recognized them from Terrance’s class roster. She looked at the captain. “Reasons for what, Ross?” 
 
    “For betraying my command,” she muttered. “For treason.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    April 28, 2345 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    Terry changed classrooms almost immediately. Fewer desks for fewer children. The official word was that the other students were transferred, but after experiencing the chamber, it was hard to believe any of them had walked out of there alive. 
 
    Now, with seventeen students for seventeen desks, it was like the others never existed. Yet five were missing, and Terry suspected it had nothing to do with a transfer or anything else so convenient. 
 
    But he had no proof—nothing physical, anyway. He only had his own experiences in the room with the gas, the lingering thought of possibilities, of what might have been. 
 
    It wasn’t just Terry, either. They were all different. Still the same people, the same faces, but with a change beneath the masks. With each passing day, a weariness grew behind their eyes saying they knew something was wrong. Yet, despite all of that, they still smiled, still joked, still made fun. There was life within them, a willingness to adapt. 
 
    They had merely given up on being children. 
 
    “Hey, you coming?” asked John. 
 
    “What?” asked Terry. He’d been so lost in thought he hadn’t heard Mr. Nuber’s instructions. Was class over? No, the clock on Nuber’s desk said otherwise. 
 
    “Weren’t you listening? We’re going to the arena. Mr. Nuber wants us to run a few drills.” 
 
    They arrived soon, and Terry geared up, reluctantly, preparing for the games. He quickly noticed the change in weight as he strapped the vest on. Had they replaced it since the last time? Nuber never mentioned anything about it, and no one else had said a word. “Does all of this feel lighter to you?” he asked John. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, yeah, I guess it does. Weird, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, examining his armor. “Weird.” And it was weird, especially given the fact that only a few days ago Terry could barely lift the armor, let alone walk so easily. He strutted back and forth, swinging both arms, taking wide strides. Whatever this new armor was, he wouldn’t complain about it. 
 
    At Nuber’s signal, Terry walked to the back of the pitch black arena and took up the same starting location he always had. He turned his night-vision goggles on and waited for the buzzer. 
 
    Roland, Sarah, and Mei took their places, too. He hated fighting Mei. She always took things so seriously. I’ll let the others take her out, he thought. Sit back and wait. Afterwards, he’d go for Sarah. She took to the offensive more than Roland, but she never watched her back. If he could shoot her while she was fighting someone else, he’d only have Roland to contend with. Then, he might stand a chance at winning. 
 
    Not as if it really mattered. Terry rarely won the games. He simply couldn’t keep up with the others, even the weaker kids. It was all he could do to get a single kill, let alone come out on top. 
 
    But there were always those moments of luck taking place now and again. Anything could happen. 
 
    The buzzer rang, startling him. He crouched behind a cube, taking a quick moment to observe the others, their bodies glowing red and orange behind the lenses of the infrared goggles. He switched to night vision and spotted an isolated cube near the back of the skirmish—prime real estate for an eager sharpshooter. He clutched the side of the cube, his heart racing. Here goes nothing, he thought, and leapt into a mad sprint. 
 
    He ran, low and steady with surprising grace. For the first time in his life, he was strong and quick, limber and agile. With each step, the weight of the vest and the weapon became lighter. He couldn’t believe it. Whatever this equipment was made of, he was happy to have it. 
 
    He dashed through the array of cubes scattered between Sarah and himself, taking position far beyond where she was fighting. 
 
    “Player three retired,” said the computer. Sarah had already taken Mei out, turning her sights on Roland. Good, he thought, readying the rifle. Just two more targets. 
 
    Terry relaxed, taking aim at Sarah, her back against him. It was a perfect shot by any standard. He pulled the trigger and hit her in the back of the arm, missing the kill shot. He’d need another to knock her out of the game. Unfortunately, he might not get the chance. 
 
    Sarah stopped firing at Roland and turned to look at Terry. Her predicament must have become apparent, because she immediately bolted. Roland and Terry both fired at her, but she evaded, ducking behind a cube and avoiding their shots. 
 
    Terry took the opportunity to bolt toward Roland’s position. He dashed through the cubes with a speed he’d never known. As he approached, he found it difficult to slow, causing him to collide with Roland’s cube and fall over to the other side, knocking Roland to the ground alongside him. Terry and Roland both scrambled for their rifles, seizing them at the same time and firing. 
 
    Two shots were fired and two shots landed. A beam of light tagged Terry in his left leg; another hit Roland in the chest. Through luck or bumbling skill, Terry had won the skirmish. “Player one retired,” announced the computer. 
 
    “Damn,” muttered Roland. He got to his feet and ran to the exit. 
 
    Sarah wasted no time before she began her assault on Terry’s position. A shot collided with the cube nearby, calling for Terry’s attention. He lowered his head and took a moment. 
 
    Both he and Sarah had been grazed, which meant a single shot could take them out. It didn’t matter whether it hit them in an arm or the chest. Either way, the game would be over. 
 
    Terry’s heart started racing. He’d rarely done so well, not without cheating. It was so exciting. He considered looking for an exploit or coming up with a strategy, but he couldn’t focus. This energy, coursing through him—it made him feel alive. He breathed quickly, his chest rising and falling with the speed of a beating heart. He felt like he could conquer the world. 
 
    Sarah’s shots passed overhead—several white pieces of light trailing together at close intervals. Terry rose above the edge of his cube, preparing to fire. But before he could aim, another shot came spiraling toward him. He dodged to the side, the light barely missing his face. He stumbled, falling to the floor. He’d never moved so fast in all his life. Where had it come from? 
 
    Terry peaked over the cube and with his goggles switched to infrared. He spotted a pulsing orange Sarah in the distance. He aimed the weapon, trying to hide what he could of himself, and fired. The shot colliding with the cube wall, spooking Sarah to hide. After a short moment, she blindly fired back, holding the rifle above her mount. 
 
    Terry ducked again. He couldn’t help but grin. Never before did he ever think he stood a chance at matching Sarah in the arena, not without cheating. No one would make fun of him after today. 
 
    He tilted his head back and watched the shots of light pierce the air above him like little white dagger marks. Had they always moved so slowly? He thought for sure they were faster. 
 
    He waited for Sarah to stop firing, counting the beams as they flew overhead. 
 
    One, two, three, four. The shots were beginning to slow. Five…six. 
 
    Was Sarah trying to draw him out? Get some kind of response? Terry didn’t see how. It wasn’t like the shots were far enough apart that he could do anything. Seven. 
 
    What a waste of time, he thought. If she wants me to show myself, she needs to give me more time. 
 
    Eight. 
 
    Terry felt a flush go over his chest and stomach. He felt nauseous. It must be the adrenaline, he thought. 
 
    Nine. 
 
    His hands tingled, pins and needles all along his skin and fingertips. He pushed his back against the cube, trying to stand but quickly fell again when another shot passed by. 
 
    Ten. 
 
    Terry shook his head as the light collided with the nearby cube. Had it really taken such a long time for the next round, or was Sarah doing it on purpose? Her last shot moved so much slower than the others—slow enough that he’d actually been able to follow it with his eye all the way to the wall. 
 
    Eleven. 
 
    There again, like the light was moving through more than just the air, like something else had slowed it. Terry’s eyes widened. It wasn’t right. Nothing about it made sense. Was it a trick? No, not a trick, thought Terry. You can’t trick the laws of physics, can you? 
 
    Terry felt a jolt of pain in his left temple and snapped his eyes shut. When he tried to open them, he felt another. Must be the goggles, he thought. Mr. Nuber said they might cause headaches. Maybe I should take them off, just for a minute. He removed his headpiece and set it on the ground. 
 
    Terry wiped his forehead with his palm. He was covered in sweat. 
 
    Another jab hit him right away. And another. His head pulsed, the pain coming faster and faster. Before long, it became a steady migraine, which gave no sign of ending. He took in sharper breaths, his mouth as dry as sand. He needed to get away from this place, get some water. He needed help. 
 
    Terry slid to his side, rolling on his back, staring into the darkness. He tried to say something, tried to call for help, but nothing came. He was going to black out in a room without any lights so he wouldn’t even know it when it happened. 
 
    As if to answer him, a single beam of light appeared, a parting gift before he left the game for good. It moved much slower than the others, only a few inches at a time, hovering like a jewel in the darkness. Pretty soon it didn’t move at all, like a lantern in an empty room, a waking dream that promised it was real. 
 
    Twelve, he thought with all his strength. 
 
    Then, the light was gone. 
 
    ******* 
 
    April 29, 2345 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    The worst part about blacking out, Terry found, was the following migraine. As he opened his eyes, the light from the room engulfed him and he flinched. 
 
    “Relax,” said a man’s voice.  “Don’t move around too much.” 
 
    Everything was blurry. Terry turned his head to see the shape of a man standing next to his bed. It was a doctor. “My head…” muttered Terry. 
 
    “Give it time. Breathe for a moment,” said the doctor. 
 
    Terry closed his eyes and tried to do what the man said. It was difficult, but after a few minutes, he was able to regain control. When he opened his eyes again, his sight was almost back to normal. 
 
    “What happened?” Terry asked, looking around. He noticed two men in the back of the room. 
 
    “Calm down,” said one of them. It was Nuber. “You passed out is all. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    Of course, he had passed out. It was obvious enough to him when everything went black, and he suddenly woke up with a headache in a hospital bed. What he wanted to know was why. 
 
    “Listen to your teacher,” said the doctor. “Here, I’ll give you something. You need to sleep.” 
 
    “I don’t want to sleep,” said Terry but took the medicine anyway. He glanced at the clock on the other side of the room. He could almost make out the numbers. 0800? No, that wasn’t right. Maybe 0900. He closed his eyes and slept. 
 
    ******* 
 
    When Terry awoke again, the lights were out, and he was alone. The clock said it was after midnight. No wonder. 
 
    He managed to stay awake for a few minutes before the need for sleep overwhelmed him again, and in those moments, he managed to think of two specific things. The first was the light he had seen before losing control. The second was whether or not it had anything to do with the room with the gas. 
 
    The more he thought about the two things, the more he wondered whether one had any connection to the other. After all, he’d blacked out in the chamber. This could simply be a delayed reaction. If that was the case, would he continue to experience it? Was he going to be alright? 
 
    But before he could dwell on his thoughts, he drifted back into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    When he awoke again, the new day had arrived, and he could scarcely recall the worries of the night before. 
 
    The doctor came to see him after lunchtime. “We’re letting you go this afternoon. You suffered a mild panic attack. It’s not a big deal. Take the medication we give you and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Terry nodded. Was that all it was—a panic attack? Terry wasn’t even sure he knew what a panic attack meant. The doctor didn’t seem that upset, so maybe it wasn’t a big deal. After all, what reason did he have to lie? 
 
    Then again, what reason could there be for letting a child nearly choke to death in a room full of poisonous gas? He had certainly not forgotten about that—the feeling he had when the gas was filling up his lungs, killing him. And for what? 
 
    “Don’t you have any questions?” asked the doctor. “It’s okay if you do.” 
 
    Terry paused. “I have a question,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    “Whatever it is, you can ask,” said the doctor. 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with the room with the gas?” 
 
    The man flinched at the sound of the last word. “Of course not,” he said. “You just do what I told you and forget about the rest. You had a panic attack. It’s over. Now listen, your instructor will be here soon to take you home. Don’t move until he arrives. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The man left without another word. Terry waited until Mr. Nuber arrived. 
 
    “Glad you’re okay,” said Nuber. “Pack your crap. I’m taking you home.” 
 
    Terry got out of bed and began getting dressed. 
 
    Neither said a word for several minutes as they walked through the corridors between the hospital and the school. Even when Nuber spoke to him, it wasn’t much in the way of actual conversation. 
 
    After they reached the school, Nuber stopped outside the classroom and looked at him. “Before we go in there, I think I should tell you something,” he said. His eyes were tired, like he’d been up all night. 
 
    “It wasn’t a panic attack, was it?” Terry asked. 
 
    “I think we both know it wasn’t,” said Nuber. 
 
    Terry nodded. 
 
    “You’ve probably figured it out by now. What happened to you…it was because of the other day.” 
 
    “The gas,” said Terry. 
 
    “What happened to you…I guess you’d call it a side-effect. No one knows for sure if it’ll happen again, but the doctors all agree it’s unlikely. I wish I could tell you more about it, the name of the condition, but there isn’t one. I hope that’s enough for you.” 
 
    It wasn’t, but Terry was far too exhausted to argue. Mr. Nuber had obviously taken a risk by telling him the truth. After all, if they wanted him to know, the doctor would have said so earlier. 
 
    It was also pretty apparent from the look in Nuber’s eyes that he wasn’t saying everything. Something else was going on, something bigger than the blackout, bigger than the gas and the children who never came home that day. Beneath the teacher’s strength, beneath his honesty, there was a fear and a worry that stretched far deeper. Something was wrong, Terry knew. 
 
    Whatever it was, it had his teacher spooked. 
 
    ******* 
 
    May 04, 2345 
 
    Pepper Plaza, Central 
 
    Mara sat on a bench at the far end of Platform Twelve near the downtown plaza, an empty shopping bag between her legs. She watched a crowd of commuters shuffle in anticipation of the arriving train. 
 
    A little boy tugged on his mother’s sleeve. “I wanna go home,” he whined, but the mother ignored him. The boy looked to be around five, two years shy of his first birthday. It wouldn’t be long before the academy stole him away, taught him a trade, and rebranded him an honorable citizen of the city. If he was lucky, he’d be a contractor, maybe a scientist. At worse, a farmer or a cleaner. No matter his aptitude, he could at least be thankful for a normal life. It was more than Mara’s own son could say. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting,” said a woman’s voice. 
 
    Mara turned on the bench to see Captain Avery Ross dressed in civilian clothes. Her hair, usually pinned in a clean military bun, flowed elegantly below her shoulders. She looked nothing like a soldier. 
 
    Ross took a seat next to Mara. 
 
    “What kept you?” Mara asked. 
 
    “Politics,” she said. “I had to play bureaucrat for a few hours today. It kept me busy. I’m sorry you had to wait.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Mara said. “But I’m not used to this cloak and dagger game you politicians like to play.” 
 
    “With respect, ma’am, you’re one of us now,” said the captain. “You’d better get used to it. I’m sorry it has to be this way, but my office can’t know I’m visiting you officially. The second I arrive at your building, the locator board records I’m there. Then, they have proof. Out here, I’m only boarding the train.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Now what was so important it couldn’t wait until our monthly check in?” 
 
    “You asked me to keep you apprised of your son.” 
 
    “Is he alright?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Ross said. “There was a scare, but he’s okay now.” 
 
    “What kind of scare?” 
 
    “Do you remember what I told you about the gas chamber?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s barbaric.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, and you know I agree, but there’s been some developments.” 
 
    “What kind of developments?” 
 
    “The children have begun to show signs of…I’m not sure what to call it. My point is, they’re changing. Many of them are exhibiting strange behaviors and physical changes, most of which appear to be positive. Enhanced strength, endurance, reflexes. It’s all very impressive. The doctors don’t really know what to make of it, to be honest.” 
 
    “Are there any negative side effects to whatever the hell this is?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ross. “Aside from the ones we’ve lost, which you’ve already seen, some are showing strange signs of addiction.” 
 
    “Addiction? You mean like a drug?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. They’ve started asking for it.” 
 
    “How many of them?” 
 
    “Only a handful. The children feel exhilarated after each exposure, completely energized. It’s understandable some might become addicted.” 
 
    Mara paused. “Terrance?” 
 
    “Not him,” she said. “It’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Archer has compiled a list of the children with the highest compatibility to Variant on a molecular level. Your son is at the top of that list.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Mara. “It means he won’t get sick from the gas, right? It means he’ll be safe.” 
 
    “They thought so originally,” said Ross. 
 
    “Has something changed?” 
 
    “A few days ago, Terry collapsed during a high intensity classroom exercise. He fainted. They’re still trying determine why it happened, but Archer believes it has something to do with his compatibility rating. He thinks Terry’s genes are so in tune with Variant that it’s affecting him on a deeper level than the others.” 
 
    Mara felt a wave of heat rush over her face. She imagined her son in a hospital bed, unconscious, helpless. “What the hell does that even mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ross confessed. “But for now he’s fine. He’s back in his old routine and seems to be doing alright.” 
 
    “And you think all this is because Terrance has a higher compatibility rating?” 
 
    “Not me,” Ross said. “Doctor Archer.” 
 
    Mara watched as another train entered the platform. The doors slid open and a dozen people exited. “Thank you for telling me this,” she said. “I just wish I knew what to do with it.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Ross. “I thought you’d want to know.” 
 
    “It’s fine. You did the right thing,” Mara assured her. “I just need time to think.” 
 
    “This is a dangerous game we’re playing,” Ross said after a moment. 
 
    “It’s not too late to back out, captain,” said Mara. 
 
    “I told you before, the system is broken. It’s never going to fix itself.” 
 
    An automated voice erupted from the speaker overhead, indicating the arrival of another train. The crowd began to gather. Mara stood. “Go back to your boss and tell him I want to meet.” 
 
    “What’s your plan? Are you going to confront him about this?” 
 
    “If I have to,” said Mara. “But only as a last resort. I’ll demand disclosure first…ask him for the truth.” 
 
    “In exchange for what?” 
 
    “Mothers, of course,” said Mara. “I’ll offer him what he wants.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll agree to those terms?” 
 
    “You tell me, Ross. Is his legacy more important than his pride?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    February 27, 2324 
 
    To: James_Bishop 
 
    Received May 11, 2345 
 
    ARCHER: Early testing is promising, Colonel. Out of the twenty-two subjects originally exposed, seventeen remain. If you recall the original estimates, these numbers are more than acceptable. In fact, one might even call them extraordinary. 
 
    As for the status of the seventeen, each of them appears to be adapting differently. Almost all have begun to show clear signs of physical evolution and adaptability; however, some are more pronounced than others, depending, it seems, upon the subject’s personal compatibility rating. It would appear that the higher the rating, the greater the change. Of course, these changes are at their peak when the subject is under direct exposure to the gas, but the effect remains evident for several days afterwards, gradually declining as the subject goes without exposure. Naturally, further testing is required before the experiment can reach its full conclusion. But, as they say, it is only a matter of time. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    July 12, 2345 
 
    Central 
 
    Mara sat in Colonel Bishop’s waiting room. She’d promised to reopen negotiations over potential mother candidates, but that was a lie. All she really wanted was a chance to meet face-to-face with Bishop about the children. It might not be too late to talk some sense into him. 
 
    “Matron Echols,” called the young soldier behind the receptionist desk. He looked about nineteen years old, give or take. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The colonel says he will see you now.” 
 
    “Fine.” She stood and walked to the door, grasped the cold, steel handle and pulled it open. Stepping through and standing on the other side, a flood of memories washed over her. It had been several months since she was last here, but the room was instantly familiar. She and James had spent many afternoons together in this place, talking about her son. In exchange for that information, she provided pleasant company—a mutually beneficial relationship. Too bad it couldn’t last. 
 
    Bishop grew distant when Mara became the matron. He’d objected to her promotion, citing a conflict of interest, since her child was part of a critical ongoing program, but Ava had ignored him. Mara tried to contact him several times since she accepted the position, but every request had been denied. The colonel made it clear that any and all business between their offices would be conducted through secondhand personnel. His version of a tantrum. 
 
    Mara expected Bishop to be behind his desk, but instead he was facing a display case, his back turned. She approached him. “Thank you for seeing me, Colonel,” she said. 
 
    “You ransomed humanity’s future against me,” he said. “What choice did I have?” 
 
    “So dramatic. Are you even going to look at me?” 
 
    “If I have to,” he said, turning around. He held a baseball in his hand, rubbing the skin of it with his thumb. 
 
    “I’m here to talk about your proposal. You know, the one where you requested another group of mothers for your research.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I’m willing to work with you, but I have some questions and a few requests.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” He walked to his desk and pulled the chair out. “Shall we sit?” 
 
    She nodded, sitting across from him. She pulled out a pad with the original list of mothers he’d requested. “The names,” she said, handing it to him. “Why these women?” 
 
    “Because Archer says they’re the most compatible. The more compatible, the greater the success rate. Nothing’s changed since you were in the program, or did you forget?” 
 
    “Just checking. But now that you mention it, have there been any improvements or advances?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask the good doctor, I’m afraid. All I do is run the school.” 
 
    “Then, let’s talk about it.” 
 
    “What does the school have to do with your mothers?” 
 
    “They’ll want to know what’s going to happen to their children,” she answered. 
 
    “The same as any other child. Education.” 
 
    She crossed her legs. “If our offices are going to work together, I’d like us to have a more open relationship. You know, as far as information goes. It’s better that we both understand what the other is doing, specifically with this program.” 
 
    “You already receive reports,” he said. 
 
    “And I appreciate them, but we haven’t been receiving everything. A little more disclosure would go a long way.” 
 
    “Exactly what kind of disclosure?” he asked. 
 
    “Medical reports, to begin with. We stopped receiving those a while ago.” 
 
    He removed his glasses, wiping them with a cloth. “Out of the question, I’m afraid. That information is too sensitive.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know why,” he said. “The nature of this program requires a certain level of secrecy. We can’t risk it leaking to the public. Sending it to you would be too great of a risk.” 
 
    What a load of crap, she thought. “Ava received constant updates from your office. She had full disclosure. I’m the matron now. I have a right to those files.” 
 
    “Ava never had full rights to the medical files. Her clearance ended the moment the Variant exposures began.” He put his glasses back on. “I’m surprised she didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “It’s more than that, and you know it. Ever since I took this office, you’ve refused to meet with me. You and Archer used to hold conferences with Ava on a regular basis. The second I became the matron, those meetings have ceased.” 
 
    “Archer’s work with the students occupies most of his time now, the same as it does for me. We’re far too busy to sit around discussing policy, especially when a simple email will do.” 
 
    “Yet you refuse to give me proper updates.” 
 
    Bishop laughed. “You want an update? Okay. All of the children are fine. They’re doing great, in fact. The gas is actually improving their health in ways we never could’ve predicted.” 
 
    “That’s not what I hear,” she said. 
 
    He raised his brow. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Oh, well. No going back now, she thought. “I know all about the experiments...those students dying from the gas.” 
 
    A brief look of surprise covered his face but quickly settled. A rare sight, Mara thought. But the cracks were beginning to show. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, finally. 
 
    She shrugged. “There’s been whispers. A lot of people are talking.” 
 
    He smirked. “You claim facts, but all you have are rumors,” he said. “Whatever happened to the young pragmatist I used to know…the girl who scoffed at henhouse gossip?” 
 
    He was trying to guilt her, to twist her mind the way he always did, but she refused to flinch. “I don’t want to believe it, James, but I need reassurances. I need to be able to tell my mothers their children will be safe.” 
 
    “What are these stories you’re so intent on listening to?” 
 
    “Deaths,” she said. “Children dying from the gas. Needless risks. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Aside from the fact that none of what you say is remotely true, any information I gave you would endanger this program.” He grabbed the baseball from the table and turned away in his chair. “Especially you.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You can’t be trusted,” he muttered. “You were the one violating regulations by coming here and begging me for information about your son, remember? A boy, which, if you’ll recall, is part of this program, leaving you in an extremely compromised position. You can’t be trusted to act in the best interest of either the program or the people of this city. Not until your boy has graduated, anyway. You’re too damn close to this and you know it.” He smiled crookedly, a mocking gesture. 
 
    “You might be right,” she said. “But I’m also the matron, which gives me a legal right to that information. Under section thirty six of the Stone Charter, as the political representative of the motherhood, the matron is legally authorized full disclosure on all documents related to the treatment of students. That’s verbatim from the text. There’s no argument, no loophole. It is explicit.” 
 
    “I know all about the charter,” he said, waving his hand at her. “It doesn’t apply in this situation.” 
 
    “Of course it does! You have to comply.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t have a choice! Either you give me the documents or I…” 
 
    “You what?” he snapped. “You’ll go to somebody else? Who? The third wing of the charter? That would be Archer. I hate to break this to you, but he and I are in full agreement on the matter.” 
 
    “Which is why we have a judicial system. They can overrule you. Everyone’s accountable when it involves the law.” 
 
    “By all means,” he said, waving his hand. “No one will believe you. All you have are rumors and a colonel who refuses to give in to your childish demands.” 
 
    “What happens if they investigate and find the rumors to be true? What happens when the bodies start turning up? Are you really willing to go to prison over this?” 
 
    “If it means saving the future of the human race from your shortsighted, dimwitted hands, then yes,” he said, coldly. “In a heartbeat.” 
 
    She got to her feet and grabbed her things. “I’m withdrawing my offer. You won’t have your mothers, not until you’re ready to work with me.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he said as she left. 
 
    She marched to the door and slammed it behind her, startling the secretary. “Sorry,” said Mara, shooting her a glance. “But your boss is such an ass.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    November 20, 2345 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    After his blackout in the arena, Terry couldn’t shake the feeling that he was destined for a relapse. But several weeks and a few more visits to the chamber later, the blackouts never came. To his surprise, he found he enjoyed the exposures—the purest, sweetest air he’d ever tasted. The fumes were pleasant, somehow, giving him unprecedented vigor, the likes of which he’d never known before. 
 
    In fact, Terry felt better than he had his entire life. He no longer lost his breath from walking up a flight of stairs. He stopped being afraid of looking weak in the arena. He had so much energy that he didn’t know what to do with it all. When he got excited about something, he found himself rambling to his friends. He couldn’t contain the energy. 
 
    But now he sat in class, during study hour, unable to move or talk. In a few minutes, Mr. Nuber would hand back their physics tests. After that, they’d study for another thirty minutes and then released. Maybe he’d ask John to go with him to the gym afterwards. He laughed silently at the thought. John always asked him to go work out, but Terry never felt up to it. He couldn’t wait to see how John reacted. 
 
    Laughter erupted from the back of the class. He didn’t have to look to know who it came from. Alex and Cole were always so obvious when they goofed around. It wouldn’t take long before Mr. Nuber got onto them. Terry only hoped the teacher didn’t take it out on the whole class. The last thing Terry wanted was another group detention. 
 
    “I’m passing back the tests from yesterday,” Nuber said. “Overall, decent grades, but I’m expecting better next time. Some did fine. Others didn’t. You’d better improve.” He handed a stack of papers to Mei. She sat the closest to his desk and usually ended up distributing the graded assignments. “If you see a classmate struggling, help them. You’re not alone here. Each and every one of you are studying the exact same material, taking the same tests, listening to the same lectures. If you don’t help each other out, you aren’t gonna get very far.” He sat behind his desk and sighed, then snatched the pad he’d been reading and continued. “Oh, and Alex and Cole,” he said. “Stop screwing around…unless you want latrine duty for the rest of the week.” 
 
    The two boys went silent very fast. 
 
    Mei handed Terry his test. It had a few red marks, but he’d passed with an A-. Not bad. 
 
    John smiled and held up his paper. There was a circled C+ at the top of it. “Not too shabby, huh?” 
 
    “Great job,” said Terry. 
 
    “Don’t you guys want to know what I made?” asked Mei, standing in front of them. 
 
    “We already know what you got,” said John. “You always do the same on every test.” 
 
    “That may be true, but you could at least pretend to care. You know, like good friends do.” 
 
    Terry and John stared at her for a moment. 
 
    “In case you wanted to know, I made an A+,” she said, hastily. 
 
    “And there it is,” said John, waving his hand at her. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she said, rolling her eyes. She went back to her seat. 
 
    Terry raised his hand. “Sir, may I be excused?” 
 
    “Restroom or medical?” he asked. Those were the only two reasons they could leave during class. 
 
    “Restroom.” 
 
    Nuber grunted. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Terry left his desk and proceeded to leave the room. As he walked down the aisle, he passed by several desks and couldn’t stop himself from looking at the grades on the papers. Most of them were decent enough, but there was one failure. Nicholas. 
 
    Nick had always done well, at least early on. In fact, there was a time when he rivaled Mei for the highest GPA in the class. But recently, for whatever reason, things had changed. Nick barely passed any of the tests, including the easy ones, and when the other kids asked him about it, he acted like he didn’t care. John said Nick had probably snapped from studying so hard, trying to stay ahead of the class, but Terry had a hard time believing it. Despite what John claimed, Nick never spent much time with his nose in a book. So what sense did it make for him to go crazy? 
 
    Terry shuddered at the thought. He shouldn’t call Nick crazy. If Terry had told anyone about what he saw in the arena—how the lights slowed, and his body went completely haywire—maybe they’d call him crazy, too. 
 
    But the gas did that. It changed him and made him sick. Is that what happened to Nick? If the gas could do what it did to Terry, why not Nick, too? Maybe Variant affected everyone differently, depending on the person. 
 
    Terry closed the classroom door and entered an empty hallway. He smiled, happy for the break. He didn’t really have to pee, but sitting behind a desk all day drove him absolutely nuts. He probably could’ve waited for the break, but this gave him more time to stretch his legs. 
 
    He entered the bathroom and went to one of the stalls. He felt guilty for wanting to get away from everyone, even his friends, but sometimes he just needed to be alone. 
 
    Sitting there in the stall, Terry’s mind wandered. He remembered his mother and sister, wishing they were still around. Despite never seeing them, he had little trouble remembering their faces. 
 
    He imagined himself in his room, reading to Janice, and it made him smile. Janice used to follow him everywhere. He never complained about it, even when she cried, which wasn’t often. She was like that from the moment Mother had brought her home. 
 
    Now, she was older, probably somewhere in the academy. Too bad he’d never see her there. After the exposures started, they moved Terry’s class to a remote wing of the school, close to the arena and the labs, but far from the other classrooms. The kids had to use different restrooms, a different gym. They even had their own cafeteria. They were being isolated. It didn’t take much to figure out why. 
 
    Suddenly, the door to the bathroom flew open and Terry flinched, his eyes widening. One of the other students had come in. Was it break time already? He started to stand, but stopped when he heard shoes screeching on the floor. 
 
    The metal wall next to him shook, hit by something else. A person? He looked at the floor and saw two sets of boots facing each other. 
 
    “Come on, moron,” said a voice. “Think you can say what you said and not pay for it? Come on, Nicky. Let’s see what you’re made of.” 
 
    “Stop it, Alex!” cried Nick, grunting as he scurried back against the stall. 
 
    “You think you’re so much better than everyone else?” asked Alex. He slammed Nick against the stall, scuffing the tiles with his shoes. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” cried Nick. Alex punched him hard and Nick gasped. “Stop it!” 
 
    Terry wanted to do something, but he couldn’t move. Every blow to Nick was another reason not to go. That’ll be me, he thought. If I go out there, that’ll be me. Then, what will I do? So he stayed, completely frozen, his arms wrapped tightly around his knees. 
 
    Nick fell to the floor, crying and shaking, his head below the stall. Terry stared at him. “Don’t you say a word to anyone about this,” ordered Alex. “If you do, I’ll kill you. Go ahead, and you’ll see. I promise.” He kicked Nick, and there was a loud thud. 
 
    Alex stormed off, and the door to the boys’ room slammed behind him, leaving a swell of silence. After a few short moments, Nick began to weep, huffing and sniveling as he lay on the cold floor. 
 
    Terry opened the door and stepped out of the stall. A mirror spanned the entire wall, and he immediately saw his classmate in the corner of it, his arms around his sides. Terry ran to him. “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Nick struggled to sit up, leaning against the wall, tears in his eyes. “He kicked me,” he said, snot dripping from his nose. “It hurts really bad.” 
 
    Terry hated himself. Why’d he stay in the stall? Why didn’t he interfere? He was so weak. I’m such a coward. “I should’ve stopped him.” 
 
    “But then he would’ve hit you, too.” 
 
    Terry helped Nick to his feet. “You have to tell Mr. Nuber.” 
 
    “No way,” said Nick. “You heard Alex. He’ll just do it again.” 
 
    Terry didn’t think so, but he knew Nick wouldn’t take the risk. If Alex did attack him again, he wouldn’t stop at a few kicks to the stomach. So long as Nick believed there was a chance of it, he’d never turn Alex in. The fear of pain was simply too much. 
 
    “But you can’t just let him get away with it,” said Terry. 
 
    “What else am I supposed to do?” he asked. 
 
    Why didn’t Nick want to do anything? How could he let it go so easily? “You tell on him, Nick. It isn’t right what he did!” 
 
    “He made fun of me for my test score. I got mad and argued. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s my fault.” 
 
    “No! That’s stupid. You didn’t do anything wrong, Nick.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Nick, wiping his face with his sleeve. “He hit me, and now he’s done. If I went to Mr. Nuber, it wouldn’t make it go away.” 
 
    Terry squeezed his fist. “But…” 
 
    “Forget about it, Terry,” said Nick, straightening his shirt. “It’s better not to tell. Sometimes it hurts more when you do.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1677 
 
    Received December 02, 2345 
 
    NUBER: Alex is getting worse. I’m running out of ways to punish the kid. Did you see the video of what he did to Nicholas? 
 
    ARCHER: We predicted behavioral changes. The boy’s aggression is nothing to be concerned about. 
 
    NUBER: The hell it isn’t. Eventually he’s really going to hurt someone. 
 
    BISHOP: I get your frustrations, but we can’t just pull him out of class. 
 
    NUBER: Then stop dosing him with the gas. Cut the problem off at the source. 
 
    ARCHER: Unacceptable. Removing the subject will hinder the results of the experiment. 
 
    NUBER: What good does it do anyone? 
 
    ARCHER: His reaction is unique. Further research may provide us with a means of preventing such a perversion in future experiments. 
 
    NUBER: And if he ends up killing someone? What then? 
 
    BISHOP: We’ll deal with it. Remember what’s at stake here, Henry. 
 
    NUBER: Please, spare me the speech. I’ve heard it so much I’ve got the damn thing memorized. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    February 13, 2346 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    Terry slouched and stifled a yawn, dropping his head and trying to hide it. Mr. Nuber didn’t like yawns during lectures. He said when you yawned, you couldn’t hear anything, and he didn’t want anyone to miss what was happening. “Everything I say is important,” he would remind the class when a student asked about it. “And if you miss something, even just a few words, you’ll be lost. No excuses.” If you actually had the audacity to bring yourself to yawn and he saw it, he’d stop the lecture cold and stare until you stopped. He’d cock his head a little to the left and give a look that said, I’m stopping because of you, you little bastard. Thanks a lot. 
 
    Terry managed it without being seen, then watched as Mr. Nuber wrote out an equation on the board with a digi-pen. 
 
    He looked at Nick and wondered how he was feeling. Did he regret not telling Mr. Nuber? It’d been a few days since the fight in the boys’ room and nothing had happened. Maybe everything really was okay. 
 
    He’d thought about telling John or Mei about it but decided against it. If Nick wanted anyone else to know, he’d tell them. It wasn’t Terry’s responsibility, right? Then, why did he feel so guilty? He shuddered. Relax, he thought. Watch the teacher. Listen. 
 
    “Now we’re going to talk about tectonic plates,” said Nuber. “We touched on them briefly in the last lesson, but today they’re the focus.” He pulled up a map of the Earth with large, jagged lines spread out across it. Some had names, others didn’t. “They’re the reason continents exist,” he explained. “Or mountain ranges. Or trenches in the ocean. They grind against one another, and they push the rock up to form hills and peaks. When they pull apart, we see the land separate. Sometimes when they’re grinding against each other, we get the quakes. You see, class, these plates, they’re jagged and deformed, so when they do this grinding, they sometimes get stuck on each other, locking into place for a while. But they don’t just stop moving. No, on the contrary, they keep moving, even though part of them is stuck. That’s when the tension builds and then the part that’s caught snaps, almost like a rubber band, which is where the quake comes from—that release of tension.” He pointed at the screen. “Most of the time, these quakes happen on these lines here, but sometimes they’re so big that you can feel them far away. We aren’t on a line, but we’re not that far from one, either, so sometimes we get them. They hit us and we have to do a few repairs, reinforce the supports. Those nasty plates can be a pain in the ass at times, but they’re rare and we never get the bad ones.” 
 
    Terry didn’t care about tectonic plates. In fact, he was having a hard time caring about anything the teacher talked about. He leaned forward, staring at the map, trying to feign interest. It was a good lie, another to add to his list. He was becoming an expert on lies. Thanks to Alex. No, he thought. Not because of Alex. It’s my own fault. 
 
    “Terry,” said John, suddenly. He flinched at the sound of his own name. “Hey, it’s time to go. You okay?” 
 
    “He’s just daydreaming,” said Mei. She and John were standing over him now. Was class over already? 
 
    “Well, snap out of it. We have to go back to our room and study, remember? You promised to help me.” 
 
    “Right, yeah.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Mei. “Most of the class is already gone.” 
 
    He followed after them, trying to shake the thoughts that kept circling his mind. 
 
    That afternoon, they studied until dinner. After that, John wanted to go exercise in the gym, play in the arena. He enjoyed it more than the classroom, especially since Terry had started getting better. 
 
    But he didn’t feel like going today. In fact, all he wanted to do was lay in his bed, close his eyes, and sleep. “I don’t feel good,” he said. “But you go ahead.” 
 
    John left and Terry went to his own room. As he lay there in his bunk, he couldn’t help but remember the incident with Nick, but tried his best to focus on something else. He imagined himself in the arena, holding the rifle and trying to win. He thought up strategies and acted them out again and again. 
 
    Then, he pictured himself on the surface, standing next to his friends. He wondered what kind of dangers he’d face there, what sort of wonders he’d see. Would there be animals? What if they were scary? He wondered what he’d do if one of them provoked him. Would he fight back? What if he had to shoot one of them? 
 
    An image of Alex flashed before him, and ashamed, he pushed it aside. 
 
    As he drifted off to sleep, another question lingered, and for hours it circled in his mind like water in a drain, following him into his dreams, becoming a part of him. In the night he awoke, cold and hot and wet, and there the question stood, tapping at his brain. Would I kill to save myself? He trembled at the thought. 
 
    Terry hoped he’d never have to know. 
 
    ******* 
 
    May 06, 2346 
 
    Housing District 01 
 
    Standing outside Ava Long’s home turned Mara’s stomach. When she first brought up the idea of approaching her mentor to Ross, it sounded like a good one. The closer she got to the door, however, the more she second guessed herself. After all, Ava had left her in charge of the motherhood, given her more responsibility than any other woman in the history of the city. And what had she done with it? Practically given it away, like an antique rug, torn and unwanted. What would the first matron say to her after hearing this? How ashamed would Ava be? 
 
    But she had come too far to go back now. 
 
    Captain Avery Ross stood beside her, patiently waiting, rarely speaking. Ever the soldier. She wore civilian clothes today, a similar set to the outfit she had worn last week at the train station. Today, however, she looked even more inconspicuous. Her shirt and pants were two sizes larger than they needed to be, masking her athletic frame. She wore a pair of glasses, seemingly fake, and her hair draped neatly around her neck and ears, encasing her smile—a rare sight, normally, but a welcome change. If anyone saw her today, they might think she was a scientist or a shy intellectual, her nose stuck in a book. Mara found a shred of amusement in the physical transformation her friend had undergone, and in fact, she liked her more this way. 
 
    Mara swallowed the lump in her throat, then pressed her finger to the digital screen on the door. A series of chimes echoed from the other side, followed by a woman’s voice. “Coming,” she called. 
 
    Ava Long opened the door and smiled instantly. “Oh, my goodness, if it isn’t my favorite daughter.” 
 
    Mara returned the smile. “Matron,” she said, nodding. 
 
    “Addressing yourself?” asked Ava. “I’ll have you know I’m a regular citizen now, young lady.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Mara, defiantly. “You’re still my matron.” 
 
    Ava laughed. “And who’s this?” she asked, looking at Ross. 
 
    “A friend. Avery Ross.” Mara said. 
 
    “Oh, my. Yes, I know Captain Ross,” she said. 
 
    Ross nodded and put out her hand. “Matron Long,” she said. 
 
    “Honey, you put that hand away and give me a hug.” 
 
    Ross blushed but did as Ava instructed. They embraced, Ava patting her back. “I didn’t know if you’d remember me,” muttered Ross, grinning. 
 
    “How could I forget about my little pioneer?” asked Ava. 
 
    Ross nodded. “You’re too kind, ma’am.” 
 
    “Is it alright if we come in?” asked Mara. She didn’t want to interrupt, but someone might take notice if they lingered outside too long. 
 
    Ava’s smile faded. “You sound serious. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’ll explain in a moment, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” said Ava. She moved aside and let them in. 
 
    Ava’s apartment always smelled so lovely, a constant stir of freesia, citrus and hazelnut in the air. This was a result of her frequent visits to the farms, where she would accept donations of food and flowers from the local workers, who never denied her. She did this so that she could put together gifts for those she felt needed them, particularly new mothers who were just starting out. During her time as the matron, Ava had taken to visiting each new mother’s apartment, greeting each with a basket full of gifts and a warm, wrinkled smile. She had done the same for others in the city, particularly those who had fallen on hard times, but the bulk of her hobby was aimed toward the motherhood, where her heart still lay. Looking around the apartment now, catching glances of half completed baskets, it became clear that Ava’s humble hobby had finally become a fulltime job. 
 
    “Sorry for the mess,” said Ava. She began clearing off the dining room table, which was covered in translucent cello wrap and two half-finished baskets. “Please, take a seat. Would either of you like something to drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” said Mara. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” said Ava, gleefully, then poured herself some Earl Grey tea. “I prefer a touch of honey. Otherwise, it’s bland.” She took a seat across from Mara and Ross, sipped lightly from her cup, and smiled. “Now, what’s got you all riled up this morning?” 
 
    “Colonel Bishop,” said Mara, getting straight to the point. “He’s trying to push me out of the council and block my access to the program.” 
 
    “How’s that, exactly?” asked Ava. 
 
    “It happened as soon as you left office. I didn’t tell you because I thought it was only an adjustment period. You know, growing pains. I didn’t think he was serious about cutting me out the way he has. Looks like I was wrong.” She went on to describe the leaked information she received, but kept Ross’s name out of it and also omitted her face to face with Bishop. Ava seemed to listen attentively to every word Mara spoke, never looking away, but she also didn’t act very shocked by it, either. 
 
    Ava didn’t respond immediately to the information dump. Instead, she continued to sip more of her tea, quietly staring into the cup. “I assume you’re retaliating,” she finally said. 
 
    “Retaliate?” asked Mara. “I don’t know what you mean. I was hoping you’d step in, maybe show your support.” 
 
    “Oh, of course you have my full support, dear, but you need more than the kind words of an old woman on your side.” 
 
    “If your voice isn’t enough, then what is?” 
 
    “You need to show your strength,” said Ava. “It’s the only thing boys like Bishop understand.” 
 
    Mara hadn’t expected this kind of talk from the former headmistress, but, then again, this was the woman who manipulated General Stone into restructuring the government. There were obviously sides to Ava Long that she had yet to see. “All this talk of strength,” she said. “You act as though I’m sitting on an army, ready to conquer. I’m just the matron, nothing more, a glorified mother playing politician.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” said Ross. Her voice hit Mara unexpectantly. “The matron’s influence spreads all throughout the motherhood and even to the other branches.” 
 
    “But they have weapons,” said Mara. “Guns and armor and gas to shut us down.” 
 
    Ava shook her head. “You’ve already convinced yourself that you’ll lose.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a band of mothers can do against the military,” said Mara. 
 
    Ava paused, then placed her cup on the table. She took a napkin and dabbed her lips and fingers, then folded it and placed it next to the cup. Ava did all of this in silence and in no particular hurry. When she finally did speak, the room had fallen into a full and rigid silence. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you a secret today,” said Ava, quite seriously. “I want you to memorize it and I want you to believe it, not because I told it to you but because it is the truth. Everyone seems to think power comes from a weapon, from something you can hold in your hands and aim at someone’s skull. A bully picks up a stick in the schoolyard and makes a threat, and see how he is rewarded. The weaker children obey, not out of love, but fear. This practice doesn’t change when we grow older. The only thing that changes is the stick becomes a bomb, and the bully wears a uniform and calls himself a king.” 
 
    Mara leaned in, listening. 
 
    “Before the old world died, if the government threatened to take what you had, there was nothing you could do, because they had all the soldiers, all the weapons, all the bombs. The nation with the biggest guns could kill the rest of us with the press of a button, and often they would threaten to do just that. Nothing could be said for the woman in her home, holding a crying child in her shaking hands, praying to God to save her from the bombs flying overhead. Nothing but the word of a tyrant king, sitting high atop the dead-built throne, praising the works that were made in his name.” Ava stared hard into Mara’s eyes. “That’s the illusion they preach, the trick you end up believing is real. They tell you true power is dictated by the dictator, because he lives in the ivory tower with his finger on the trigger, but the secret they keep, the part they refuse to tell you during your adolescent indoctrination…is that none of that is true. Real power isn’t dealt in bullets, darlings, but in words. Words that stir a man to stand when all the rest have fled…to fight unwinnable wars, all for the sake of a thought. Every leader who made a difference didn’t do it with a sword or a gun, but with a voice that might have moved a mountain. Think of all the revolutions, all the great religions whose followers once numbered in the billions, and understand me when I tell you: they started with a few delusional fools, conspiring in a room.” 
 
    Mara was afraid to answer. The idea that she could ever hold the kind of influence that Ava was suggesting had never occurred to her before. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. 
 
    “I don’t mean to suggest you preach a call to arms against the good colonel,” said Ava. “But there are peaceful ways to protest, and history has shown them to be just as effective.” 
 
    Ross’s eyes lit up at the sound of this. “You’re saying we should go public. Tell the city what’s really going on. Get them on our side.” She paused, then looked at Mara. “This could work, ma’am. With half the city against the colonel, he’d have no choice but to bring you back in or risk impeachment. The courts might be slow, but they’d snap to it in a hurry if the public’s eye was on them.” 
 
    A swell of tension filled Mara’s throat, but she swallowed it and took a breath. The whole thing sounded crazy, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. She had tried, after all, to appeal to Bishop on a professional level, pleading for him to adhere to the established policy rather than his own egotistical ambition. But what good had it done? Where was she now, but in the corner of a room, questioning herself? “Ava, the things you’re talking about…what makes you think we can do that?” 
 
    Ava thought for a moment, then quietly stood and walked to the baskets she’d moved from the table when Mara first entered. Gently, she brushed the cuff of her finger against the petals of one of the freesia flowers. Taking it in her hand, she gave it to Mara. “Smell that,” she said. 
 
    Mara did. “It’s very nice,” she said, truthfully, though she didn’t see the point. 
 
    “Do you know how difficult it is to grow flowers in the gardens?” asked Ava. “Aside from the fact that they require space, artificial lighting, and regulated temperature, the science division claims it’s a bad investment because of the water it takes to produce them. ‘They contribute little to the sustainment of the city’s population,’ I was told.” Ava sat back down. Mara returned the flower, which Ava accepted. She twirled it in her hand, watching it, almost gleefully. “They don’t see the point in them. I suppose from a purely logical perspective, they’re right. But human beings aren’t logical creatures, are they? On the contrary, we require emotional stimulation. We require inspiration. A sense of comfort. That’s what these flowers do. That’s their purpose.” She tossed the blossom on the table. “Never mind that if we didn’t grow them, they’d go extinct. But now look at how they’ve flourished, going out to homes all over the city.” 
 
    Mara couldn’t argue with her. Ava’s flowers were everywhere. There were several gardens now in the plazas downtown, lining the shop corners, adding a bit of violet into an otherwise dull world. 
 
    “You might think I did all this out of the goodness of my little heart, but it wouldn’t be the whole truth. The reality is I needed public opinion on my side. I needed people to like me. It’s easy to get elected or appointed if you understand the way the ladder works, darlings, but staying in power is the tricky part. You need more than a title and a pretty face for that. But you can’t do it with fear or violence, because in the end you’ll only lose. You have to do it with love. Show them you’re a saint. Make them believe you care, and then prove you actually do. That’s how you win the long hand. That’s how you beat the other bastards down.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    October 02, 2347 
 
    Maternity District 
 
    Mara sat in the mother’s lounge next to Ava, patiently waiting for the rest of the mothers to take their seats. Today she would finally speak publically about the rumors regarding the children—gossip she and Ava had quietly spread themselves. In the months since their initial meeting, both Mara and Ava had addressed these rumors, clarifying and reinforcing them with evidence and leaked information. The uproar at this had slowly grown to the point where it had reached the other branches. In response to it, Bishop had sent a representative to Mara, requesting that she put an end to whatever she was trying to prove. This representative had been, thankfully, Avery Ross, much to Mara’s amusement. 
 
    Ross, of course, couldn’t be in attendance, lest her superiors discover the truth about her treasonous activities. The subterfuge was why she and Mara had agreed Ross should remain as far away from here as possible. No doubt she was sitting in Bishop’s office right now, unnecessarily going over matters that probably could have waited until tomorrow. 
 
    In the meantime, Mara would do what she came here to do. She would tell these women the truth, and watch as Bishop’s propaganda came undone. 
 
    “Are you ready?” whispered Ava. “It looks like most of us are here.” 
 
    Mara felt a crawl in her stomach. It had been a while since she had butterflies. “Yes, I’m ready.” 
 
    “You seem jittery,” said Ava. 
 
    Mara hesitated. “Maybe a bit.” 
 
    “Been there,” admitted Ava. “But you can do this. It’s no different from all the other times.” 
 
    The double doors in the back of the auditorium closed, sending a hard echo through the room. Mara got to her feet and the swell of open chatter from among the audience came to an end. Their eyes were now transfixed upon the matron, on Mara. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said to the crowd. “I’m sorry we have to meet under such irregular terms, ladies, but as many of you are already aware, and as I’m sure most will certainly agree, there is a very good reason for it. Several months ago, information leaked from Central about the treatment of several of our children. These documents, which I myself received and evaluated, detailed several mortifying incidents in which children were either killed or, at the very least, grossly mistreated.” 
 
    The crowd stirred loudly. This was the first time some had heard the news. “Please, settle down,” Mara said, raising her hand to quiet the noise. Once the chatter had subsided to a reasonable level, she continued. “I sent a request to Colonel Bishop, asking for more information on these matters but was told to mind my own business. Whenever I showed up or demanded a meeting, I was turned away, dismissed outright. Since then, both the military and the science division have held secret meetings in which the motherhood is not permitted. This is a direct attack on our rights and on the Stone Charter. More than that, however, it is an attack on our children and our very way of life. We cannot stand idly by while the rights we fought so long to have are slowly taken away from us.” She slammed her fist on the podium. “We are the caretakers. We are the protectors. It is our job…our privilege…to safeguard the lives of our children.” 
 
    The crowd cheered at the sound of Mara’s words. She waited a moment for the noise to settle, then went on. “We must take a stand today,” she said, speaking louder than before. “I hereby demand the immediate resignation of both Colonel James Bishop and Doctor William Archer by the courts of our fair city.” 
 
    More cheering. 
 
    “Until these demands are met,” she said, “the motherhood will no longer contribute new students to the academy, nor will any new contracts be taken. We do this to secure the lives and dignity of all those who follow hereafter. We do this for ourselves, because it is the right and moral action.” 
 
    “No more sacrifices!” screamed a girl from the crowd. 
 
    “No more dead babies!” said another. 
 
    Most of the women stood, their fists raised, screaming violently for action. Mara’s words had stirred hysteria, but it was exactly the kind of outrage that she and her fellow conspirators wanted. After she officially released the leaked documents, the wildfire of outcry would only grow. It wouldn’t take long before the courts decided they had no other choice but to act, and with so much proof on the table, their victory was all but assured. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1327 
 
    To: John_Constein@Amber_security 
 
    From: Charles_Armstrong@Amber_security 
 
    December 29, 2346 
 
    ARMSTRONG: Sir, the following message was received twelve minutes ago at approximately 0220 from the installation’s automated security system. 
 
      
 
    WARNING. UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS AT SECURITY POINT 0827. PLEASE ENTER AUTHORIZATION NUMBER TO DISPATCH SECURITY FORCES TO DESIGNATED AREA. 
 
      
 
    We are still investigating the situation, but the technicians are saying it wasn’t a malfunction or an accident. That’s all we have right now. I’ll update you with more information as we receive it. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    December 29, 2346 
 
    Unknown 
 
    The tunnel was darker than the city, dimly lit by the old technology running along the corners of the ceiling. Most of the lights were out now, of course, which only made traveling through the passageways all the more dangerous. At times, there was no telling what lay ahead—two centuries of negligence had left it in a broken state. Dust covered the walls like blankets, making it difficult to breathe. The smell, sour and bitter like stale fruit, was full enough to taste. 
 
    Alex slid his palm across the dirty, metal walls, flicking the grime from his fingertips after enough of it had accumulated. He wiped his palms against his coat, placed his hand back on the wall and proceeded to do it again. Most of the flakes came off as easily as they went on, but the sweat and oil from his skin mixed with the fragments that remained, creating a layer of sludge on his skin, like a natural chalk powder. The more he wiped the walls, the more grime he gathered. Exactly what I need. 
 
    As he came around the curve of the hall, he spotted Cole waiting for him. “I’m ready,” Alex yelled, clapping his hands. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Careful, Alex,” said Cole, pointing to a dangling piece of steel nearby. “It’s a long way down, and this thing looks pretty flimsy.” 
 
    Careful? Alex rolled his eyes. “If you wanted to be careful, you should’ve stayed at home. The Surface ain’t no place for kids!” 
 
    “Hey, I’m no kid,” said Cole. 
 
    “What? I can’t hear you, little kid.” 
 
    “I said I’m not no kid!” yelled Cole. 
 
    Alex smiled. “Damn right you ain’t.” He walked to the edge of the platform and examined the hole. “Okay, so I’ll leap and grab the ladder there. You follow, got it? We’ll climb up together. Easy.” 
 
    “Sure, yeah, easy.” Cole cleared his throat and gulped. 
 
    Alex took a deep breath. It wasn’t a long jump, but missing it could mean his life. He gave the order to stand back, and Cole followed it. With the area cleared, Alex walked to the back of the hall, readying himself. 
 
    He launched into a full sprint. 
 
    As he reached the edge, he leapt high and for a brief moment, flew.  His chest hit the railing dead on, nearly knocking the wind out of his lungs, but he managed an arm through one of the openings, catching himself. He wrapped his body around it, doing his best to ignore the pain of the collision. He wheezed and gasped for air, trying to replenish his lungs, holding his grip with every ounce of strength his arms could wield. Don’t look down, he thought. Don’t let go. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cole asked. It was a stupid question, but Alex let it slide. He didn’t have enough air to waste on sarcasm right now. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said and left it at that. Alex pulled himself up a few steps and waited for his body to relax. He hated how fragile his muscles were, how weak the city’s air made him. Once they were on the surface, tasks like this would be easy. Their bodies would adjust to the Variant and everything would be better—more like the chamber, only all the time. He’d never be weak again. “Are you ready?” he asked. “You’ll have to jump and grab my arm.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Cole. He reached out his hand but couldn’t connect to Alex. “I gotta jump to make it.” 
 
    Clinging to the railing, Alex snapped his fingers at Cole. “Do it,” he ordered. “Hurry!” 
 
    Cole jumped almost immediately. Their hands failed to connect, but Alex caught the boy’s shoulder. “You idiot,” Alex said, once he pulled Cole up. “You realize you almost died right there?” 
 
    Cole didn’t answer until they had climbed to the next platform. “Long way down,” he finally said, scanning the pit below. “Maybe we’re almost there.” 
 
    Moronic. They still hadn’t reached the midpoint yet, not according to the blueprints they’d downloaded. Perhaps the hole in the ground seemed large to Cole, but soon he would undoubtedly see what Alex already could—this was only the beginning. 
 
    He grunted and pressed on. He could teach Cole later when they had the extra time. For now, they had to keep moving. 
 
    Getting to the surface was the only thing that mattered now. 
 
    ******* 
 
    December 30, 2346 
 
    Central 
 
    Nuber stood in Bishop’s office, along with Captain Ross and Doctor Archer. He wanted nothing more than to be somewhere else. 
 
    “There’s been a breach, sir,” Ross explained to Bishop. “Two boys. We have them on camera, heading through the sealed access hatch near the sewage facility. They appear to be in their teens. We think they’re students.” 
 
    Colonel Bishop sat at his desk and let out a long sigh. He gripped the side of his chair and squeezed. “I’m not in the mood for this. It’s two in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ve checked the boards, and it looks like it’s Alex and Cole,” said Nuber. He clasped his hand around his neck, sliding it against the morning’s new stubble. In his rush, he’d forgotten to shave. 
 
    “Great,” Bishop said. “So they’ve run off to do what, exactly? Where does that passage lead?” 
 
    “To the surface,” said Ross. “But there was a leak a few decades ago, so the tunnel was sectioned off and closed. Some Variant seeped in.” 
 
    “Can they make it through?” asked Bishop. 
 
    Ross looked uneasy. “There’s a manual release valve for the quarantined section. If they manage to open it, the next compartment door will automatically lock. There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “What are the hell are they trying to do?” asked Bishop. 
 
    “Head topside, obviously,” said Nuber. 
 
    Bishop scoffed. “How do they even know how to get there?” 
 
    “It’s my fault,” said Nuber. “We went over the city’s infrastructure a few months ago. I showed the blueprints in class, but I never handed out copies. They must have stolen them.” 
 
    “Sounds like you were careless,” said the colonel. 
 
    “I tried to tell you Alex was unstable.” 
 
    Bishop looked at Ross. “What are we doing to fix this?” 
 
    “Sir, we are prepared to send a response team after them. We can take the Sling and beat them to the surface where the tunnel comes out.” 
 
    Bishop shot a glance at Archer, who stood near the back of the room. He leaned against the wall, casually staring at the pad in his hand. He appeared to be working. “You’re not saying much,” Bishop said. “Any thoughts?” 
 
    Archer tilted his head and nodded. “I always have thoughts, but right now I’m waiting to see what you do. It’s been a while since I had the pleasure of watching you work.” 
 
    Nuber had always hated Archer. The old man was arrogant and didn’t give a damn about anyone but himself. “By my count, it’s been close to fifteen years since you did anything worth a shit. You should be a little more protective of your accomplishments.” 
 
    “I can always make more,” Archer said, still looking at his pad. 
 
    Nuber clenched his jaw. “That’s some perspective you’ve got. Lost a person? No problem. I’ll just build another one.” 
 
    “Shut up, both of you,” said Bishop. “I need a solution, not an argument. Nuber, you’re their instructor. Give me something.” 
 
    Nuber turned his back to Archer and faced his commander. “Ross said it herself. Use the elevator, beat them to the surface, bring them in. I don’t see any other options.” 
 
    “What about you, Doctor?” asked Bishop. “Got any genius ideas you’d like to share with the rest of the class?” 
 
    Archer shrugged. “You could always let them run.” 
 
    “Why the hell would you do that?” asked Nuber. 
 
    “To begin with, it would show us whether or not they’re capable of surviving direct exposure. The Variant we’ve been using is thinner and easier on their bodies than the gas on the surface. If they manage to last more than a few minutes, we’ll know their bodies can handle it. If they can’t, at least we don’t have to risk the rest of them.” 
 
    Bishop pressed his knuckles into his desk until they popped. “We’ll blend the two ideas. Once the boys make it to the surface, we’ll send a team up to retrieve them. Give them a few hours. Unless the doctor thinks we should wait.” 
 
    “It’s more than enough time,” said Archer. 
 
    “Then, do it,” ordered Bishop. “Now, if we’ve covered everything, you can all get back to work.” 
 
    Ross left immediately, followed by Archer. They shut the door behind them. 
 
    Bishop stared at Nuber for a moment. “I don’t need a sermon, Henry,” he finally said. 
 
    “And I’m not here to give you one.” 
 
    “Then, what the hell do you want? Two boys escaped, partially because of you, and I had to make a decision about what was better, not just for them, but for all the students.” 
 
    “I got that.” 
 
    “Then, what is it?” 
 
    Nuber took a moment before he answered. “I know it’s early. Or late. Whatever you wanna call it. But I think you need to think about this for more than a few measly seconds. Have you asked yourself what could happen if this whole enterprise actually works?” 
 
    Bishop paused. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m asking you, what if those boys get to the surface and they’re fine?” 
 
    “Then, I guess Archer’s research will have been a success,” said Bishop. “It should be a good thing.” 
 
    “Right. But what happens next? We go up and get them, pull them back into the ground against their will. Are we gonna make them stay here? What if they don’t want to come home?” 
 
    “They’re children. We’ll make them.” 
 
    “I’ve spent every day with those two for the past eight years, and I can tell you right now: they’re anything but children. They’re barely even human. They’re stronger, faster, and better. Try to bring them home, and you’ll see. If they don’t wanna go, they won’t.” 
 
    “You’ve grown more cynical,” said Bishop. 
 
    “Or cautious. Either way, a couple of kids are about to do something none of our people can: walk on the surface without a damned suit. There’s nothing slowing them down, no baggage to limit where they can go. And if you think a team of oxygen-reliant soldiers has a chance in hell against two unrestricted kids, you’re out of your damned mind. You try to tear them away from this new world of theirs, they’re gonna resist. And when that happens, with all their new strength and speed…all this in the hands of a couple of teenagers…someone’s gonna get hurt.” Nuber snapped his fingers and pointed at the ceiling. “And I’m not so sure it’ll be them.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    December 30, 2346 
 
    Unknown 
 
    The elevator shaft was colder than Alex expected. It didn’t have the kind of insulation the city did. The walls were different here, not steel or padded metal, but rocks and machines that ran together from one point to the next. 
 
    Alex and Cole sat together, waiting for the door to the Variant-flooded compartment to open. Containment procedures built into the tunnels by previous generations had forced the door to close, blocking off the leak. Apparently, the ventilation system in the section had stopped working, but rather than fix the problem, they simply closed the door and left it alone. All the better for Alex. The sooner he reached the Variant, the easier the trip would become. 
 
    The anticipation of what lay ahead filled him with pure elation, the gnawing eagerness of freedom. This was his moment, right now, before he found the final path—before he followed it to the end of the line, to whatever paradise or hell it might take him. 
 
    To the surface, he hoped. A world with endless possibilities, separate from the limits of this rotting grave of a place, where humans had become reliant on walls and machines to keep them alive. 
 
    He looked forward to leaving them all behind. 
 
    The console nearby let out a loud chime, indicating the previous door had finally sealed behind them, and the next section could finally open. 
 
    The large, metal vault unlatched and a wave of dust blew against their feet. The air around them immediately filled with the scent of Variant, and Alex took a deep breath of it. “Finally,” he said, grinning. “Now we’re making progress.” 
 
    It was only a taste, but the reward would do for now. Soon, they’d stand on the surface, surrounded by a world they could shape with their own hands—build their own lives without the burdens of the weak or the useless to weigh them down. Only the strong were allowed access; only the powerful would reign. 
 
    It would be a better world for better people. 
 
    ******* 
 
    December 31, 2347 
 
    Central 
 
    Nuber was completely exhausted. The past twenty-four hours were beginning to take their toll on him. How was he supposed to manage a class full of teenagers when he also had to deal with the fact that two of them had vanished? 
 
    Bishop had a quiet, empty look on his face. He had his elbows propped against the desk, hastily rubbing his hands together. Nuber had known him for twenty-five years—time enough to understand his ticks and tendencies. The hand rubbing always worried him. 
 
    “We’ve lost them,” said Bishop at last. 
 
    Nuber didn’t bother to act surprised. He’d already prepared himself for this. “How’d it happen?” 
 
    “I’m not completely certain if the two boys are dead, but the signal from their implants is definitely gone. Ross says their vitals were normal right before they went dark, which suggests they’ve moved outside the safe zone. Or maybe their hearts exploded out of their chests when they got to the surface. I don’t know.” 
 
    “So they’re missing,” said Nuber. 
 
    “If they’re too far for us to track, they’re too far for us to go after. The oxygen tanks won’t last more than twelve hours. Chances are, if they’re still alive, we’ll never find them. Not unless we get creative.” 
 
    “Creative? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Simple. I’ve already sent a team, but I want an alternative. In the very real likelihood that they don’t recover anything, your kids will need to be ready to follow.” 
 
    Nuber scoffed at the idea. “You mean after two of them ran off and disappeared, you want to send more? Who’s to say they won’t do the exact same thing and take off, too?” 
 
    “Because I’m trusting you to choose the ones who won’t. You’ve been with the present group since they first came here, and you know them best. Send me five who’ve earned whatever kind of trust you have inside that thick skull of yours. I want patriots, dammit. Get them on our side.” 
 
    “And if I can’t?” asked Henry. 
 
    “You tell them the truth about how you lost that arm. Maybe a little fear will keep them from doing something stupid.” 
 
    Nuber ignored the insult. “This wasn’t part of the timeline.” 
 
    “The original launch window was eight months from now. There’s no use in waiting. The next stage is direct exposure…pure, unfiltered, undiluted Variant. These runaways are exactly the kind of political justification we need.” 
 
    “You can’t expect a bunch of kids to play soldier.” 
 
    Bishop laughed. “They do it every day in that arena of yours, don’t they? Kids need to grow up eventually.” 
 
    Nuber glanced at his missing arm, taking a moment to process this idiotic plan. If anything went wrong, it could cost them their lives. How could Bishop justify such a thing? Nuber took in a deep breath and looked again at his superior. “Tell me again why we’re doing this, sir.” 
 
    Bishop furrowed his brow. “Hm? What do you mean by ‘why’?” 
 
    Nuber cleared his throat. “I mean…why are we risking the lives of these kids? Tell me again why it’s worth it. I need to hear it.” 
 
    Bishop took a moment, his eyes fixed on Nuber. “For the future of the human race, Henry. It’s the same reason it’s always been. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    Nuber’s eyes drifted to the edge of the desk. “How long will they have to stay?” 
 
    “We’ll see what happens,” said Bishop. “We aren’t throwing them to the wolves, but we need to see what they can do. These kids represent over two decades of work. We have to make sure it was worth it. Have a little faith, Henry. Haven’t we been careful so far?” 
 
    “We could’ve done better.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s true,” admitted Bishop. “But mistakes happen. We’ve got the entire human race to consider here, and we’re running out of time.” Bishop tapped a pad on his desk, then slid it toward Nuber. “A list. It’s organized by compatibility rating. Top to bottom. The first is the most likely to survive direct exposure. The last is the least likely. I’m not saying they won’t all survive. The way Archer put it, every student in your class should be able to make the transition perfectly fine.” 
 
    “Sure, as far as the atmosphere goes,” said Nuber. “What about the other hazards?” 
 
    “I’m assuming you’re referring to the animals. We haven’t seen one of those since—” 
 
    “No need to revisit,” said Nuber, glancing at his empty sleeve again. 
 
    “My point being,” continued Bishop, “it was the only time anyone’s ever seen one of those things. The only proof we have they even exist is the story you gave us.” 
 
    “And the dead contractors who didn’t come back with me.” 
 
    Bishop stared at him for a moment. “Fine,” he said. “But your incident took place near the third solar field, far from where the elevator comes out. Besides, the last signal we received from the missing kids was in the opposite direction. There’s no reason to think your team will encounter anything dangerous.” 
 
    “Look at my arm, James,” he said, agitated. “You really want to see this on one of them?” 
 
    “They’re not children. Not really. Besides, they’ll have weapons, and they won’t have to worry about tearing their oxygen suits, either. You may not like the idea, but you know it’s necessary.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” said Nuber. He stood, preparing to leave. 
 
    “Where are you going now?” asked Bishop. 
 
    “To give a final lesson to the names on that list. If we’re sending them to Hell, they deserve to know about the demons who live there.” 
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    BISHOP: I told you I was moving on this. 
 
    ROSS: All because of the runaways? 
 
    BISHOP: No, it was only a factor. It was going to happen soon enough, anyway. 
 
    ROSS: Aren’t you concerned? They’re not soldiers, sir. 
 
    BISHOP: After years of training, they sure as hell better be. 
 
    ROSS: What does their teacher think? 
 
    BISHOP: He’s…reluctant. 
 
    ROSS: And you’re still going through with it? 
 
    BISHOP: Nuber’s opinion is clouded. He’s almost as bad as those sentimental mothers. 
 
    ROSS: Is that really so bad? 
 
    BISHOP: Dammit, don’t you start, too. 
 
    ROSS: Apologies, sir. But you should know the mothers are talking…someone’s let it slip about the launch. 
 
    BISHOP: It doesn’t matter. They’ll have plenty to gossip about when all of this is over. 
 
    ROSS: You’re expecting it to work, then? 
 
    BISHOP: Decades of anguish for today, Ross. Decades of politics, botched science experiments, and constant public reassurances. Of course I’m expecting it to work. It has to. 
 
    ROSS: Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to imply… 
 
    BISHOP: It’s fine. You’ve worked as hard as I have. We should both be celebrating. Hell, I’ve already poured the scotch. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 1, 2347 
 
    The Academy, Central 
 
    Terry opened his burning, sleep deprived eyes only to see Mr. Nuber standing over him. 
 
    “Rise and shine,” said Nuber. 
 
    John was already dressed. He shrugged when Terry looked at him. 
 
    Terry slid out of bed and started getting dressed. The reason for the wake up didn’t matter. He’d find out soon enough. That was how it worked. 
 
    He laced up his boots. 
 
    “Follow me,” said his teacher, once Terry was fully clothed and ready. Together they left the dormitories and headed to the classrooms. It was a short walk, the same one they had taken every other day, but at this time of night the halls were quieter, more solemn. It was almost depressing. 
 
    Nuber stopped at the door to their usual room. “Go in and have a seat,” he said. Terry did, with John beside him. He expected to find the rest of the class there, but instead there were only a few. Mei, Roland, and Sarah sat at their desks, bloodshot eyes on all their faces. 
 
    “Sir,” said John, breaking the silence. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    Mr. Nuber ignored the question. “Sit down, boys,” he said. 
 
    John and Terry took their usual seats and waited silently for answers. “Alright then,” said Nuber. He pressed the power button on the desk and turned the equipment on. After a brief moment, the projector screen in the front of the class lit up and a map appeared. “I’m only going to cover this once, so pay attention.” He walked to the screen, examined it, and faced the small group of teenagers. “I’m sure all of you have noticed Alex and Cole have been missing from class these last few days.” 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    “Well, they have, and they aren’t just ditching, either. They’ve run away from the city. They’re topside.” 
 
    A few of the students shifted in their seats. Mei shot up a hand, but Nuber dismissed it with a wave, and she resigned her question. “It doesn’t matter how they did it, only that they did. We tracked their movements for a while, but now it seems they’ve fallen off the grid. They’re gone.” 
 
    He turned and nodded to the screen beside him. “This is a map of the surface. It’s not the whole thing, obviously, but it’s the only part you need to concern yourselves with. You’ll notice it’s shaped like a circle. That’s because it only extends about a mile from the entrance of the city. See this black spot here?” He pointed to the exact center of the map. “This is the elevator connecting our city with the surface. We call it the Sling. Everything in this circle is considered part of the safe zone, but it doesn’t mean it’s actually safe.” He changed the picture. A larger map took the place of the last one. It was more or less the same, except there were a few additional structures and three red circles on the outer edges. “I’m sure you’re wondering what those red marks are. They’re the reason you need to stay inside the first map. Those are where our people have been attacked in the past.” He walked to the uppermost one and slammed his palm against it. “This is the one that took my arm. Animals, I guess you’d call them. No one knows what they are…only that they’re dangerous. If you ever start to question me, think about this.” He rolled up his sleeve and showed them all what was really underneath it. 
 
    For the very first time, Terry saw the remnants of his teacher’s arm. It was only a stub, cut off six inches from the shoulder. The skin near the end of it was cracked, a lighter shade of color than the rest of the old man’s body. 
 
    “This is what you get when you aren’t careful enough…when you’re arrogant, and you’ve got it in your head to do something stupid.” 
 
    “What happened?” Roland asked. 
 
    “My team got ambushed while we were investigating something up on the surface. It was only one animal, but it was bigger than me and twice as strong. Fast, too. It went after the others first, tackling them and ripping their suits apart like paper. We all ran, but only two of us made it all the way to the lift. My boss Matt Libby and myself. I asked him where the others were, but he shouted he didn’t know and ordered me to open the gate. I heard a growl and turned to see the monster standing over us. I gawked at it like an idiot while it attacked Libby. I ran to help, but it saw me coming and lunged at me. It knocked me around and cut me in a few places. I could hear the oxygen wheezing out of my suit even before I hit the dirt. None of it mattered to me at the time, though. I was more worried about the giant razorback trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Razorback?” asked John. 
 
    “It’s what we call them. Rabs for short.” 
 
    A chill ran down Terry’s spine as he tried to imagine what a razorback would look like. It didn’t sound like anything he’d ever seen in a book or picture. 
 
    Nuber sighed, and his eyes drifted. “Before the rab could finish me off, Libby screamed and rushed the beast, his arms raised and flailing like nothing I’d ever seen. He plowed into it, and they both fell on the dirt, tumbling away from me. Libby screamed for me to go, to get into the lift. I bear-crawled to the gate, scared shitless, closed it behind me, entered the activation code, and listened in horror as my commanding officer screamed bloody murder while the monster ripped him apart. He died in front of my eyes, his insides falling out of his belly like…noodles from a bowl. 
 
    “By the time I got to the bottom, I’d already passed out from exposure. The toxin infected my arm and should’ve killed me, but they managed to amputate before it spread. At least, it’s the story they told me. When I woke up and saw my arm gone, I couldn’t stop screaming. It didn’t feel real.” He shook his head, blinking. “But that was from the gas. You kids don’t have to worry about it. Be thankful.” 
 
    Right, thankful, thought Terry. As if anyone could feel grateful for any part of Nuber’s story. 
 
    “Make no mistake,” said Nuber. “The whole damned planet’s still a deathtrap. You see one of those animals I mentioned, you run the other way, understand? Don’t get killed for no reason. You kids take off and bolt all the way back to the Sling. I don’t give a shit what your orders are. You listen to me.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Today’s the last day of class,” he said. “You won’t ever be back in this room again, but you don’t get to rest. In fifteen minutes we’re gonna leave here, and I’m gonna take you to a place with a lot of doctors and then to another with a lot of soldiers. It’ll only take a few hours, but by the time it’s over, you’ll be on your way to the surface.” He stood and proceeded to shake each of their hands. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he said. “You’ve all graduated.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    Terry, John, Mei, Sarah, and Roland made their way along the catwalk toward the Sling, with Mr. Nuber behind. The Sling was a massive elevator, which lay at the base of a diagonally shaped tunnel so long that the steel plated walls seemed to fold back in on themselves the farther they went. The chasm gave Terry a terrible headache. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” asked John. 
 
    “Nauseous,” said Terry, trying to reorient himself. “Not sure why.” 
 
    “It’s called vertigo,” said Mr. Nuber, pushing through them toward the lift. He carried an extra supply pack in his only arm. “If you can’t handle it, look at the ground or find something to focus your eyes on.” 
 
    Mei, Sarah, and Roland followed after him. 
 
    Terry gripped the handrail and squeezed, closing his eyes. 
 
    “It’ll be fine once we’re inside,” John assured him. “Doesn’t look like there’s any windows.” 
 
    John was right. The Jefferson Lift, otherwise known as the Sling, was entirely windowless. The only means of observation was the locator board inside, which tracked the Sling’s progress through the five-mile diagonal chasm. Of course, the locator board served little purpose other than to give the passengers something to look at. They had nothing else to do, after all. The system was operated entirely from Central’s ECP or the Entry Control Point, where a team of technicians monitored everything that went on inside. This was originally done for security reasons, back when the city still received new visitors. 
 
    “Terry, let’s go,” Nuber called from across the catwalk. “I need everyone inside.” 
 
    “Better hurry,” said John. 
 
    Terry nodded. He swallowed a few times. “I’m not sure I can hold my breakfast in until we get there.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s less than a two hour trip,” John said, patting Terry on the back. “Be there in no time.” 
 
    Nuber smacked the railing with the pack in his hand. The ding echoed loudly through the tunnel. “I said let’s go!” 
 
    Terry and John followed the others in through the lift doors. Once inside, Nuber ordered everyone to choose a seat and strap in. 
 
    The Sling was nothing but a large, square room, with a single row of seats against a wall. Apparently, this had been the only means of transporting supplies to the city during its construction, which meant it had to carry drilling equipment and other large materials. The original engineers wanted to install faster, smaller elevators, but due to the unforeseeable calamity known as the Jolt, those projects never came to pass. 
 
    Nuber kept standing while the students fastened their seatbelts. “Everyone good? Okay. Now we’ve got a few minutes before this thing starts moving, so listen up. I’ve already told you about what’s topside and how dangerous it is, so I won’t bother repeating myself. Instead, I want you to use these next two hours to plan ahead. You’ve all been given packs with enough supplies to get you there and back in one piece.” He took the pack in his arm and tossed it to Sarah, who caught it. “There’s a little more.” 
 
    Nuber looked at each of them. “Remember your training and don’t take any unnecessary risks. You see anything you don’t think you can handle, you get the hell away from it, you hear?” 
 
    They each stared at him. 
 
    After a moment, he grunted. “Alright, that’s it,” he said, waving his only hand. “Now go get those two idiots and bring them home.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    It had been over an hour, but the monitor showed they were getting close. The elevator had already begun to decelerate. 
 
    Terry and the others sat in their seats against the wall, unable to speak because of the overwhelming noise of the machine carrying them skyward. Instead, they’d taken to motioning with their hands, but only when necessary. It was a long ride, and there’d be plenty of time for talking after it was over. 
 
    Terry looked at John, who had fallen asleep on Mei’s shoulder. With nothing to engage his attention, it was hardly surprisingly. Maybe it was the white noise of the elevator’s machinery, or maybe it was because they had been dragged out of bed so early in the morning. Either way, Mei didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Roland had managed to sort through the extra pack Mr. Nuber gave them earlier. It contained some extra MREs and protein bars, bottles of water, and an extra box of medical supplies. He placed various items in each of the others’ bags. 
 
    Terry shifted uncomfortably against the wall. The monitor displayed a map of the pit and their position in it. The map contained clearly distinguishable lines for the shaft, but the elevator was portrayed simply by a green blinking light moving toward the surface. It was remarkably similar to the locator board in Terry’s old home. 
 
    The elevator jerked, slowing its speed again. Suddenly the humming of the engines was lighter, almost to the point where Terry thought he might be able to speak to someone if he tried. 
 
    The Sling shook again a moment later, the sound diminishing even further. 
 
    “Hey!” Roland shouted. “Can you guys hear me?” 
 
    They all agreed they could. 
 
    “Get your gear together and prepare to move,” he said, still yelling. 
 
    Within moments, the Sling slowed to a crawl, the loud, grinding sounds of the engines settling into a low hum. Soon, there was a clicking noise or what must have been the elevator locking into place, followed by a sudden jerk throughout the lift, and finally settling into quiet nothing. 
 
    The silence lasted for only a moment, hastened by the fact that the monitor against the wall was beginning to change. The green light representing the Sling phased to red, and a nearly translucent message box appeared over the bottom half of the screen. 
 
    “WARNING. LIFT DOORS OPENING.” 
 
    The moment reminded Terry of the chamber, just before the gas had come. It was the anticipation, the fear of the pain as it had been the first time he entered the place. After a while it wasn’t so bad. It became easier to breathe with each passing exposure, and it took less time to adjust. But still there was the fear that one day he might go in and never come out. In those days, especially in the beginning, Terry couldn’t help but hold his breath. 
 
    A buzzer rang throughout the Sling, followed by grinding metal as the doors separated. Light pierced the opening crack in the center, spreading and growing rapidly in all directions, overtaking the artificial lamps along the walls. As it reached Terry’s eyes, he flinched. This light was brighter than the lights in the city, sharper in the way it cut the air. Terry reached his hand out and found it was warmer than he expected. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Roland, once the doors had fully opened. He moved quickly out of the elevator. Terry could barely see him as he disappeared into the blaze of sunlight. 
 
    One by one the others followed. Sarah first, then John and Mei. Terry was the last to leave. He entered through the open door and stepped into the light, the heat covering him like a warm blanket. 
 
    He squinted, trying to orient himself. In every direction, there was so much light, filling everything. How were they supposed to survive such a wild, untamed place? Where was all this light coming from? 
 
    Terry’s head sunk back and his eyes widened. The remnants of the sky were all before him, crimson and violet streaks interlaced with a variety of puffy shapes, which he knew must be clouds. Nestled in the core of the world, a brighter light than anything Terry’s eyes had ever seen. 
 
    It was the sun, and its fire blazed so brightly that Terry stumbled back and to the ground. 
 
    He gasped desperately for air as he landed, huffing and puffing as quickly as his body would let him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mei asked, running to his side. 
 
    “Yeah,” Terry wheezed. “I just forgot to breathe.” 
 
   


  
 

 PART 2 
 
      
 
    Extinction is the rule. 
 
    Survival is the exception. 
 
    –Carl Sagan 
 
      
 
    All lovely things will have an ending, 
 
    All lovely things will fade and die, 
 
    And youth, that's now so bravely spending, 
 
    Will beg a penny by and by. 
 
    –Conrad Potter Aiken 
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    NUBER: So the chips…what’s the range on one of those? 
 
    ROSS: Approximately four miles, I believe. Five if the weather’s clear. 
 
    NUBER: Seriously? How the hell did you swing that? 
 
    ROSS: It’s not as impressive as it sounds, I assure you. The chip isn’t entirely responsible, either. We have dozens of repeaters stationed all around the safe zone. It’s only four miles right now because we haven’t had the capability to install more yet. 
 
    NUBER: Why not? 
 
    ROSS: Because traveling so far from the city has always been impractical, not to mention dangerous. Don’t you remember your briefing the last time you went topside? 
 
    NUBER: No, Avery, not really. When I think back to the day I got my arm sliced off, the stupid ass briefing isn’t really a mental priority for me. Silly, I know, but that’s just the way my brain works. 
 
    ROSS: Don’t be so dramatic, Henry. Look, the oxygen in the suit you had only lasts for about ten hours, which limits the distance you can travel. There’s also the fact that, historically, there’s never been much of a reason to leave the city. Why spend the time and resources putting up repeaters that far away? We only have so many contractors. 
 
    NUBER: Seems like you’re making excuses for a lack of foresight. 
 
    ROSS: Maybe I am, but that’s my job. Someone has to defend those decisions. 
 
    NUBER: Do you really believe that? 
 
    ROSS: I’m a soldier, Henry. It doesn’t matter what I believe. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 1, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Violence tempered the evening sky. 
 
    Purple, gray, and red bled through the haze of clouds like streaks of paint across an endless canvas. Between the many shades, a thousand beams of forgotten sunlight flitted down, like water falling through a man’s fist. A hard breeze blundered through the valley. It hit Terry’s face, hard and sharp, a bit of pain. He took a deep breath. The air was thicker here than the recycled oxygen that ran through the city. It wasn’t even like the gas in the chamber. It was smoother, sweeter maybe, and much less bitter. He smiled and breathed again. 
 
    John and Sarah had set the fire, which took longer than anyone expected. Meanwhile, Mei and Roland broke down the packs, then remade them according to each person’s assigned role. John and Sarah got the weapons and ammunition, Mei was in charge of the medical supplies, Roland had the camping equipment, and Terry took the food. They each had their part. 
 
    “We’re supposed to radio in with Central soon,” said Sarah, poking the fire with a stick she’d found. 
 
    “1600 hours,” said Roland. “We still have thirty minutes.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll say?” asked John. 
 
    “Probably give us the go-ahead to move,” said Sarah. 
 
    Roland nodded. “The coordinates we have are to the west, near the edge of the perimeter.” 
 
    “We’ll have to cross it, same as the others,” said Mei. 
 
    “Why?” asked John. 
 
    Sarah cleared her throat. “If they were in the perimeter, John, they’d have been detected.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s interference,” he said. “Maybe their chips stopped transmitting. Stuff breaks all the time.” 
 
    “Anything’s possible,” said Roland. “But we won’t know until we’ve had a look.” 
 
    Maybe they’re dead, thought Terry, but he didn’t dare say it. The truth was no one knew much about the situation or even what to expect. Everything they were saying was only speculation, nothing more. But talking about death would only make them uneasy. Better to stay quiet, he thought. Just sit here and listen like a good little soldier. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” said Mei. 
 
    “Terry has the food,” said John. 
 
    “Would you mind?” she asked, a pouty look on her face. 
 
    “I live only to serve,” said Terry, bowing and pretending to be a butler. 
 
    “Very funny,” she said. 
 
    Terry opened his pack and sorted through the supplies. “We have a wide selection of synthesized slop this afternoon. Which flavor would you want?” 
 
    “Something spicy,” she said. 
 
    “Spicy slop it is,” said Terry, pulling out a small bag. “I think this one’s supposed to be curry.” 
 
    Mei took the food and examined it. “Good enough,” she said. “Can’t be any worse than the stuff we get from the cafeteria.” 
 
    “Says you,” John said. “I think I’ll wait on the food. I’m going to look around.” 
 
    “Not alone, you’re not,” said Roland. 
 
    “Fine. Any volunteers want to go with me?” 
 
    Terry raised his hand. “My butt hurts from sitting.” 
 
    “Be back in an hour,” said Roland. “And don’t wander too far.” 
 
    “You got it, Mom,” said John, jumping to his feet. “Come on, Terry. Let’s head out.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” moaned Mei, suddenly. She had a mouthful of curry. 
 
    “We’ll be right back,” said John. “Calm your little self down.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about you, blockhead,” she said, holding up her dinner. “I’m talking about the rations.” 
 
    “What about them? Are they worse than you thought?” 
 
    “No,” she said, laughing. “No, they’re actually pretty good.” 
 
    “And that’s funny?” asked Sarah. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I guess I expected the food to suck as bad as the rest of this place. I mean, look around us. It’s horrible.” 
 
    Mei wasn’t wrong. Aside from the expectantly pleasant gas, everything about the surface was awful. The harsh, gray land felt dead and empty, all its life completely drained. Had Variant truly devastated the world so badly? Was it barren now? 
 
    Of course not, he assured himself. There were still the rabs, meat-eating predators—proof that something yet survived atop this morbid planet. But every carnivore consumed, and these particular creatures were no exception. Somewhere out there, an entire ecosystem had evolved—everything from plant to beast, each surviving off the other. 
 
    With or without humanity’s help, the world would ultimately move on. 
 
    Terry followed John away from the camp. After fifteen minutes of walking on the road, they stood together at the edge of a broken highway. Below them lay a vast ravine, although Terry speculated that it could have been a river once. The road, which they’d followed at John’s suggestion, turned into a bridge a few yards behind them, and ended ahead. 
 
    “Nice view,” said Terry. 
 
    “Do you think this bridge fell apart before or after?” asked John. 
 
    “Probably after,” Terry suggested. 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “I doubt Variant would have done this. It’s a gas, not a bomb.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t know.” 
 
    Terry shrugged. “Maybe it happened from an earthquake and no one was around to fix it.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t really matter how it happened, only that it did.” John snagged a small stone from the pavement and threw it into the ravine. They watched it disappear into the ground without making a sound. John smiled. “It’s not what I expected.” 
 
    “That’s for sure.” 
 
    “I wonder what it was like,” said John as he sat down, dangling his legs over the side of the concrete cliff. “You know, before the world ended.” 
 
    Terry joined him. “Busier, probably.” 
 
    John laughed. “Less ugly, too.” 
 
    Terry swept his palm against the rough pavement. When he pulled his hand up, it was covered in black dust. He wiped it on his pants. “Maybe it’s not all this bad. We’ve only seen a fraction so far.” 
 
    John looked at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, how do we know the whole world’s like this?” 
 
    “You heard Mr. Nuber. They have the satellite feeds from back then.” 
 
    “Up until the network went down, sure, but then there’s nothing. How do you know there aren’t other people out there? Maybe there’s a group on the other side of the planet, and they found a way to survive like we did. I’m not saying there’s another underground city or anything, but who knows? The world’s a big place.” 
 
    “That’d be something,” said John. 
 
    “Better than something. It’d be everything.” 
 
    “Like you said, the world’s a big place. We might never know.” 
 
    “True,” Terry said. 
 
    “But it’s nice to think about it,” said John. He leaned back and threw his arms behind his head. 
 
    Terry did the same. “Yeah.” 
 
    Together they watched as the clouds overhead continued moving west into what their map told them had once been called the Sea. More specifically, the Atlantic Ocean, although in order to reach it they’d have to walk a hundred miles in the wrong direction. Well, that’s okay, thought Terry. It’s probably just a puddle in a desert by now, anyway. 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 1, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry looked on as the transmission to Central went out right on time. 
 
    “Central, this is Alpha. Do you copy?” Roland said into the transmitter. 
 
    John nudged Terry. “What’s Alpha?” 
 
    “That’s us. Weren’t you listening earlier?” 
 
    “Quiet,” said Mei, glaring at them. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” John said, holding up his arms. 
 
    “Copy, Alpha,” erupted an unfamiliar voice from the pad. “The last known coordinates of the targets are being downloaded to your pads now. Report back in at precisely 1900 hours with a full update.” 
 
    “Copy that, Central,” said Roland. “Alpha Team out.” He clicked off the transmitter. 
 
    “Well, that was short,” said John. 
 
    “It was only an update,” said Roland. 
 
    “Seemed like a waste of time.” 
 
    “They wanted to know if we were dead, that’s all,” said Sarah. 
 
    “‘That’s all?’” asked John. “You make it sound so casual.” 
 
    “Well, it makes sense. They spent time trying to make us the way we are, and then all the training. They need to see if it was all worth the effort. If the experiment was a success.” She cracked her knuckles. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I feel pretty successful right now. In fact, I feel better than I have in a long time.” 
 
    “Me, too,” said Roland. “Ever since we got up here, I’ve felt amazing.” 
 
    “It’s the gas,” said Terry. “It’s just like the chamber, except now we’re stuck in it.” 
 
    John took in a deep breath. “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    Terry shrugged. “Who knows?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out,” said Sarah. “The more time we spend here, the more we’ll adapt. The longer we’re here, who knows what’ll happen?” 
 
    Terry didn’t need time to find anything out. He could already see that he was changing. His pack was getting lighter. He had more energy. He only hoped it didn’t come with a price. 
 
    Roland started packing up the supplies. “I’d rather get this mission done and over with before anything bad happens.” 
 
    “You’re not even curious about it?” asked Mei. 
 
    He looked at her. “Am I the only one who was listening to Mr. Nuber earlier? Don’t any of you remember what he said?” 
 
    “Of course we remember,” said John. “But he had a suit on and it broke. We don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “It broke for a reason,” said Roland. “Or were you just going to ignore the seven foot tall razorback with the eight inch claws and teeth?” 
 
    “Well honestly I was hoping you’d forgotten about that,” John grinned. “But nobody’s seen those things in years. Maybe they’re dead or gone. The tracker hasn’t picked up anything.” 
 
    “We can’t stick around to find out.” Roland grabbed the pack and continued stowing his equipment. “But don’t worry. When we finish this job, they’re sure to send us back. Even if they start up a steady rotation with the other students, eventually you’ll all have time to get your fill.” 
 
    Everyone followed by example and began gathering up their designated supplies. When they were ready, they walked along the desolate highway. Instead of heading north toward the broken bridge that Terry and John had found, they moved east, hoping for a better way. 
 
    Terry followed behind the others, staring at the ground as he went. He gripped the strap against his right shoulder and grunted as a bead of sweat fell from his forehead, plummeting into the dust below. 
 
    ******* 
 
    It was almost dusk when Terry’s group came upon the old gas station. Cable and Son’s, the map and broken sign on the road had called it. The shop lay a few miles south of a small town called Morrisville. The roadside was littered with overgrown weeds—blue-tinted grass that rose to the hip and bent near the end. There was no trace of the grass when they first arrived on the surface, but here, miles away from their city, the earth was moving on. The soil had a fuller, deeper color to it. Terry wondered what else they might discover the longer they walked. After all, if these plants had somehow found a way, then what else? 
 
    “We’re here,” said Roland. “This is where they fell off the grid.” 
 
    Sarah chuckled. “Like that’s even a real thing.” 
 
    “Well, what would you call it, then?” asked Roland. 
 
    “Not a grid, that’s for sure,” she said. “I mean, it’s not like there are all these sensors triangulating movements throughout a certain area. It’s only a few towers tracking movement and heat signatures. The system covers a specific radius, but they can only go so far in any one direction. Hardly a grid.” 
 
    Roland rolled his eyes. “It’s an expression. God, I can’t believe we’re arguing about this.” 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Anyway,” he went on. “This is where they lost the signal. I want everyone to pair up and fan out. Look for signs of life. Remember, our pads are connected so you don’t have to worry about giving us your coordinates. All you have to do is hit the alert button.” 
 
    “Convenient and easy,” said John. “I like it.” 
 
    “There’s five of us, so that leaves an odd man out,” said Roland. “Any volunteers?” 
 
    Mei raised her hand. “I’ll stay. We can’t leave the supplies unguarded.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Roland. “John, you go with Terry. Head east for about a mile; Sarah and I’ll go west. Once you think you’ve gone far enough, turn north and circle back. We’ll do the same. Simple?” 
 
    “Pimple,” grinned John. 
 
    “Best to keep your weapons at the ready,” said Sarah. 
 
    John nodded. “Right. No telling what’s out here.” 
 
    “Sure there is,” said Mei. “Rabs.” 
 
    John’s smile faded. “I wish you people would stop bringing that up.” 
 
    Terry drew his weapon and checked the safety. It was still on. He put it back in the holster. “Do you think we’ll run into any of those things?” he asked. 
 
    “I hope not,” said Mei. 
 
    Roland readied his gun, staring down the sight. “If we do, we’ll handle it,” he said. “We’re armed, and we don’t have to worry about exposure—not like Nuber did. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Terry set his pack on the ground. He thumbed the holster on his side, the tips of his fingers coming to rest on the butt of his weapon. These guns were in many ways identical to the ones they’d been trained with, although they were completely different in one regard—when and if he pulled the trigger, whatever it shot would die. This wasn’t a beam of light hitting a target; this was a bullet, aimed at a living thing, specialized in death. A true weapon, not a toy, capable of destroying anything its master put in its way. It was real. 
 
    Terry trembled at the thought of it. What did Roland know about killing? What did he know about these animals, or about this world? They were strangers here, each of them. No one had any experience. All they had were training exercises and stupid drills in an empty room. What was any of that to the real thing? 
 
    But here they stood in the open wasteland, surrounded by a two-hundred-year-old dream. Sarah, Mei, John, Roland, and Terry—each of them playing soldier, pretending to understand—each of them completely clueless. 
 
    John tapped Terry on the shoulder. “You ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I can be,” he said. 
 
    “Alright, great,” said John. He shot a glance at Mei. “You gonna be okay?” 
 
    “Please,” said Mei. “I can handle myself. You two go enjoy your male bonding experience. I’ll see you when you get back.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think,” said John. “Alright, Terry, let’s ditch these losers.” 
 
    Together they walked through the rubble of the town, heading east. The map on their pads told them that Morrisville was a little more than sixteen miles across, although most of it used to be farmland. The bulk of its buildings lay in the center, which only took up a few square miles. Most of those structures had collapsed in on themselves, however, overgrown with the same blue grass that ran heavy in the streets. 
 
    Terry couldn’t help but marvel at it all. The abandoned vehicles, rusted and collapsed, partially decayed and consumed by dust and vegetation, yet still there, still existing after all this time. He approached a nearby car, sweeping his palm over its jagged, rough body. If nothing else, they were a testament to the imagination, to the willpower of the human mind. 
 
    But so are we, thought Terry. Even though we should all be dead, here we are, still trying to survive. He pulled his fingers away, flakes of orange dust clinging to him. He wiped his hand on his pants and continued walking. 
 
    “This place sucks,” muttered John. “It feels like we shouldn’t be here, like we’re breaking some kind of rule, you know?” 
 
    “You mean like sneaking out of the dorms?” 
 
    “Something like that. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just nervous about the whole thing.” 
 
    “We’re only on the Surface. What’s to be nervous about? I mean, aside from the toxic air, killer rabs, and the empty, rotten buildings.” 
 
    They walked for a while after that, moving slowly at first, but eventually picking up the pace. Most of the buildings were leveled, and the pads weren’t detecting anything, so taking it slow didn’t really serve any purpose. Besides, the gas had given them so much energy that the last thing Terry wanted to do was take it easy. He’d actually found it difficult to stand still back at the camp, listening to the others make plans. In fact, he wanted to run. 
 
    By the time they’d made it to the one mile marker, Terry couldn’t restrain himself. “Let’s race back,” he suggested. “You want to?” 
 
    “You for real?” asked John. “That’s not the Terry I know. You sure you can beat me? I’m pretty good.” 
 
    “In my sleep. You’re too big to be fast. You’ll just fall over.” 
 
    John scoffed. “I’ll kick your butt,” he said. “How far we going?” 
 
    “Quarter mile.” 
 
    “Deal,” said John. 
 
    They stood next to each other and got ready. Terry set the timer on his pad, counted down, and shouted, “Go!” 
 
    Together they raced, evenly at first, but after a few short moments, Terry took the lead. He moved faster than ever, hitting speeds he never could back in the gym, despite wearing all this gear. In forty two seconds, he’d already passed the quarter mile mark. 
 
    Terry slowed and stopped, glancing back at John. “You can do it!” he yelled, then started clapping his hands above his head. 
 
    John caught up a few seconds later, a clear look of disappointment in his eyes. “I can’t believe it,” he said, catching his breath. “When did you get so fast?” 
 
    Terry bounced in place, completely energized. “I don’t know,” he said. “Ever since we got here, it’s been awesome. I can’t shake the energy! It’s like I—” 
 
    Terry flinched, a sharp pain piercing his chest, shooting through his body and into his brain like a flood of pins and needles. His hands and face suddenly felt warm and numb. He doubled over. 
 
    “Whoa, hey, hey, what’s wrong?” John’s voice was loud, each syllable hitting Terry with the strength of a brick. John grabbed him by the arm, trying to help him back up, but Terry pushed him away and instead lay on the ground. 
 
    “Stop screaming at me!” Terry cried, throwing his hands and arms over his ears. “It’s too loud.” 
 
    Even the sound of his own voice hurt, so he clutched his ears and covered himself. Every shuffle against the pavement was like a siren. His head throbbed like a drum. He closed his eyes and screamed. 
 
    Then, as the noise became too loud to bear, everything went quiet and still. The light from the sky hung in the air and the clouds stopped. John, halfway down on his knee, retained a look of panic. Absolutely nothing moved. 
 
    Suddenly, he remembered the training room and the gunfire—how the world had stopped and he thought he was going to die. 
 
    He remembered the darkness…and the empty chill that followed. 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 1, 2347 
 
    The Maternity District 
 
    “This is insane,” said Mara. “What’s he thinking, sending those children to the surface? Is he out of his damned mind?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, ma’am,” said Ross. “I tried to talk him out of it, but I can only say so much without bringing attention to myself.” 
 
    “I know, Ross. Don’t worry. You have to look like you’re on his side.” 
 
    Ross frowned. “It drives me insane.” 
 
    Mara and Ross sat in Ava’s apartment, once again meeting to discuss their plans. Ava was listening from the other side of the table, wrapping one of her baskets. It had become a weekly tradition to hold the meetings here, always limited to the three of them. No one could know that Ross was the leak, not even the other mothers. It had become a closely guarded secret, and Mara intended to keep it that way. 
 
    “And you say they’ve been given weapons to defend themselves with?” 
 
    “Right,” said Ross. “Their mission is to retrieve two other students, who ran away. They were given two days.” 
 
    “So the schedule’s been moved forward,” said Ava, not looking up. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “Schedule?” asked Mara. “When were they originally planning to do this?” 
 
    “Next year,” Ava remarked. She clipped a piece of wrapping tape and tied it in a bow around the top of the basket. “It sounds like the timeline was expedited. I didn’t get the full report, but I knew the bullet points.” 
 
    Ross nodded. “Yes, ma’am. There were a few objections, but Archer assured the colonel they held no merit.” 
 
    “Someone besides you objected?” asked Mara. 
 
    “Henry Nuber, the children’s teacher.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Mara asked. The notion of Nuber objecting didn’t exactly surprise her. What she found disconcerting was the fact that Bishop ignored his concerns. “Why would he ignore their teacher’s advice when Nuber spends more time with them than anyone?” 
 
    “He tried to say Nuber’s vision was clouded by sentiment, how he wasn’t being impartial enough.” 
 
    “Of course he did.” 
 
    “Relax,” said Ava. She finished tying the bow, examined it briefly, undid it and tried again. “There’s no use getting worked up over what’s already happened. We all knew they’d do this eventually.” 
 
    “Yes, but we didn’t know when,” said Mara. “We’ve only just started protesting.” 
 
    Ava finished the bow again. She tilted her head at it, then smiled and set it aside, moving onto the next basket. “My point is there’s nothing we can do about it now. Leave the worrying and the outrage to the others. It’s our job to focus on the plan. Instead of getting emotional, you must ask yourself how you can use this to your advantage.” 
 
    “My advantage? You make it sound so exploitive.” 
 
    Ava grinned. “Exploiting situations to gain public favor is politics in a nutshell, darling.” 
 
    “It’s filthy,” Mara said. 
 
    “But necessary. Now, what are you going to do?” 
 
    Mara considered her question, despite her own objections to the idea. “Can you get us some proof of what’s happening on the surface?” she asked Ross. 
 
    “Of course,” said the captain. 
 
    “Do it, then, and we’ll leak it to the public. We already have the ear of the mothers and several of the farmers. This might be enough to get the rest of them on our side. Have any of the academy staff complained, besides Nuber?” 
 
    “Several, yes,” said Ross. 
 
    “What about people in the science division?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I can find out.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Mara. “Let’s tally a list of names if you can. We’ll see if we can convince them to get involved.” 
 
    Ava tied the bow on her basket again. “Excellent,” she said, grinning. “Now you’re thinking like a politician.” 
 
    Mara sighed. “Now all I need is a scandal behind me, and I’ll be set.” 
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    January 01, 2347 
 
    ARCHER: While it is unlikely for the subject to experience any serious mental or physical trauma from the exposure, there is a chance the body’s reaction to such an abundant supply of Variant will leave it overwhelmed. If this should happen, I can only hypothesize that the subject’s cells will begin to degrade, though it is difficult to state with any true certainty. 
 
    However, given each subject has previously undergone extensive treatments and prior exposures, the body should be capable of adjusting effectively. The subject’s compatibility rating should also play a factor in this. Considering each of the subjects was chosen based on his or her individual rating, the chance of an effective transition is all but assured. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 01, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry opened his eyes to the brightest light he’d ever seen.  
 
    A sharp pain jettisoned through his skull as the blinding array engulfed him. The pain was so intense that he let out a short scream, holding up his arms in a desperate attempt to block out the light. 
 
    A hand gripped his shoulder suddenly. “Terry, what the hell’s wrong with you?” It was John’s voice, but Terry couldn’t see him. He was so loud. Why was he screaming? 
 
    “My eyes,” said Terry, rolling onto his chest. He put his face in the dirt and covered the sides of his head with his arms. “It’s too bright. Why is it so bright?” He blinked repeatedly, trying to focus himself. After a brief moment, he managed to make out the ground and his boots. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked John, still loud. Still screaming. 
 
    “Stop yelling!” cried Terry. 
 
    “I’m not yelling.” 
 
    “You are! Stop it!” Without thinking, Terry threw his arm up, hitting John in the chest and flinging him several feet away like a rag doll. He landed with a loud thud, sliding against the dirt. 
 
    “John!” yelled Terry, jerking his eyes open, filling him with pain. He looked around, half blind. He heard John wheezing for air in the distance and ran in his direction. He found him quickly. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!” 
 
    John turned on his side. He lifted his head, coughing, his face covered in dirt. “I’m fine…I’m fine. How’d you do that, man?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened! I didn’t mean to hit you.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Terry. Calm down. It’s not important.” He gasped for air between the words. 
 
    “What do you mean? Of course it’s important!” 
 
    “Stop it,” said John. “Just stop and take a second, okay?” 
 
    Terry looked at his hands. “It wasn’t me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do it. I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “It’s the gas. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    Terry felt a flood of panic rush through him. He didn’t know what to say. This was exactly like the time he’d blacked out in the arena, only a thousand times worse. 
 
    “Your eyes don’t still hurt?” asked John. 
 
    Terry blinked. “They do,” he said. “They did.” 
 
    John pushed himself off the ground, wavering a little. “But you’re better now.” 
 
    “I think so…but I’m not sure why.” 
 
    “I do,” said John. “You stopped worrying about it. Pushed through the pain, you know? Let yourself forget. It’s just like what Nuber used to say when we complained about the exercises.” 
 
    “I didn’t push through anything. My eyes were hurting so much. Every centimeter was on fire. My hearing, too.” He touched his temple with his fingers. “God, I can already feel it coming back.” 
 
    “You think you’re not used to it yet?” 
 
    “To the gas?” asked Terry. 
 
    “What else could it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Terry. “What am I going to do?” 
 
    “Relax for a minute.” John took a deep breath, using his hand to motion when to inhale and exhale. Terry did his best to mimic it, taking the breaths as they came. One at a time. 
 
    After a moment, he was breathing normally again, the beating in his chest a little softer, the throbbing in his head completely gone. “I think I’m okay,” he said at last. “It still hurts. Maybe not as much as it did, but I still feel something.” 
 
    “You need to tell Roland about this.” 
 
    Terry shook his head. 
 
    “It could happen again. What if you don’t wake up the next time?” 
 
    “Please don’t say anything,” he begged. “What if he tries to send me home? The doctors will put me in the lab, and they’ll never leave me alone.” 
 
    “You’d rather stay here and risk getting sick?” 
 
    “I won’t,” he insisted. “It’s like you said. I’m adjusting. The last time this happened I was out of it for days. This time wasn’t even close.” 
 
    John waited a few seconds. “I don’t know,” he muttered. 
 
    “Please, John, you can’t say anything. Promise me you won’t.” 
 
    John stared at him, a concerned look in his eyes. “Are you sure? If anything happens to you, I’ll—” 
 
    “It won’t,” said Terry. “I promise, John. Nothing’s going to happen. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    Terry and John arrived to find Mei sitting on the ground reading her pad, while Sarah and Roland studied the map, attempting to figure out the group’s next step. 
 
    “Seems easy enough,” said Sarah. 
 
    “If we’re lucky, sure,” said Roland. 
 
    Terry sat down next to Mei. “What’s happening?” he asked. 
 
    She kept looking at her pad. “They’re trying to figure out the best way to get us all killed,” she said. 
 
    “So what are you doing?” 
 
    “The opposite.” She handed him the pad. There was a map with a green blinking dot in the center. The dot was connected to a translucent red line that ran far to the west and disappeared off the edge. Terry zoomed out, revealing more of the terrain. He followed the line to its end. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    She pressed her fingers to her temple and rubbed them. “It’s us, obviously,” she said, her voice straining, breathing louder than normal. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked. 
 
    “Headache,” she said. “Ever since we got here. Must be the light or something.” She closed her eyes. 
 
    “Looks like it hurts.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, nodding slowly. 
 
    “Did you take any medicine? I’m pretty sure there’s some in the packs.” 
 
    She looked at him with bloodshot eyes. “I’m fine,” she said. 
 
    “Hey,” said John suddenly. He collapsed down on the opposite side of Mei. “What you guys talking about?” 
 
    “A map, apparently,” said Terry. 
 
    “Nice, I like maps,” said John. “What’s it for?” 
 
    “I was just about to explain that part,” said Mei. 
 
    Terry held up the pad and showed it to John. “She’s drawn some kind of new route.” 
 
    “Why?” asked John. “We’re supposed to follow the instructions Central gave us, remember?” 
 
    “I know,” said Mei. “Central told us to head to the signal’s last known coordinates, but it’s not going to work. Just look here.” She tapped the pad again, this time pulling up another version of the same map, only this time there was much more than a mere dot and line. This time the map had an entirely new layer to it, with overlapping lines and figures. There were arrows moving east and west, circulating in the north, and even a swirling gray cloud toward the west. The more he zoomed out, the more complex the map became. “Do you know what this is, Terry?” she asked. 
 
    “It looks like a weather map,” he said. 
 
    “Right,” Mei said. 
 
    Terry scrunched his nose. “How can you read this stuff?” 
 
    “Because we studied it. It was three years ago for about a week. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Not like you do,” he said. “But setting aside the fact you obviously studied way more than the rest of us, how are you even getting this feed? This looks like it’s real-time.” 
 
    “First of all, you should be glad I studied it and stop implying I’m a nerd before I hit you. Second, yes, this is real-time feed from a few of the local towers.” 
 
    John laughed. “Nerd.” 
 
    “The same ones we use for the locator signals?” Terry asked. “I didn’t know they could tell you the weather. That’s crazy.” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “No, not really. We’ve had these things for centuries now. They’re called Pulse-Doppler Radar machines.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause. “Yeah, you’re totally not a nerd at all,” John said, grinning. 
 
    Mei rolled her eyes. “My hand, your face,” she said, motioning with her palm. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Terry. “How’d you get this stuff to show on the pad? Is yours special?” 
 
    “We all can do it,” she said. “It’s one of the programs. They patched it in with the last upgrade, right before we left. I’ve been playing around with them while you guys were gone.” 
 
    “What’s the big deal about the weather?” asked John. “What do all those lines and arrows mean?” 
 
    “Most of it’s not very important. A cold front here, some strong winds there. It’s all typical,” she said. “The stuff we should pay attention to is right here.” She tapped the gray western area of the map. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “A lake?” asked John. 
 
    “I’d guess some kind of storm,” Terry said. 
 
    “Really, John? A lake?” she shook her head. “Yes, it’s a storm.” 
 
    “How bad?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Pretty bad,” she said. “But it’s not heading our way. It also won’t be there when we arrive.” 
 
    John narrowed his brow. “I don’t understand. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “Look at the coordinates Central gave us for Alex and Cole. They’re right there in the storm. There’s no mountains, no towns, or anything nearby—nowhere for anyone to hide. What do you think they did when they saw the storm coming?” 
 
    “They moved!” snapped John. “Right?” 
 
    “That’s what your line is for, isn’t it?” asked Terry. “It’s your best guess for where they went.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, exactly. Now you’re getting it.” 
 
    “What if they go another way?” asked John. “How do you know this is the right path?” 
 
    “Like Terry said, it’s only a guess. Look at the map again, though. The storm’s here, with nothing nearby, but there’s also a road. See where it goes?” 
 
    “Looks like a few buildings,” said Terry. 
 
    “If they were smart—and I’m not saying they were—they would’ve stayed on the road and hid in one of these buildings.” 
 
    “Good guess. Every other direction is empty. Why haven’t you told Sarah and Roland yet?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Tell us what?” asked Sarah, standing only a few feet away. “What are you three talking about?” 
 
    “Mei’s figured something out,” said John. “She’s got a plan for where to go next.” 
 
    “Mei, what’s he talking about?” asked Sarah. “Roland, come here for a second. Mei has something to tell us, apparently.” 
 
    “What is it? I’m a little busy,” said Roland. 
 
    Mei looked at the pad, then back at Roland. “I was looking over the maps and I came up with some ideas for a new route.” 
 
    “We already have a route,” said Roland. “Central sent us our coordinates and we’re following them.” 
 
    “But they’re wrong,” said Mei. 
 
    “I think Central knows more about what’s happening than you do,” he said. 
 
    Terry stood. “Listen to her. She knows what she’s talking about. Mei tapped into the towers. She’s got intel you can use.” 
 
    Roland stopped walking and looked at them. “What?” 
 
    “I’m saying you should listen to her.” 
 
    Roland approached him, stopping only a few inches away. Towering over Terry, he was almost a foot taller. “I don’t know if you remember, but I’m the team leader here. I say we’re following Central’s orders, so that’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Terry looked him directly in the eye. Roland was big, but he wasn’t that big. Not as big as John had been when Terry threw him like a doll across the ground. If Roland pushed him now, could Terry do it again? He didn’t want to find out, but he wasn’t about to back down. 
 
    “Stop it, both of you,” said Sarah, though she only looked at Roland. “Let’s listen to what she has to say.” 
 
    “Why? Our orders are clear about what we’re supposed to do.” He took a few steps toward Sarah. 
 
    Terry relaxed. 
 
    “We were all chosen for a reason. You’re in charge, sure, but the rest of us have our uses. You think this team was random?” Sarah pointed at Mei. “Ever since we were kids, she’s been the head of the class in practically every subject, except the arena. Why do you think that is?” 
 
    Roland shrugged. “So she’s smart. That doesn’t mean our orders don’t matter.” 
 
    “Of course not, but this isn’t the arena, and Mr. Nuber’s not watching us. There’s no scoreboard here. This is real life. This is the surface. If she has a better way, and it makes sense and it helps us, we should listen to it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said John. “What’s the harm in listening?” 
 
    There was a long pause as Roland looked at each of them. After a few moments, he approached Mei and held out his hand. “Let’s see it,” he said. “If there’s any merit to it, I can send a call back to Central and ask permission to modify the plan. Afterwards, we have to do what they say, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she echoed and then handed him the pad. 
 
    ******* 
 
    The group packed and left not long after Mei proposed her plan. Roland was able to contact Central, receiving permission to follow the new course. He didn’t tell them who came up with the idea, but it hardly mattered. Everyone knew it was Mei. 
 
    Terry walked behind John on the road as the group headed west. After a short while, they all fell silent, and Terry’s eyes dropped to the ground ahead of him. He watched as John’s boots slammed into the mud, one after the other. John took such wide steps, but there was no clumsiness to them. His boot didn’t waver or shake, nor did his feet curl or shuffle. He walked with the confidence of a soldier, of a man. He walked with absolute control. 
 
    I could never be like that, thought Terry. Even before, when he felt the surge of adrenaline and energy, when he threw John in the air like a stone, when he had known absolute strength. Even then, he was afraid. 
 
    Afraid of what? He wondered. Afraid of himself, perhaps, or afraid what he could do. And in that moment, when he actually did have that strength, what did he do with it? He freaked, panicked, but above all, he hurt his friend. And what would happen next time? What if the next person couldn’t take the hit? What if he really did end up hurting them? 
 
    Terry trembled, afraid of his own thoughts. Stop it, he told himself, squeezing his fists. Panicking wouldn’t solve anything. Hadn’t John told him as much before? Just breathe for a second, he told him. But it was easier said than done. 
 
    Terry lifted his eyes from the mud, meeting the clouded light of the distant firmament. Beyond that, the sun lay hovering like a drop of yellow sweat on the backside of the purple sky. He had dreamed for years of what this place might look like, never imagining how beautiful it could actually be. Yet, despite himself, all he could do now was focus on his feeble little problems, his faults and petty weaknesses. 
 
    “It’s not far now,” said Mei, running beside him. Her skinny legs were having a hard time with the mud, but she didn’t seem to care. 
 
    “What does your map tell you?” asked Terry. 
 
    “A few more miles,” she said. “We’ve been walking for four hours, and we’re making decent time.” 
 
    “Great,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, come on. Don’t act like you aren’t excited to see Alex’s smiling, pretty face. I bet he’ll give you a big bear hug as soon as he sees you. Won’t that be nice?” she asked, teasing. 
 
    “Apparently you know a different Alex than I do.” 
 
    Mei laughed. “Nope, he’s the same one. I can’t imagine why you’d think otherwise. Maybe you’re just a pessimist, Terry. Ever think of that?” 
 
    “You’re really laying the sarcasm on thick today,” he said. 
 
    “He’ll be even happier when we tell him why we’re here. I’m sure he won’t resist us at all.” She giggled. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    The look on her face shifted from a smile to a concerned frown almost instantaneously. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I was thinking about what Sarah said. You know, about the gas. Do you think we’ll be okay? No one’s ever been exposed to these levels of Variant before or for this long.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been wondering the same thing,” she said. “But I don’t think there’s much to worry about. So far nobody’s had anything serious happen to them. Everyone feels great.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” he said. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m thinking too much about it.” 
 
    Mei stared at him, tilting her head. “No, I don’t think so. There’s something you’re not telling me.” She punched the side of his arm. “Come on, out with it.” 
 
    He sighed. “Do you remember back in training when I ended up in the hospital?” 
 
    “Sort of,” she said. “It happened a long time ago. Mr. Nuber said it wasn’t a big deal, right?” 
 
    “They said it was a panic attack,” he said. “They tried to tell me the gas had nothing to do with it, but I didn’t believe them. After Mr. Nuber got me from the hospital, he told me I was right. I had a bad reaction to the gas, and it almost killed me.” He lifted his hand toward the sky, covering the sunlight over his face. “But it never happened again. I went back to being me, and I figured that was the end of it.” He lowered his hand and stared at it. After a moment, Mei grabbed it, and he looked up at her. “It happened again,” he finally said. 
 
    “You mean you blacked out?” 
 
    “Hours ago,” he said. “It was exactly the same as before, except I woke up in minutes, rather than days.” 
 
    She dropped his hand. “You’ve been walking around with this all day?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Does John know about this?” 
 
    “He was there when it happened.” 
 
    “Dammit!” She snapped, kicking the mud. “I swear he’s such a jackass.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to worry anyone,” he said. 
 
    “Well you’re an idiot,” she said. “And stupid.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Do you really?” she asked. “Because if you’d told me earlier, I could’ve checked you to made sure you were okay. You’re such an idiot!” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he said, trying to keep her quiet. “You’re right. Keep it down so the others don’t hear. Promise you won’t say anything, okay?” 
 
    “To who? Roland?” she asked. “You think I’m as stupid as you are?” She shook her head. “I’m not going to let him send you back to Central so those doctors can study you. We’d never see you again!” 
 
    Terry smiled. “So what should we do, then?” 
 
    “When we stop, let me use the med kit’s scanner on you. I’ll run it on everyone so Roland and Sarah don’t suspect anything. It’s not the best piece of medical hardware out there, but it’ll get the job done. If you start feeling sick, tell me and I’ll give you some meds. No more secrets, Terry.” 
 
    They started walking again, and after a moment Mei turned to him and nudged his shoulder. “Don’t take any of what I said back there to sound like I’m concerned,” she said. “It’s not like that.” 
 
    Terry looked at her. “It’s not?” 
 
    “I’m worried about John, that’s all,” she said, looking forward. “He acts tough, but we both know he’s soft. If anything happens to you, he’d be devastated, the big baby. I’d have to carry him home. I can’t do that. Do you have any idea how much he weighs? I didn’t sign up for that.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    Mei did as she promised. She took Terry’s vitals, but everything came back fine. No abnormal heart patterns, no blood pressure issues, no fevers, no rashes; nothing was present to indicate a negative reaction to Variant. Terry let out a sigh of relief when Mei gave him the news. 
 
    “We’ll do this again tomorrow,” she whispered to him, before moving on to the others. “Try not to overexert yourself.” 
 
    They were only a mile from the town now. Roland sat with the radio, talking to Central and requesting further orders. While they waited, Terry unpacked the cooking supplies and began handing out the rations. 
 
    “What’ll it be?” he asked John. “We have a fine selection.” 
 
    “Another bag of slop, I think. Those seem to be popular right now.” 
 
    Mei sat next to John on the ground. “Doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” said John. “Don’t you want a nice juicy soy burger? How about some fresh fruit? Man, I’d even take a salad right now.” 
 
    Mei laughed. “Do you guys remember the food back in the maternity district? My mother used to make the best tomato soup.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said John, his eyes wandering. “Apple pies for me…best you ever tasted.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” said Mei. “I never had pie until the academy, but I liked it.” 
 
    “Thinking about it makes my mouth water,” said John. 
 
    “What about you, Terry?” asked Mei. 
 
    Terry thought about it for a moment. “Sandwiches,” he said. 
 
    “Ew, that’s it?” said John. 
 
    “That sucks,” said Mei, frowning. 
 
    “It wasn’t bad,” he said. 
 
    “Then what was it?” asked John. 
 
    “It’s boring,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    “So what?” said Mei. “Not like we’ve got anything better to do. Just tell us.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell us about your sandwiches,” laughed John. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” he said. “Every Sunday, before the teacher from the academy came to visit, we used to sit in the living room together. Mother would make sandwiches and tea, while me and my sister played checkers on the floor. My mother never played with us; she only watched and smiled. We did that for a while…I don’t know how long…but then it stopped one day.” He pressed the base of his boot into the dirt, sliding it back and forth. The rocks crunched together, almost mechanically, like the noise the Contractors used to make when they repaired the city walls. “It wasn’t anything special,” he said. “But I liked it.” 
 
    “Sounds special to me,” said Mei. She put her hand on Terry’s shoulder, smiling. “And I bet the sandwiches were pretty good, too. Don’t you think so, John?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “I mean, you can’t beat apple pie, but I bet it’s a close second.” 
 
    “So there you go,” said Mei. “Even John thinks so.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘even John’?” asked John. 
 
    Mei fanned her hand at him. “Nothing, let it go,” she said. “It’s time to eat, anyway. Terry, hand out the slop, and let’s all pretend it doesn’t suck.” 
 
    “Not sure I can,” said Sarah, suddenly. She and Roland were finally finished with the transmitter. “What are you guys talking about over here?” 
 
    “Just food,” said Mei, smiling. 
 
    John scowled at her. “Don’t think we’re done with this ‘even John’ business,” he whispered. 
 
    Mei snickered. “Stop living in the past.” 
 
    Roland sighed and sat on the ground. He twisted his back, cracking it several times. “I’m starving,” he finally said. 
 
    “Well, there’s bags of slop for everyone,” said John. 
 
    Terry tossed one of the meals at Roland, then to Sarah. “Eat up,” he said. 
 
    They each set the plate timers to warm their food. Once it was ready, they all ate. Roland finished first and took the opportunity to talk about their new orders. 
 
    “Central wants us to check these three zones,” he said, pulling up the map on his pad. The image had three red circles on it, roughly half a mile away from their current position. Each circle’s size was different, but they all covered areas where the buildings were still standing. “They said these are our best options.” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Let’s not forget these two probably don’t want to be found. We need to use the goggles.” 
 
    “God, I hate those things,” said John, sighing. “The straps hurt my ears.” 
 
    Sarah raised her brow. “John, you’ve been wearing them for years.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I liked it,” he said. 
 
    “Well, this is the mission, so deal with it,” said Roland. “Pack the food when you’re done. Remember, we didn’t come up here just to look around and smell the Variant. We came to find those two and bring them home.” 
 
    Terry shook his head. “What if they don’t want to go?” he asked. “What do we do then?” 
 
    Roland stared at him for a moment. “We were given weapons,” he said, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I’m not shooting anyone,” said Mei. 
 
    “Central’s orders, not mine.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean they’re right,” said Terry. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” said Roland. “But they’re our orders, and right now they’re all we’ve got.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance 
 
    Open Transcript 616 
 
    Subtitled: The Memoires of S. E. Pepper – Chapter Nine 
 
    March 19, 2185 
 
    PEPPER: It’s strange the way our memory works. I can barely remember my father’s face without having to look up an old picture, but I know he had a crooked nose and big ears, and I know his favorite food was the catfish from our cousin’s ranch down in Florida, back where he was raised. He had red hair and freckles, but he could get a tan as fast as anyone. He loved my mom to death, and his favorite TV show was Marty Kroker’s Survival Show, and it aired every day at six pm. He was a Presbyterian, a carnivore, a wrestling fan, and he’d choose dirty hands over a necktie any day of the week. 
 
    I remember things about him, all the little details we use to define people when we talk about them. I can tell you all of it. But it’s been thirty-seven years since my dad died, and I can’t remember his smell. I can’t remember his voice or his laugh. I can’t remember his face. 
 
    Now, don’t get me wrong, I know what he looked like. I have pictures, so I know his eyes were larger than most, and I know they were blue with brown spots in them. I know he had a mustache and my mother made him shave it. I know he loved me. But when I try to remember the way he looked at me on the scary nights, back when I was a little girl and I’d cry out in my sleep from all the nightmares, all I see is a shape—a blurry thing that ought to be a man, that ought to be my father, and it’s nothing. Just a shadow. So in this moment I grab his picture and I look at it and I stare at it and I wait. I wait for the memory, the one I’m sure is somewhere deep inside me. Sometimes I wait for hours. 
 
    So after a while, I put the picture down, and maybe I cry a little bit if I have to, and close my eyes and think quietly to myself. I start reciting things I know about him, all the little facts of the man I used to know, and I tell myself they’re true. I tell myself they’re enough, even though I know they’re not. 
 
    That’s the trouble with memory. It doesn’t always work the way we want it to. Sometimes we have to take what we can get from it and move on. 
 
    I was six years old on the day of the Jolt. We’d recently moved here. Dad had taken a job with the Ortego Corporation, and they paid him to uproot the rest of us and live underground. ‘It’s just for a little while,’ he told us. ‘Six to eight months—that’s easy. And think of all the fun you’ll have.’ I didn’t want to go. Not again. We’d only just moved to Montana, and I was starting to make friends at school, so why would I want to go? I fought him so hard on it. 
 
    It’s ironic now, of course. If he’d listened to me, we’d all have died up there, choked on fumes of purple vapors until our insides melted away. Instead, he chased the job and packed our bags. Before I knew it, I was standing on the edge of the largest elevator shaft I’d ever seen. 
 
    I have two regrets in life. The first is the argument I had with my father the day before the accident, when he suggested I accept an invitation to dinner from a young soldier, and I was having none of it. The second is that when we descended down into the earth all those years ago, I didn’t stop and look up, far into the light of the deep, blue sky, one last and final time. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 2, 2347 
 
    Unknown 
 
    Alex swept his palm back and forth against the surface of the wet dirt, flattening it. He dipped his fingers into the mud, letting its coldness slowly cocoon him. He smiled, even as the pain of the wound in his stomach ached like a fire in a stove. 
 
    He lay inside a dark and narrow hole, soaking wet and aching. The smell of blood ran heavy through the air as drops of rain fell softly on the ancient planks above, like a thousand tiny fingertips beating gently to their own private rhythm. The walls, made up of rotting wood and hardened earth, leaned crooked from the passage of time, and at their base lay a pool of mud and filth. Centuries in the wilderness had overtaken the half-sunk hole, which had once served the purposes of men, but now remained abandoned as the drops of poison rain fell from a violet sky. For so long, this place had been without purpose. 
 
    But not anymore. Now, this hole would become Alex’s grave. He was going to die in this place, alone and in the dark, the same as if he’d never left that cursed city. Still, at least he would die in the world he was made for, breathing air only his lungs could breathe, and listening to an orchestra of rain. Even here, like this, he was still above them all. He was still the better man. 
 
    He coughed, drops of blood spewing from his throat. They tasted like salted metal, horrible and vile. He spit violently into the air, then leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. 
 
    He awoke several times, but despite himself he could hardly keep his eyes open for more than a few moments. His body would allow for nothing more, so he absorbed all he could in the time he was given. The rain fluctuated between his flirtations with consciousness. At first it fell gently, then violently and hard. Many times the storm woke him, and many times he wondered if it would be the last thing he ever heard. 
 
    When consciousness finally found him again, the pattering of the drops above had ended, and the chaos of the storm had transformed into quiet emptiness. How long did he sleep? How long had it been since he crawled here and away from the conquering animals? He had no way of knowing, not without a pad or the sky to guide him. 
 
    He moved his hand against the ground, pulling up a fistful of partially dried earth. The rain probably stopped some time ago, he realized, or the dirt would still be mud. If so, then there was no telling how long he’d slept or how many days had passed. 
 
    Yet he was still alive, still breathing, still aching. That was what mattered. Cole may have died, but at least he did it under the light of the Sun where he belonged. Alex wouldn’t die down here, not in a place like this—buried in the earth like a diseased animal, like the people in that city. Like a human. 
 
    Alex trusted his body, and right now it was telling him he’d rested long enough. The pain in his abdomen, while not entirely gone, had evaporated into something manageable. All he needed to do was move. 
 
    He edged his way to the ladder on the far wall, and pulled himself up the steps. As soon as his feet hit the ground, he collapsed, crashing into the dirt like a discarded toy. 
 
    He sat up again and blindly reached for the ladder in the dark. When he found it again, he gripped it tightly and pulled. His wound still ached, and his legs were far too weak to make the climb. He’d have to rely on his arms for strength. 
 
    One step at a time, that’s what it would take. Don’t rush it, he thought. Gotta be patient, same as before. I can do this, too. I can do anything. 
 
    Alone, starving, and in the dark, Alex climbed toward the light. 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 02, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry wiped his hand across his forehead. The water was filthy and burned his eyes. 
 
    “We should go back,” urged Sarah as the rain fell again. “We’ll never find them in this weather. It’s too erratic.” 
 
    Terry shot a hard glance at Mei. “I thought you said the storm would be gone before we got here.” 
 
    “It’s not the same storm,” she said. “Don’t you remember how big it looked on the pad? The scattered rain we’ve seen is nothing compared to the main storm.” 
 
    Terry motioned toward the sky, the rain crashing against his palm. The clouds overhead were thick and gray, blocking out most of the sun, and in the distance, he could hear the sounds of thunder. “This doesn’t seem like nothing to me.” 
 
    “Be thankful we didn’t have to sit through the real storm,” she said. “If the readings were right about the wind speed, you wouldn’t be able to walk right now, let alone stand there and complain about it.” 
 
    “But we’re not standing, we’re walking,” said John. He laughed at his own joke. 
 
    Mei rolled her eyes. “Point is it could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    Roland put up his hand. “Everyone stop it. We’re almost there.” 
 
    He was right, of course. The remnants of the town lay off in the distance. Terry could barely make out the buildings, but they were definitely there. 
 
    As they walked towards the rubble, the shapes became clearer, and the reality of where they were began to settle. Someone had built this place. More than someone: a community. Now it was gone, reduced to nothing but a pile of sticks and stones and…dust. All that remained was this place. 
 
    He shook his head. No, there were people here once, however long ago. They had names and faces. These were their homes, their work, and their lives. There was meaning here. If nothing else, Terry had to remember that. 
 
    The rain stopped suddenly, although the letup didn’t mean anything. It had stopped and started so many times now it was becoming routine. 
 
    “Go ahead and get the goggles ready,” said Roland when they were a hundred yards away from the nearest collapsed building. “Better now than later when the rain comes back.” 
 
    “Because you know it will,” said John. “God, I hate this place.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll see one of those rabs Mr. Nuber was talking about,” said Sarah. 
 
    John stretched his arms. “Well at least it’d be something. All these rocks and dirt are boring.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the weird blue grass,” said Sarah. 
 
    Terry retrieved the goggles from his pack and put them on. The strap slid on easily enough, and he cycled through the different sights until he found the infrared. He glanced around, but didn’t see anyone besides his group, so he switched to normal vision. Once they were closer, he’d try again. 
 
    John fumbled with his strap. Mei loosened it for him. “Here,” she said. 
 
    “We should probably have our rifles ready, too,” said Sarah. She and Roland had, of course, been ready with their guns the entire time. “If we run into any of those rabs, you don’t want to waste time reaching for your weapon.” 
 
    Terry felt for his weapon. Resting on his back, the rifle was collapsed, but expanded when he unlatched it. Both hands on the rifle, he performed the standard routine of checking the safety, the magazine, and the thermal canister. Once he was done, he snapped, “Ready.” Everyone else followed suit. 
 
    “Okay, now it’s time to split up. Remember, we’re checking all three locations. John, Mei, and Terry—you three head to Alpha. Me and Sarah will check out Bravo. Radio once you’re done. Whichever team finishes first will head to Charlie.” 
 
    “Why not split into three teams?” asked John. 
 
    “We’re odd numbered, remember?” asked Sarah. “It’s a bad idea to only send one person to check the mark.” 
 
    “Well, here’s hoping we don’t miss them at the third location,” said Mei. 
 
    “If we do, we’ll play catch up,” said Roland. “It’s not worth getting killed over.” 
 
    They dispersed to their designated areas. Sarah and Roland headed north, while Terry, Mei, and John went south. 
 
    Terry walked beside John and Mei, goggles covering half his face, his rifle readied at his chest. Despite having trained for this moment, the intoxicating effects of the gas, the familiar touch of the rifle’s metal grip against the skin of his palm, and the company of his lifelong friends beside him, everything was at once completely and undeniably alien. Nuber was right. The training wasn’t enough. Nothing would ever be enough, not when it came to preparing them to kill, to risk their lives. How could he have expected anything else? 
 
    “Terry,” said Mei, her voice soft and gentle. “Terry, are you okay?” 
 
    He turned to her. She looked completely different now with the goggles on her head and the gun at her waist. She seemed taller, bulkier, but how was that even possible? Where was the girl he knew, the one with the shiny black hair and the narrow shoulders? Where had his friend gone and who was this woman? When did she get to be so big? 
 
    “Terry, your hand is shaking,” she muttered. 
 
    He looked at the grip of his rifle where his hand sat. She was right. His hand was quivering, twitching. “Sorry.” 
 
    A drop of rain hit Terry on the shoulder. After a moment, a thin shower fell steadily. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this,” she said. 
 
    “I can check it out and you two can wait here,” said John. 
 
    Mei nodded. “Really, Terry, given what’s happening to you, it might be a good idea.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’m a little nervous is all.” 
 
    Mei and John both looked at each other and again at Terry. “If we keep going, you have to promise to tell us if you feel sick,” Mei said. 
 
    “Fine, I will,” he said. 
 
    They continued on their way. Occasionally, when he didn’t think the others were looking, he stole a glance at his hands to make sure nothing was wrong. The more they walked, the calmer he became. After an hour, he was fine. 
 
    The town was large, but it wasn’t dense. Everything was spread out, which meant they had to walk a while to reach their destination. Patches of blue grass and sand had overtaken most of the roads, so it became difficult to tell where anything was. Mei took out her pad constantly to check where they were. Eventually she stopped putting it away at all. 
 
    As usual, Terry continued checking his infrared. He looked in every direction, but for some reason he was having trouble with it. “I think my goggles are busted,” he finally said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with them?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Well, for starters, anytime you guys get more than a few yards away, you start to blur. If you’re too far, you blend in with everything else.” 
 
    “I’ve been seeing the same thing,” she said. 
 
    “Me too,” said John. “I figured it was the rain, though.” 
 
    “What’s the rain got to do with it?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Our training handbook said sometimes the infrared messes up in the rain. Didn’t you read it?” John looked at Mei. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know about it, either?” 
 
    Mei scoffed. “I’m sorry, but military hardware was never something I cared about. Besides, since when did you care enough to read anything?” 
 
    John took off his goggles. Mei followed and did the same. “For your information,” he said. “I wanted to see if I could adjust the stupid strap so it wouldn’t kill my ears anymore. I figured the book could tell me.” 
 
    “Did you find out?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I couldn’t understand the instructions,” muttered John. “But at least I knew about the rain!” 
 
    Mei smirked. “You sure did. Do you remember anything else about it? Like what else besides the rain could hinder it?” 
 
    John thought for a moment. “Not really. According to the book, nothing should really be able to mess it up much. Blur it a little, sure, but not completely ruin the image.” 
 
    Terry strapped the goggles on again. “It’s a strange new world out here. There’s no telling what’s true and what’s not anymore.” 
 
    “When the rain stops, check it again,” said Mei. “We’ll see if anything’s different.” 
 
    When they finally reached the heart of the town, they decided to rest. Roland had given the order to set their pad timers for four hours. If they didn’t find anything by then, they were supposed to radio in with a status report. So far they hadn’t found so much as a piece of food or a footprint, let alone two genetically engineered runaway teenagers. Still, anything was possible. 
 
    John took a seat on the hood of an old car, though it was partially buried in the sand like everything else. “Hey, get your big butt off,” barked Mei. “Show a little respect.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked. 
 
    “It used to be somebody’s car, you know,” she said. 
 
    John stood and turned to look at the ancient machine. After a moment he shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not like it’s a grave or anything,” said John. 
 
    The words lingered in the air for a moment as the realization of what John said settled in. Of course there were no graves. How could there be? They all died at once, consumed by the gas and ripped apart from their insides. Even if someone had survived to bury them, there would have been nothing left. Even the bones had turned to ash. 
 
    “We’re standing on their graves,” said Terry suddenly. “People died all around us and they never got buried. Don’t you see? Everything in this town is a grave.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    Together they walked through the stalled parade of dead vehicles in the road and toward the nearest structures. According to the map on the pad, there were five standing buildings in the area, with several others now collapsed. So far they’d managed to check two out of the five, but walking between them was proving to be a pain. Thanks to the rain, the goggles were essentially useless, which meant they’d have to check every room in every building themselves. Once they’d searched all five, they set to work on the collapsed ones, but it was becoming more and more apparent that they were only killing time. 
 
    John nudged a rock with his boot, then kicked it. “Well, I’m bored.” 
 
    “What else is new?” asked Mei. 
 
    Terry checked the map on his pad. “What haven’t we checked?” 
 
    Mei snatched the pad out of his hand. She scanned it briefly. “It looks like there are some old bomb shelters, but I’m sure they’re collapsed by now.” 
 
    “Might as well check them anyway,” said John. “How many are there?” 
 
    Terry looked over the pad. “In town? Six. In our section, just two.” 
 
    “On the plus side, at least the rain has stopped. For good, I think.” John pointed skyward and they all looked. Sure enough, the clouds were parting and the violet hue of the sky shone forth, the sun’s bright rays beaming out through the myriad of dissipating gray. 
 
    “Now might be a good time to check the infrared again,” said Mei. “See what’s changed.” 
 
    “Right,” said John. 
 
    Terry flipped the setting on his goggles to the infrared and glanced around. There was nothing unusual at first, but when his eyes found the nearest patch of the blue grass, he saw it. The grass was emitting a small amount of heat. Not much, but enough for the goggles to pick up. “Hey, look at this,” he said, running to the nearest patch of grass. “Quick, turn on your infrared.” 
 
    Mei scrambled to his side. “Whoa,” she said. “I can’t believe we didn’t notice this before.” 
 
    “The rain was causing too much of a problem. Besides, we were surrounded by sand and rocks when we first tried using them here. Once John said the thing about the rain, I didn’t bother trying them again.” 
 
    “Same here,” she said. “But at least now we know.” 
 
    They headed to the first bomb shelter, only to find it completely destroyed. The grate had been ripped off its hinges, and the walls were collapsed, buried halfway down the shaft with piles of sand and stone. “Must have happened a long time ago,” said Terry. 
 
    “Come on,” said Mei. “We still have one more place to check.” 
 
    The second shelter was next, though it lay near the edge of their designated circle. “Not too far,” Terry said as they walked. 
 
    “Good,” said John. 
 
    “It’s almost time to radio the others,” said Mei. “As soon as we check out the second shelter, let’s make the call.” 
 
    They had to move around some wreckage on the way. The pad said it was a train station, but it didn’t look like any of the stations back home. This one was bigger, covered in rubble and dirt, and most of its walls were falling apart. “Probably better to go around this,” Mei suggested, and they did. 
 
    On the other side lay a field, the biggest they’d come across so far. Blue grass blanketed the landscape, growing in various sizes. “Cool. That’s a lot of grass,” said John. 
 
    Mei took out her pad and snapped a picture, then checked the map again. “The shelter’s somewhere over there. Looks like it might be the middle of this field.” 
 
    Terry flipped the switch on his goggles to infrared, hoping to get some kind of reading, but the grass was making it difficult. Everything, the entire ground, was lighting up. He took the goggles off. “Useless,” he muttered. 
 
    Mei pointed. “I think I see it.” 
 
    She was right. There was a large piece of metal sticking out of the ground not far from where they stood. It was the door to the shelter, and it was open. 
 
    John grabbed the door’s handle and pulled. Despite being corroded and flimsy, it still moved with relative ease. “Doesn’t look like the other one at all.” 
 
    “Can we climb down?” Mei asked, getting close to the edge of it. 
 
    Terry edged closer. “Can you see anything? How do we know it’s safe?” 
 
    “I’ll check it out,” said John. “I can use the goggles.” 
 
    “Make sure you take it off infrared,” suggested Mei. 
 
    “Obviously,” said John. 
 
    “No, wait,” said Terry. “Let me go. You’re bigger than both of us and there’s no telling how stable the ladder is. What if it breaks?” 
 
    John shrugged. “Then, I’ll fall, but it won’t happen. I can handle this.” 
 
    Mei grabbed John’s shoulder. “Wait, Terry’s right. Let him do it.” 
 
    “Huh? Why?” 
 
    “Because John,” she snapped. “If he falls in, you can pull him out. If you fall, how are we supposed to help? Did you even think about the weight? You’re at least sixty pounds heavier than either of us.” 
 
    John paused. “I guess.” 
 
    Terry leaned over the edge and stared into the pit. “I can’t even tell how far down this thing is.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we can tie a rope to your waist in case something happens,” said Mei. 
 
    They followed Mei’s suggestion and pulled a line around Terry’s chest. John tied the other end to a nearby post and wrapped part of it around his own arm. “I’ll lower you in like this,” he said, letting the rope slack a little. “Like we practiced in gym, remember?” 
 
    Terry descended the ladder. Each of the steps were wet, he noticed, but it didn’t feel like rainwater. Mud then, he decided. It didn’t matter so long as he understood that he’d have to move slowly. 
 
    One step at a time, he moved deeper into the darkness, down and down until he was engulfed by it. Finally, he could turn on the goggles. 
 
    As soon as his finger flipped the switch, the room came suddenly to life. The walls were mostly intact but slanted or broken in various places. There were a few boxes—or what used to be boxes—stacked in one of the corners but nothing else. When he finally hit the ground, Terry called up to the others. “I’m all the way down, but there’s nothing here,” he said. He slid his foot against the bottom, kicking up clumps of damp dirt. The floor was hardly dry, but it definitely wasn’t muddy, either. 
 
    “Okay, come on back,” said Mei. 
 
    He began climbing. Several of the steps were still covered in the same thick liquid as before. As he neared the top, he stopped noticing it, but it was difficult to tell if it was because his hands were covered in it or if there just wasn’t any more of it left. What was this stuff? Where did it come from? 
 
    When he finally reached the top, Mei and John helped pull him up and onto his feet. He fumbled with his goggles, but managed to pull them off. He wiped his arm across his forehead, trying to keep the sweat out of his eyes. When he finally dropped his arm, he noticed both John and Mei staring at him. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Terry, you’ve got something on your face,” said Mei. 
 
    “Your clothes, too,” muttered John. 
 
    Terry looked down at his hands and his eyes went wide. The liquid, dark and red, covered both his arms and chest. “What...what is this?” he said. 
 
    “It looks like blood,” said John. 
 
    “Oh, God,” said Mei, grabbing Terry’s hand. “Where did you cut yourself? Quick, we have to patch it. There’s too much blood on you!” 
 
    He pulled away from her. “I didn’t cut myself,” he said. 
 
    “Well, it had to come from somewhere,” she snapped. 
 
    “It’s the ladder,” he said in a hurry. “It came from there! I could feel it going down there.” 
 
    “But why would there be blood…” Mei’s voice trailed off and then stopped completely as her face went long and her eyes grew big with sheer realization. “Someone was down there.” 
 
    “No way,” said John. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the only answer. If Terry’s fine, then either someone else was down there, or it was an animal.” She grabbed Terry’s wrist and stared at him. “Was there a dead animal?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    At the same time, John was reaching down into the hole. When he pulled his hand back out, his fingertips had blood on them. “Gross,” he said. 
 
    “See?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Thick, too,” said John, rubbing his fingers together. 
 
    “If this is really blood, then they can’t be far,” said Terry. “It’s not dry, and it’s thick enough that the last rain hasn’t washed it away yet.” 
 
    “So it happened after the last storm,” said Mei. “When did it rain last?” 
 
    “A few hours, maybe,” said John. 
 
    “Right, which means they have to be nearby,” said Terry. 
 
    “There,” suggested Mei, pointing to a building across the field. It lay in the opposite side from where they had entered. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Good place to start,” said Terry. 
 
    They moved through the grass a little faster than they’d arrived, though there was no need to rush. Anyone injured enough to bleed out so much couldn’t have made it very far. 
 
    The building was small, its ceiling collapsed, and its stone walls overwrought with weeds. As they neared its isolated corner of the long forgotten field, Terry tripped over a tall bundle of blue grass. He stumbled at first, but caught himself before he hit the ground. He paused, hovering inches above the weeds, his eyes wide and his mouth agape as he stared blankly into a pool of the same red blood he’d seen moments ago. As he looked back toward the shelter, he could see a trail of other drops. 
 
    It led him forward in the direction of the building, confirming Mei’s prediction. There was no question about it now. Whatever crawled out of that hole in the ground had also struggled defiantly into this corner of the field. 
 
    Suddenly, right as Terry was about to tell the others about the blood in the grass, he heard a loud, piercing scream, coming from nearby. He froze, then looked at John and Mei. None of them moved. The voice, while obviously in pain, was definitely human, but who could it be? 
 
    Everyone readied their weapons at once, their bodies suddenly tense. Terry gripped the butt of his rifle harder than he ever had in the training room, and for a moment he could hardly feel it in his hands, his fingers were so numb. 
 
    John motioned silently to flank the building. Terry nodded and moved to the other side, taking wide steps. He reached the side wall, pressing his back against it and trying to stay as quiet as possible. He moved gently around the corner, his weapon at the ready. Below him trailed a thin line of blood, and he followed it around the corner. As his eyes rose to meet the source, Terry cringed at the deadly sight—a boy, lying broken and exhausted, nestled against the wall, clutching his wound as though it were a prize. Slowly, the boy’s head rose, his familiar grey eyes catching the light of the day in a brief, yet distilled moment. As he stared at Terry, the boy smiled. “Hey,” he whispered. “You missed all the fun already.” 
 
    “Dammit,” said Terry, dropping his gun. 
 
    It was Alex…and he was dying. 
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    ROSS: If he were human, he’d be dead. 
 
    BISHOP: So he’ll live? 
 
    ROSS: Archer seems to think so, though he did complain about the quality of the scans. 
 
    BISHOP: Good enough for me. Now, what are we doing about the second one? 
 
    ROSS: According to the report, he was dragged away by the animals. 
 
    BISHOP: So he’s probably dead. 
 
    ROSS: Probably. 
 
    BISHOP: But we don’t know. 
 
    ROSS: No, sir, and there’s something else. 
 
    BISHOP: What is it? 
 
    ROSS: It might be nothing, sir. I mean, he could be dead. He probably is dead. 
 
    BISHOP: Spit it out, Captain. 
 
    ROSS: Right after the team made contact with Alex, his chip’s signal popped back up on our feed. It happened shortly after the storm dissipated, of course, so it makes sense. No more interference. 
 
    BISHOP: What’s your point? 
 
    ROSS: It’s not only his chip, sir. There’s a second signal coming from the north. We think it might be Cole. 
 
    BISHOP: Or his chip, at least. 
 
    ROSS: Yes, sir, but it’s coming and going. We aren’t sure. 
 
    BISHOP: Ah, decisions. 
 
    ROSS: As I said, there’s a good chance the other one’s dead already. Despite their weapons and training, there’s the risk that more of them might die up there. 
 
    BISHOP: Still…it could be worth a look. 
 
    ROSS: Archer keeps remarking on the data he’s receiving from the chips. He wouldn’t object to further exposure. The real question is whether or not we want to risk their lives to satisfy the old man’s curiosity. 
 
    BISHOP: Yet that same curiosity has brought us this far. 
 
    ROSS: How far are we willing to go, sir? I can’t help but think there has to be a line somewhere. 
 
    BISHOP: There is a line, Avery, but we left it behind some time ago. All we have left is the goal. 
 
    ROSS: What difference could a few more days make? 
 
    BISHOP: Maybe none. 
 
    ROSS: Then, why risk it, sir? 
 
    BISHOP: Because, Captain, the opposite could just as well be true. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 03, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry sat several feet away from Alex. A day after they found him, he still hadn’t woken up. Terry couldn’t help but watch as Mei gathered the bloodied bandages to burn them. Sarah was the one to suggest it. After all, carnivores lusted after injured things, so why leave evidence around for them to find? Burn it all, they’d agreed. If everyone died in the middle of the night, it wouldn’t be because of bandages. 
 
    The fire wheezed and danced as Mei dropped the bloody rags into its flames. Terry had only seen a few fires in his life, each of them controlled and handled with care, but never one so wild. Despite the tools doing most of the work, the fire cracked and whirled chaotically and naturally. It was its own animal, dancing here in the open world under the moonlit sky. 
 
    At first, Roland had been against it. “It’ll attract something,” he said, but Mei and Terry argued. 
 
    “It’s freezing here,” Mei said. “Plus, they say it keeps the animals away.” 
 
    “These aren’t normal animals,” said Roland. 
 
    “Two guards, then,” suggested Terry. “We’ll work in shifts. Two guards at a time instead of one. With our rifles, we should be fine.” 
 
    Roland agreed, reluctantly, and so the fire was allowed to burn. 
 
    It was a good thing, too, because Alex was barely moving. What happened to him out here in the wild? Wondered Terry. And what would happen to him when they returned? Maybe they’ll look at his stomach and say he suffered enough, thought Terry, but he doubted it. 
 
    “Hey,” said John. He scooted to Terry’s side. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Watching the fire,” said Terry. 
 
    John hesitated. “I was wondering if you were okay. You know, after your…” he looked around, lowering his voice. “After what happened with you.” 
 
    “You mean when I blacked out?” said Terry. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” he said. “Anything else happen?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Terry. 
 
    “Good. Maybe your body’s getting used to it.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Terry. 
 
    Sarah approached the fire. She’d been talking with Roland for a few minutes, trying to figure out the safest path home. “Who’s taking first watch with me?” she asked, glancing around the camp. “Don’t everyone volunteer at once.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Terry. He wasn’t tired anyway. 
 
    “Good,” she smiled. “Second watch will be Mei and John, then.” 
 
    John cracked his knuckles. “Don’t worry, Mei. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    Mei placed her hand over her mouth, like she was about to gasp. “Oh, sir, you’re so kind to me. I’m such a helpless, tiny thing. Thank you so much for your chivalry.” 
 
    John put his arm on her shoulder. “You all heard it, right? She needs me.” 
 
    Mei elbowed him in the stomach. “It’s the other way around, and you know it.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” said Sarah. “You two go to sleep. Terry and I will wake you in three hours for your shift.” 
 
    John and Mei agreed and did as they were told. Roland soon followed their example, briefly checking on Alex, who slept near the fire, before going off to bed. Within half an hour, they were all asleep, except for Sarah and Terry. 
 
    The two of them took up places on opposite sides of the camp. Sarah instructed Terry to wear his goggles and to occasionally cycle through the different sights. “Leave it on night vision for the most part, though,” she said. “Infrared is nice, but with all these plants around here, it’s just not very reliable.” 
 
    Terry sat on a large rock with his back to the camp. He palmed the side of the goggles until he could see the field in front of him and then held his rifle tight against his chest. The field was vast and largely empty, save a few patches of grass. If anything was out there, it wouldn’t be able to sneak up on them. 
 
    An hour ached by with the speed of a mathematics lecture. Terry stood and stretched, cracking the small of his back as well as his shoulders. He removed his goggles and let his eyes air out, wiping the sweat from his nose and brow. He took a deep breath, and the cold Variant air filled his lungs and he smiled. 
 
    He turned toward the camp and stared at the fire, which blocked him from seeing Alex. 
 
    Terry shook his head. It was a pity about Alex. All he wanted was to live free. He did all the work of escaping the city, risking life and limb in the process, only to discover an empty, soulless world. Along the way, he’d lost his only friend, and now he had nothing but the wounds in his belly and the smell of death on his breath to show for it. Did he even understand what was happening now? Was he aware enough to know he was going home? 
 
    I better check on him, thought Terry, grabbing his gear. It would be a shame if Alex died now that they’d gone to the trouble of finding him. 
 
    As Terry walked, he kept expecting to see Alex on the other side of the fire. But the closer he approached, the more concerned he became. After a few more steps, he began to fear the worst. Where were Alex’s legs? Could he really have left the camp? How could he do anything with wounds like his? 
 
    As he drew close to the fire, it became clear Alex had vanished. At some point after Terry and Sarah had taken to guard duty, a wounded Alex had somehow managed to stand and walk away, all without anyone noticing. 
 
    Terry reached for his pad and pulled up the communicator. “Sarah! You there?” 
 
    “What is it, Terry?” 
 
    “It’s Alex,” he said, putting his goggles on. “He’s not at the fire. I think he ran off.” 
 
    There was a pause. “What?” she said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m standing right next to where he was, and I don’t see him, so yeah, I’m pretty sure.” Terry flipped over to night vision and scanned the area. There was nothing. 
 
    “I’m coming back. Hold on,” said Sarah. 
 
    “Sure thing.” He hit the switch again and brought up the infrared. There were the plants, of course, and even the fire behind him heating the nearby earth, but out there in the distant field, taller than all the other little warm dots, stood one light that was taller than the rest. 
 
    The more he stared at it, the more he was convinced it was alive. 
 
    ******* 
 
    Terry clasped his rifle at the ready and ran briskly toward the pillar of warm light he saw in his infrared. Part of him expected to find a razorback or some other wild animal. Thankfully, it was nothing so dangerous. 
 
    Alex stood in silence, staring at nothing, saying nothing. He didn’t bother looking at Terry. 
 
    Terry kept his distance. “Hey, Alex. It’s Terry. You okay?” 
 
    Alex didn’t answer. 
 
    Terry took a step closer. “I was worried about you. Hey, why don’t we go back to the fire? It’s really cold out here.” 
 
    “I’m fine where I am,” said Alex, finally. 
 
    “Terry?” Sarah’s voice erupted from the pad. “I’m at the fire. Where are you?” 
 
    Alex finally turned to look at Terry. 
 
    “I found him,” said Terry. “He wanted to go take a piss in the field. We’re coming back in a minute.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” she said. “Bring him here right now, Terry. It’s dangerous out here, and he’s injured.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Alex. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Alex turned back to the same position he’d been in when Terry arrived. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    “What’s the real reason you left camp?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The fire’s too hot. I wanted to feel the cold for a minute.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Also I was tired of lying down,” he said. “Being there like that, I couldn’t stop thinking about certain things, you know? Like there’s a vid in my head, and it keeps replaying over and over again.” 
 
    “What keeps replaying?” asked Terry. He stepped closer. 
 
    “When I got this,” he said, motioning to his stomach. “And those animals. Huge things with massive teeth and claws, silver-gray hair and black eyes, like something out of a story. You wouldn’t believe they existed unless you saw them for yourself. I still can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Terry. “Nuber told us about them after you left. He said they were pretty scary.” 
 
    Alex scoffed. “Scary? I’ve never seen something so beautiful.” 
 
    “Beautiful? They almost killed you, Alex.” 
 
    “And that’s why they’re beautiful. Terry, look around you, look where we are. Don’t you see what’s going on here?” 
 
    “All I see is a desert full of nothing.” 
 
    “The sky is purple. The grass is blue. The animals here are vicious and wild, like monsters from a fairy tale. This isn’t Earth, anymore. It’s something new. Look what you’re breathing. It’s Variant…and it’s everywhere. You’re breathing a toxic gas which is supposed to kill whatever it touches, whatever’s too weak, and all it does is make you stronger. You know what that is?” 
 
    “Genetic engineering?” 
 
    “Evolution!” he snapped. “That’s why we were made—to do what they can only dream of. We belong up here…don’t you get it?” He kicked the ground. “I don’t want to go back.” 
 
    And there it was. Alex wanted to stay. Despite everything, despite all the pain he’d already endured, he still didn’t want to leave this place. 
 
    Except he had to go. It was the mission. Terry couldn’t leave Alex here to die, no matter how stubborn he was or how much he argued about it. One way or another, they were taking him home. First, though, they needed to go back to the camp. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” said Terry after a moment. “About all that stuff, maybe you have a point. It all makes sense.” He let the words settle before he went on. “But right now you’re only telling me, and we’re all the way out here by ourselves where no one else can hear it. Don’t you want to tell the others, too?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” said Alex. 
 
    “Then, let’s go back to camp,” he said. “We’ll talk about it in the morning. You can tell the others what you think. They’ll listen, I promise.” They wouldn’t listen, not really. Alex was acting crazy, talking about running wild in the desert, like they were animals or something. But Terry needed to play along with it, let Alex think he was on his side. It was the easiest way to get him to go back. 
 
    “And if they don’t?” he snapped. “I’m not going back there. I’m not!” He kicked the ground again and dust spewed high into the air. Before Terry could speak, Alex kicked the ground again. And then again. And then again. 
 
    When he was finally done, Alex collapsed, out of breath and clutching his side. 
 
    Terry didn’t know what to say. This entire situation was out of his depth. Then again, so was everything else here in this place, this shattered wasteland of a world. How could Alex truly believe he belonged here? How could anyone? 
 
    When the dust finally settled, it brought the smell of the wild earth with it. Terry coughed, covering his face with the neck of his shirt. Alex on the other hand, didn’t move at all. He kept staring into the wild, beyond the light of the moon. 
 
    When Alex finally stood again, he was completely calm. Looking at Terry, his eyes reflected the moon light, turning them ghost white. “Okay,” he said at last. “I think I’m ready to go back now.” 
 
    Together they returned to the camp. Terry followed closely behind Alex, his finger covering the rifle’s trigger guard, prepared for action. Alex appeared to be calm, but how long could it last? Better to be ready in case he decided to run, or worse. 
 
    Sarah waited for them at the fire pit when they arrived. She was holding her pad in one hand and her gun in the other. She had a troubled look on her face. “Everything’s fine,” said Terry. “We’re back now.” 
 
    “We’ve got another problem,” she said, darting her eyes toward the other tents. 
 
    Roland stood over Mei’s tent, calling for her. He shook the side of it. In a moment, Mei opened the zipper and stepped out. After a brief exchange, Roland moved on to John. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Terry. 
 
    Sarah kept watching Roland. “Central called while you were gone. We’re getting new orders.” 
 
    “What kind of orders? And why so late?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” she said. 
 
    Together with Mei and John, Roland approached the fire. Standing there, the light reflecting off his deep, brown skin, he looked exhausted. The lines around his eyes had grown long and heavy, as though he’d aged another decade or two, and the sweat lingering on his forehead and neck made it seem as though he’d awoken from a vivid nightmare. Perhaps he had. 
 
    “I got the call a few minutes ago,” said Roland. He wiped his bloodshot eyes with his fingertips, sliding his palm over his face as it fell. “There’s a signal coming from the north. It’s faint, but Central thinks it might be Cole’s. They need us to check it out.” 
 
    Sarah closed her eyes. “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    Roland nodded. “Looks like we’re not going home quite yet.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 04, 2347 
 
    Housing District 03 
 
    Avery Ross awoke in the middle of the night to the alarm on her pad. It lay on the nightstand nearby, illuminating the room with a red, pulsing glow. She blinked mechanically in an attempt to discharge the fatigue from her eyes. They burned defiantly, calling her back to sleep. 
 
    She pulled the pad in close. The screen came alive when she tapped it and a message appeared in bolded red lettering: SECURITY ACCESS, ALPHA POINT. COLONEL BISHOP, JAMES M. The time and date were stamped below. 
 
    She had set up the alert system a few months back in order to keep tabs on when the colonel entered the academy. Most of the time she didn’t need it, because he rarely went in without calling her first. There had only been a few instances, and none had occurred since she installed this new system. 
 
    Ross’s heart began to race, replacing her fatigue with adrenaline, giving her the strength to get to her feet. She leapt out of bed and threw her uniform on as quickly as possible. Within moments, she was out the door. 
 
    Because she only lived a block away, it didn’t take her very long to reach her work. She badged into the side entrance, which was rarely used and hastily crept through the halls toward her office. She wouldn’t go near the colonel. She didn’t have to. Before installing the alert on her pad, she’d also installed a helper tool on Bishop’s desktop, giving her remote access from her own computer, allowing her to listen in through his microphone. She could only do this from her office, which increased the risk of getting caught, but that was necessary. Anything worth doing required a certain level of danger. Spying on her boss was no exception. 
 
    She made very little noise as she entered the office, locking the door and taking her seat. She booted up the desktop, validating her credentials and finally running the helper tool. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if it would actually work, given she’d never even tested it before. But to her surprise, the program ran flawlessly, and she was quickly met with the sound of men talking. She grinned wildly at her amateur success, but quickly shook the celebration off, forcing herself to focus on the job instead. 
 
    “So we’re set,” said Bishop. His muffled voice was more like a whisper. Ross leaned in close. 
 
    “Sure,” said another voice, raspy and deep. Ross didn’t recognize him. “The protest tomorrow. I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good,” said Bishop. 
 
    “And the money?” asked the man. “This kind of job ain’t cheap.” 
 
    “So long as you do it, you’ll get paid.” 
 
    “I better,” he said. “Killing a politician is risky business.” 
 
    “I promised you didn’t I?” asked Bishop. “Follow the plan and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Wave my arms, make a scene, shoot her dead. No problem.” 
 
    “You have to do it while everyone’s watching,” said Bishop. “They all need to see you.” 
 
    “Why can’t I just off her while she’s asleep? You never had a problem with it before. Why the change?” 
 
    “It’s about sending a message. The people going to this protest, I know a lot of them. They’re cowards. If they see the matron take a bullet in the chest, they’ll back down.” 
 
    “You ain’t worried they’ll come after you?” 
 
    “It’s the reason you have to yell what I told you.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Don’t screw this up. I can’t help you if you get caught.” 
 
    “Never botched a job yet,” said the man. “I ain’t gonna start now.” 
 
    Ross could barely breathe, her heart was racing so fast. It was like all the air in the room had suddenly been sucked out. She fumbled with the controls on her desk, trying to hurry and disconnect the line. She never expected to overhear something so malicious, but it was too late. The truth had come out, and she had an obligation to act. 
 
    She ran swiftly to her personal bathroom, got out her pad, and waited for the alert that Bishop had left the building. She sat there, clutching the pad in her chest with her arms wrapped around her body, shaking uncontrollably. What was this horrible feeling overtaking her? Was she afraid for her life? No, she had already learned to manage personal fear. This was something else, a concern for the matron, for Mara, her friend. The thought of something happening to her filled Ross with a powerful dread. She couldn’t let anything happen to Mara, even at the cost of herself. She had to stop it. She had to warn her. 
 
    The alert sounded on her pad, and she quickly left the bathroom and her office. She departed through a different exit than the one the colonel had and quietly made her way back to her apartment, where she changed her clothes to something more inconspicuous. In less than an hour, she was on the train, traveling to Mara’s apartment. 
 
    Things were about to get extremely complicated and more than a little dangerous. The man with the raspy voice—he was going to make an attempt on Mara’s life. He had to be stopped. If only she knew who he was. But she didn’t know, nor could she. What’s more, even if she convinced Mara to stay away, or she came forward and had Bishop arrested, the killer would still carry out the plan eventually. The pieces were already moving. She couldn’t stop it. 
 
    A sudden realization swept over her, and she began to consider an alternate plan. What if she let the assassin take his shot? What if Mara Echols died? 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 05, 2347 
 
    The Mother’s Lounge 
 
    The protest was going splendidly. Thanks to Ross and Ava’s efforts to bring in new protestors, the mother’s lounge had filled to capacity. The crowd no longer consisted of only mothers but people from all across the city, including farmers, contractors, factory workers, counselors, scientists, and a handful of crudely disguised soldiers. It was a far cry from a complete success, but things were certainly progressing in the right direction. 
 
    Mara stood with Ava and several others near the back of the lounge. Among them included Dr. Timothy Rhodes, a medical doctor, Freddy Winehold, one of the farms’ head operators, Patricia Stockholm, a judge, and Emmitt Clawson, owner of Clawson’s Goods, the largest shop in the city’s plaza. They had each shown up for different reasons—some for genuine concern, others out of curiosity. Mara suspected Clawson in particular had only come to appear empathetic in an effort to better promote his business. Still, the fact that they had all shown up was itself worth celebrating. The more people who showed their support, the louder their voice would become. 
 
    Ava nudged Mara’s elbow. “You did well,” she whispered. “It’s quite the turnout.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ava. But you deserve the credit, too, along with our other friend.” 
 
    “Yes, the silent conspirator,” nodded Ava. “Speaking of which, are you ready?” 
 
    You mean am I ready to die? She thought, though she didn’t say it. Of course, the murder was only an illusion—a devious little plan engineered by Captain Ross. She was in no real danger. Aside from the bulletproof vest she wore under her dress, the podium was encased with translucent BB-Glass for added safety. The BB-Glass and the vest had both been a gift from Ross, of which Mara was now most thankful. 
 
    Mara gave Ava a wink. “I’ll never be ready, but I’m doing this anyway.” 
 
    Ava nodded. “Whatever happens, I’ll be right here.” 
 
    Without another word, Mara made her way to the podium at the head of the lounge. She tapped the microphone and cleared her throat. The commotion quickly subsided. Everyone’s eyes were on her. 
 
    “Greetings, my dear friends,” she began. “Today is an important day for all of us. Today we are, for what almost feels like the first time, gathered together under a common banner. We stand united in the opposition of tyranny…a direct attack on our way of life. Several years ago, General Stone, along with the first matron Ava Long, decided that no government could operate under the guise of a monarchy, that no single individual should have the ability to control the rest. It’s why the Stone Charter was created and with it, a system of checks and balances. This system, represented by the council, has fallen under direct opposition by the other leaders. They have chosen to ignore the policy of our fathers in favor of their own. This is something that we, as citizens of our fair city, cannot abide.” 
 
    A fleet of whispers swept through the crowd and lingered, rising and collapsing. Mara continued. “I’m sure you all have questions and concerns,” she said. “If you look at your pads, you’ll see I have forwarded all related documents to this discussion. But if you have additional problems or would like more information, my staff and I are here to help.” 
 
    A woman in the front row raised her hand. Mara recognized her as being a biologist in the labs. “Yes, I was just wondering, how did you first learn of this information?” 
 
    “We have a source. That is all I can say.” 
 
    “And we’re supposed to believe in the reliability of this source?” asked the woman. 
 
    “Believe in the facts,” said Mara. “I have not come to you today with rumors or baseless accusations…but with proof. As a scientist, I’m sure you can appreciate that the evidence is the most important part of any investigation.” 
 
    “Of course,” she conceded. 
 
    Mara looked around the room. “Are there any other questions?” 
 
    A hand shot up from amid the crowd. It was a dark haired man, his skin quite pale. He was wearing a large jacket with his other hand inside. “I got a question,” he said. His scraping voice cut the air like a knife, demanding attention. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Mara. 
 
    The man stared at her for a moment. “You happy to be where you are?” 
 
    “Happy?” Mara asked. 
 
    “You know what I think,” said the man. “You got a taste of the good life. You got a bite of the power. Now you want some more. You and all them other boys, you think you got more of a right than the rest of us. You think you’re better.” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t think…” 
 
    “People in the slums, they’re working every day like dogs and you’re sitting there complaining about how you want more scraps. You ain’t special, lady. You don’t deserve nothing more than me…and I’m gonna prove it.” He swept his jacket open and pulled his other arm out. There, clutched between his boney fingers, he held a pistol. “No more slaves! Equality or death!” 
 
    He aimed and pulled the trigger. The bullet pulsed from the barrel of the gun and sped in the direction of Mara’s chest, hitting the BB-Glass and fracturing into a thousand tiny pieces, which it absorbed. 
 
    Mara fell, and the crowd scattered, filling the room with screams. 
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    NUBER: What’s so important you had to call me in the middle of the night? 
 
    ROSS: I’m sorry, Henry, but I need to talk to you. It’s important. Have you been paying attention to what’s going on? 
 
    NUBER: You’ll have to be more specific. Between what’s happening on the surface and the insanity in the city streets, I’m having a hard time keeping up. 
 
    ROSS: The assassination. 
 
    NUBER: Ah. Yeah, I heard about it. You arrested the guy, right? 
 
    ROSS: We caught him fleeing the scene. I sent a few guards to monitor the protest. You know, to be on the safe side. 
 
    NUBER: Sounds like you got lucky. Nice job. 
 
    ROSS: Yes, very lucky. 
 
    NUBER: Did you get anything out of the killer? 
 
    ROSS: Nothing substantial. The colonel pulled me away before I was able to complete the interrogation. He said it could wait and to focus on containment and public reassurances. 
 
    NUBER: He doesn’t think it’s important to question the killer? 
 
    ROSS: Have you spoken to the colonel? 
 
    NUBER: Sure. 
 
    ROSS: Then, you know what he’s planning on doing. 
 
    NUBER: You mean take control over the motherhood? 
 
    ROSS: Yes. What did you say when he told you? 
 
    NUBER: I complained, but he stopped listening to me a while ago. 
 
    ROSS: So you don’t think it’s a good idea? 
 
    NUBER: Hell no, it’s not. Since when is marshal law a good idea? It’s ridiculous. 
 
    ROSS: He says it’s temporary. 
 
    NUBER: Sure he does. 
 
    ROSS: You don’t believe him? 
 
    NUBER: He was having trouble convincing Echols to donate mothers to the project. He and Archer need them, though, so he’s bound to try to manipulate this situation. It’s how he operates. 
 
    ROSS: That’s what I thought you were going to say. 
 
    NUBER: Sorry if I disappointed you. 
 
    ROSS: On the contrary, Henry. You’ve said all the right things. It’s the reason I came to you in the first place. 
 
    NUBER: Avery, what’s going on? You call me up in the dead of night, ask me a bunch of questions. I’m not sure what to make of it. 
 
    ROSS: I’m sorry. I know it’s strange. I had to see if we were on the same page. 
 
    NUBER: Same page? Can you elaborate? 
 
    ROSS: I swear I will, but not right now. Can you meet me tomorrow at Virgil’s Diner? There’s something I need you to see. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 06, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry and the others traveled through dawn and into the hard light of the afternoon sun, sticking closely to the road—as close as one could get to something which came and went so often. Dust and time had worn the paths enough so they vanished randomly only to reappear an hour later.  The only true point of reference was the map on their pads, which showed their location by way of a steady red dot. Their destination lay in the north, which the map displayed in calmer blue. It blinked periodically like a steady, beating pulse. It was Cole’s chip, of course, and in all the time they walked, it never moved an inch.  
 
    A dozen thoughts circled Terry’s mind as to the fate of his former classmate. If Alex’s story were to be believed—and he had no reason to lie—Cole was probably dead. But if he really did manage to survive, maybe he’d found himself a hiding place somewhere and was waiting for the chance to come out. Alex hid in a hole in the ground, after all, so why couldn’t Cole do the same?  
 
    However, even as he thought it, Terry knew it could never be true. This new world was no place for hope, nor for life; it was a place for all the other, nastier things—the kind of things a mother tells her children to scare them into brushing their teeth or eating their vegetables. The only difference was now the nightmares were real, and they didn’t stop to check a child’s personal hygiene before they clawed or sneered or barked at them. The world belonged to them now. Humanity’s time was at an end. 
 
    At least the human race kept trying. Terry and his friends were proof enough. Even after the apocalypse, people refused to give up. Maybe the same could be true of Cole, however impossible it might seem. 
 
    “Hey,” said John, who had been walking a little behind Terry. “Mei says we’re stopping soon. You doing alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” said Terry. “I was only thinking.” 
 
    “About what?”  
 
    “How Cole must be doing,” he said. And that he’s probably dead. 
 
    “We’ll find him soon. No doubt about it.” 
 
    Terry nodded. John was right—they’d find Cole at some point. No matter where he’d been taken. No matter what ditch or hole or cave, they would eventually find him. The real question was whether or not he was alive. If not, what would it mean for the rest of them?  
 
    Guess I’ll find out eventually, thought Terry. One way or another. 
 
    The day dragged on as they marched, but Terry kept himself occupied. He watched the map on his pad, monitoring the brightly colored dots on the screen and their ever-decreasing distance from one another. The map magnified as they drew nearer to the signal, keeping both their location as well as Cole’s within the screen’s borders. Terry looked as often as he could to see if the map had changed, hoping to catch it before it actually performed the magnification. Over the course of the next few hours, it became a sort of game for him—a way to distract from the sour thoughts of what lay ahead. 
 
    As the map continued to zoom in, however, the terrain morphed. At first, the changes were negligible, and for a moment, it seemed as though the map was simply becoming more detailed. A few boulders disappeared or moved, vacant sections of the road became clearer. But the more time passed, the more detailed the map became. Suddenly, the buildings on the map transformed into piles of stones and rubble, while the blank and empty landscape surrounding the roads filled up with abandoned automobiles and shattered highway railings. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Terry said when he realized what was transpiring. The rest of the group stopped quickly alongside him. “Something’s happening to the map.” 
 
    John stood behind him, glancing over his shoulder. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “You have to keep watching, but it keeps changing.” 
 
    Mei pulled out her own pad. “He’s right. It’s zooming in the closer we get.” 
 
    “So?” Asked Sarah. “It’s probably doing it so we can navigate better.” 
 
    “That’s not all,” said Terry. “The details are changing, too.” He pointed to a blank area near their current location. “See this? There used to be a building here. Now there’s nothing.” 
 
    “What’s it mean?” asked Alex. 
 
    “I think the map’s updating itself.” 
 
    “How’s such a thing possible?” said Roland. “I thought everything on here was supposed to be completely up-to-date? Isn’t that the whole point of the radar tower?” 
 
    “Normally yes,” said Mei. “But we’re outside the towers’ reach. Our pads have been going on old data.” She flicked the screen of her pad, zooming back out. “Look here. See those buildings in the city? They’re obviously gone now, collapsed or whatever, but if you look on the map, they’re still here. The reason’s because we have outdated maps of this area from before the Jolt.” 
 
    Sarah scratched behind her ear. “So why is it updating? Shouldn’t we still see the outdated map?” 
 
    “Maybe the towers really are doing it,” said Roland. “Central could have increased the range on them or sent an update. They know we’re going this way, right? So maybe they didn’t have much of a reason to do it until now.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Mei. “Don’t you remember the diagram they showed us when we went over weather patterns?” 
 
    “Not meteorology again,” said John, moaning. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, meteorology. Mr. Nuber showed us a map of the area covered by the towers. We’re outside of it. Ever since we went beyond the towers’ reach, we’ve been going based on a two-hundred-year-old map. A lot can happen in a few centuries, so of course the land’s changed.” 
 
    “But we still have maps,” said John. “If we can’t get anything from the towers, where’d they come from?” 
 
    “Could be saved data files on the hard drives. They’re probably meant to be a backup in case the towers went down or we got out of range. They’re not a hundred percent accurate, but better than nothing.” 
 
    “The teachers most likely thought the same thing,” said Terry. 
 
    “What about the updates we’re getting?” asked Roland. “Where are they coming from?” 
 
    Terry thought for a moment. “It’s the pads. It has to be.” 
 
    John looked at him. “Huh?” 
 
    “Think about it. What else could be doing it?” 
 
    Mei smiled. “You might be right.” 
 
    “How?” asked Sarah. “Don’t you need to be pretty far up in order to do that? It’s the whole point of the towers, right?” 
 
    “It’s not updating very far,” said Terry. “There seems to be a limit. Maybe a hundred yards.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “I’m thinking these pads are operating by line of sight, and since we’re so close to the ground, they can’t see very far. Like you said, a hundred yards, maybe less.” 
 
    “So it’s hardly useful,” said Alex. 
 
    Mei shook her head. “If we can get to a high enough area, it might be very useful.” 
 
    “What? You mean like a tall building?” asked Roland. “I don’t see any of those around here.” 
 
    “There might be up ahead,” said Terry. “And if not, at least we’re getting something out of it, even if it’s not much.” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “You’re right, Terry. It’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” said John, furrowing his brow. “If the maps are updating and we’re out of range from the towers, how’s Cole’s signal reaching us?” 
 
    Roland spoke up. “It’s not a steady signal, for starters.” 
 
    “Still, how can the towers reach it at all?” John asked. 
 
    Everyone paused at the question, seemingly clueless. 
 
    Mei suddenly clapped her hands. “I know!” she squealed. “The chips are transmitting. Don’t you guys see? Cole’s chip is sending intermittent signals to the nearest tower. It’s the only thing making any sense.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it mean he could’ve moved by now?” asked Terry. 
 
    “He’s probably still there. The biggest issue for us is we might have to deal with some unforeseen terrain changes.” 
 
    “Could be bad,” said Sarah. “We’ll be walking in blind.” 
 
    “The pads give us a hundred yards, right?” asked Terry. 
 
    Mei shrugged. “Maybe. It could be less.” 
 
    “Still, it’s something,” said Terry. 
 
    Roland started walking. “As long as we’re careful, we’ll be fine. Remember, we’re armed and trained. We can handle whatever comes our way.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    After spending most of the day on the road, Terry’s group finally stopped in a clearing beneath a large hill. The highway they were following merged effortlessly into the hillside, where the grass took hold and covered everything. “It’s like a carpet,” said Terry. 
 
    “Pretty annoying if you ask me,” said John. “I’d rather have the road.” 
 
    “Listen up,” said Roland. He tapped the pad in his hand and pulled up the local map. The red and blue dots each appeared. They were very close now. “It’s less than three miles before we get to where we need to be. This incline might slow us a little, but we should be fine. Everyone grab something quick to eat, but don’t take too long. We’re pushing forward in fifteen minutes. Hopefully, when we reach the top, our pads will pick up more info about what’s ahead. If not, we’ll still have our eyes.” He unslung his pack.  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” said Mei. She immediately sat down. “Terry, toss me a bag, please.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Terry. He knelt and started unpacking. “Bags of slop for everyone.” 
 
    “Slop?” asked Alex. 
 
    “Best you’ve ever had,” said John. 
 
    “He lies,” said Sarah. “But it’s not as bad as chewing dirt, I guess.” 
 
    “Or grass,” said Mei. “Can you imagine trying to survive up here without the food we brought?” 
 
    “Hey, yeah,” said John. “Say, Alex, what were you planning to live on when you got up here, anyway?” 
 
    “We brought food,” he said. 
 
    “Like what?” asked Mei. “You didn’t have any supplies when we found you.” 
 
    “We used some. The rest got destroyed during the attack.” 
 
    “So what were you gonna do afterward?” asked John. “Eat the grass? Because there’s nothing else around here.” 
 
    “I had a plan.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    Terry handed a bag of food to Sarah, but Alex snatched it away.  
 
    “Hey,” snapped Terry 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?” barked Alex. “It’s not like we had time to do anything.” He tore into the bag, spilling bits of wet cabbage all over his jacket. He swore, but started eating anyway. 
 
    “Sorry for asking,” said John.  
 
    Terry handed out the rest of the food. “Let’s just eat. We have to get going pretty soon.” 
 
    They hurried and ate, barely speaking. Terry packed the remaining food and hoisted the pack over his shoulder. The weight of it was hardly noticeable—nothing like it used to be, back before all of this. 
 
    So much had changed for him, but even more since he arrived on the surface. He was never tired anymore, not at all, and every day he felt stronger. But where was it all going? Tomorrow, when he awoke, would he feel better than he did today, or would it finally level out? How strong could a person become before the body reached its limit and collapsed in on itself? 
 
    A chill ran down his back. Oh, well, he thought, buckling the strap around his chest. I guess it could be worse. But when he tried to think of how, nothing came to him. 
 
    They marched along the hill, leaving a trail of flattened grass behind them. The blue weeds waved back and forth, reflective in the light, and they danced as though they’d been waiting their whole lives for someone to find them. “It’s so beautiful,” said Sarah. “Why can’t everything be so wonderful?” 
 
    They climbed the hill for nearly two hours. After a while, John turned around, asking how long everyone thought it would take for him to reach the bottom if he fell. 
 
    “It won’t matter, since you’ll break your neck,” said Mei. 
 
    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he said. 
 
    “Of course,” she smiled. 
 
    As they grew closer to the peak, Sarah started running. “We’re almost there,” she shouted. “Finally!” It didn’t take long for her to reach the top. When she did, she didn’t say a word. She only stared, her mouth agape. 
 
    “What do you see?” called Roland. 
 
    “Probably nothing, same as everything else,” said Mei. 
 
    Sarah didn’t answer right away, but when Roland called to her again, she flinched, like she hadn’t heard him until now. “Sorry. It’s…definitely something.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Roland. 
 
    “Come and see,” she said, refusing to look away. 
 
    As Terry approached the crest, the sky beyond the hill peeled back. In the distance, a building appeared. With each step it grew larger, and around it several others showed themselves. Before long, a slew of broken structures larger than anything else he’d ever seen filled the distant sky. “It’s a city,” muttered Terry. 
 
    “Not anymore,” said Sarah. 
 
    She was right. Nearly a fourth of it had been obliterated, broken apart into nothing more than a massive pile of debris. The remaining towers, while still standing, were jagged remnants of their former states. They looked like giant knives coming out of the earth, trying to pierce the sky. 
 
    Much like the rest of the planet, everything about this place had come undone. 
 
    Standing high atop the hill, Terry stared intently at the pad in his hand. The map was filling itself with details faster than it ever had before. He and Mei were right to expect as much. The elevation allowed for a far greater line of sight. “Check it out,” he said. 
 
    “What’s the damage?” asked John. 
 
    Mei frowned. “Uh, oh.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The map changed more than I expected.” 
 
    “So what?” asked Sarah. 
 
    “So there’s a problem now. Look at Cole’s signal. See how different the area looks.” 
 
    Terry pulled up the map and zoomed in on it. The landscape had changed drastically. The signal now came from beneath what appeared to be several layers of stone at the edge of the city. “Not good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” said Mei. “It looks like he’s been buried. Or he’s in a cave now.” 
 
    “Could be anything,” said Sarah. 
 
    “Awesome,” said John. “Because things weren’t hard enough before, right?” 
 
    It took less time to reach the bottom of the hill than to climb it. The road reappeared near the base and continued unhindered for as far as they could see. “The map says it’s this way,” said Roland. He pointed down the road toward the city. “Not much farther now.” 
 
    As they drew closer to the city, the collapsed walls and highway roads became more apparent. A dried up river basin stretched from within the confines of the desolate metropolis, twisting and bending out along the stone and into the endless expanse of desert sand. 
 
    Beyond the once-river, the tattered concrete jungle remained. 
 
    The city’s towers looked as though they might collapse at any moment—a shattered visage of accomplishments, slowly breaking apart like dust from a dry stone. 
 
    The tallest of these monuments lay near the center, its steel frame the only evidence of its once mighty legacy. After two hundred years, it had become nothing more than a skeleton, its concrete guts eroded by rain and wind and natural decay. Someday, possibly soon, this antique goliath would wither completely, joining its fallen brethren in the sand. It might not take much—a gust of wind, perhaps, or a tremor, or simply time—but in the end it would dissolve and die, absorbed back into the earth that birthed it, the same mud that had given life so generously to both men and beast, tree and insect. 
 
    For now, though, it continued to sleep, the same as it had for so many years, ever since the Jolt came and wiped out all the spectators—no more eyes to marvel with, no more necks bent back with gaping mouths to awe. 
 
    Until a group of mutant offspring from below the crust of the deep, dark earth came up for some decidedly fresh air. “What wonders would befall us, children?” Dr. Byrne had said so long ago. “A whole new world of stories.” 
 
    In that moment, staring out across the wasteland sea, Terry imagined what the good doctor—what all of the teachers—would say if they could see what their new world had wrought. 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 06, 2347 
 
    Virgil’s Diner, Pepper Plaza 
 
    Avery Ross sat with her hands on her lap, waiting in a booth inside Virgil’s Diner for Henry to arrive. The two of them had often come here for lunch once or twice a week in their earlier years. It had become quite routine, but after Ross received her promotion and Henry started teaching, they met less and less frequently. They tried to maintain the tradition for as long as they could, but after a while they simply stopped going. 
 
    Still, Ross considered Henry to be a friend, no matter how far apart they had grown in recent years. Part of the reason had come from the fact that Henry frequently disagreed with the colonel, while Ross’s job required her to defend every decision her leadership made. She couldn’t blame this single factor entirely for the growing divide between them, but it certainly hadn’t helped. 
 
    Now, here she sat again. When she watched him enter the swinging glass door at the front of the diner, it felt for a moment as if nothing had changed. 
 
    “Sorry it took me so long,” said Nuber. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re always late. I don’t mind.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You order yet?” 
 
    “Coffee for me. I ordered you a beer.” 
 
    “The cheap stuff, I hope.” 
 
    “Nothing but,” she said. 
 
    A second later, the waitress approached and set their drinks on the table. Henry took a swig from his glass. “Ah.” 
 
    “Can I get you two anything else?” asked the waitress. 
 
    “Not yet,” said Ross. 
 
    “Let me know when you’re ready,” said the woman. She returned to the counter, leaving them alone. 
 
    Nuber took another swig. “Is this where you tell me why we’re here? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining, but we haven’t done this in years.” 
 
    “I know…and I’m sorry for it. We’ve both been so busy with the program and our jobs. But I needed to talk to you outside the office.” 
 
    “Sure. It’s a tough job.” 
 
    “There’s more to it.” 
 
    He nodded. “I figured as much, judging from the call you made to me last night.” He set the glass down. “So tell me, since we’re away from work, what’s got you so worked up? Ready to spill?” 
 
    “It’s like I said on the phone. There are things happening in this city I’ve never seen before. Things threatening to destroy everything our government represents.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Bishop.” 
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know, Henry, and I won’t presume to get you more involved than you already are, but…” 
 
    “Hey,” he said, leaning in. “It’s okay. I’m here, Ross. You can tell me.” 
 
    Ross hesitated, though she didn’t know why. She had asked Henry here for this exact reason. Why was she second guessing herself? He wasn’t like the rest of them. “How long have you known me, Henry?” she asked, finally. 
 
    “Twelve years, give or take. Why?” 
 
    “After all this time, do you trust me?” 
 
    “More than most.” 
 
    “In a moment, I’m going to walk through the back door. You can follow me if you want,” she said, staring him in the eyes. “But if you aren’t completely certain…if you’d rather stay out of the coming storm…by all means, walk out the other door and return to your life. I won’t think any less of you. We’ll never talk about this again.” 
 
    “And if I follow you?” he asked. 
 
    “Then you’ll have your chance to make a difference, not only in the lives of those children, but for everyone in this city.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 06, 2347 
 
    The Slums 
 
    Mara sat in a tiny room with no windows, sipping a glass of wine, playing solitaire on her pad. She wasn’t alone, but she might as well have been. Poor Ava lay in the corner, hugging the sofa. She was fast asleep. 
 
    Mara sighed, then set the pad on the table. Pretending to be dead was so incredibly boring, especially when it meant being stuck in this closet of a room, unable to show her face. She had absolutely no control over what was happening out there. The wait was killing her. 
 
    Not to mention the pain in her from wearing that vest all day, constraining her and weighing her down. Thankfully, she was still alive and breathing. The whole scene could’ve gone much worse. 
 
    When Ross came to her with news of an assassination, she was speechless. Part of her couldn’t believe Bishop would actually do it. Had he truly strayed so far? What could provoke a once honorable man into becoming such a sadist? 
 
    But when she actually took the time to think about it, she could see it. Bishop’s determination for the end result, for the ultimate prize, was without equal in his life. This obsession of his had become a crusade with no end in sight. It didn’t matter if someone had to die in order to make his dream come true. He was saving humanity, after all. It was the only thing he cared about. He sacrificed those children in the chamber and again on the surface. He didn’t care whether or not they lived, because the data from their deaths could help him find a faster solution. If Mara or anyone else should stand in his way, Bishop would do what he had to. Nothing but the prize mattered. 
 
    Upon learning of the plot, Mara’s immediate reaction had been to go into hiding, to run and slip away like some poor, diseased rat. But like Ross had told her, canceling the venue and locking herself away wouldn’t stop the threat of violence. At best, she could only postpone it. Even if she came forward and openly accused Bishop of conspiring against her, she had no evidence. While Ross could have gone on record, testifying against him, the plot she overheard that night hadn’t been recorded. It would only be her word against his. And who was Ross compared to Bishop? An insubordinate girl plotting against her superior, trying to seize the throne for herself. They’d laugh her out of the room. 
 
    Instead, Ross came to Mara with a different plan—a plan calling for her to die. Her death, in turn, would create a power vacuum, which Bishop would undoubtedly attempt to fill. 
 
    If Bishop did what she and Ross predicted, then the entire city would finally see how power hungry the colonel truly was. 
 
    It would be their chance. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Mara flinched at the sound, but soon relaxed, reassuring herself that she was, after all, expecting company. She glanced at Ava, who was still asleep. “Ava,” she whispered. “Wake up.” 
 
    Ava stirred, opening her eyes. “Hm…?” 
 
    “Someone’s at the door.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, gently rising to her feet. “Let me see who it is. Get ready to hide if you have to, dear.” She went to the door and peered through the looking hole. “It’s Ross, pretty as ever.” 
 
    “Correct,” said the captain from beyond the panel. 
 
    “Her ears are impressive,” said Ava. She opened the door and Ross hurried inside. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    “How did everything go?” asked Mara. “Did the teacher agree to help?” 
 
    “About that,” she said. “I didn’t get around to telling him about you. Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Mara. “So what did you tell him?” 
 
    Ross started to answer, but stopped and went back to the door. She opened it and signaled. “Come inside,” she said. She looked quickly back at Mara. “I hope you don’t mind, but I brought him here to see you.” 
 
    Ross stepped aside. A man appeared behind her. Mara recognized him from his picture. It was Henry Nuber, the one-armed teacher from the academy. “You brought him here?” asked Mara, a little shocked. It was unlike Ross to do things without consulting her. “I thought all you were going to do was talk with him.” 
 
    “Aren’t I right, Henry?” 
 
    Nuber stared at Mara, then Ava. “That depends. Are you finally gonna explain what the hell is going on? Why’s the damned matron here?” He blinked at Mara. “You’re supposed to be dead, lady.” 
 
    “You’ll excuse me if I don’t apologize for that,” said Mara. 
 
    “So what happened?” Nuber asked. “The assassination attempt failed? Did he miss?” He looked at her stomach. “I don’t see any blood, so he must have.” 
 
    “We knew he was coming and prepared for it. Captain Ross here was able to procure a bulletproof vest from the armory, along with some other protective things.” 
 
    “Okay, so ignoring Ross’s unprecedented skills for thieving, how did you know you were being targeted?” He looked at Ross. “And why couldn’t you tell me about this instead of bringing me here?” 
 
    This time it was Ava who spoke. “The answer to both of those questions is the same, I’m afraid,” she explained. “Your commander.” 
 
    “Bishop? What about him?” 
 
    “He hired the man who tried to kill me,” said Mara. The words lingered in the air. 
 
    Nuber hesitated before answering. “This is ridiculous. Ross, tell me you aren’t buying into this. Bishop might act like an idiot sometimes, but he wouldn’t try to murder anyone.” 
 
    “It’s true,” said Ross, bitterly. “I overheard the colonel with my own ears. You might not want to believe it, Henry, but everything you’re hearing is the truth.” 
 
    “But I’ve known the man for twenty years!” 
 
    “So you know better than anyone,” said Mara. “Bishop is a determined man. He’s spent over a decade planning for a very particular future—climbing the ladder, making alliances, starting the program. He’s dedicated his life to this dream of saving the world. Don’t you think he’d kill to protect it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Look at his recent decisions,” said Ross. “The way he’s endangering those students on the surface. He and Archer justify the risks, saying they’re necessary. You know as well as I do how careless it all is. How long before he kills the rest of them?” 
 
    “You think he’s capable?” asked Nuber. 
 
    “The bullet he bought for me is proof enough,” said Mara. 
 
    “But why would he kill you? Why take the risk?” 
 
    “Because I disagreed with him,” she said, bitterly. “And I was loud as hell about it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Private Audio Exchange 
 
    January 07, 2347 
 
    ECHOLS: What do you have for me? 
 
    ROSS: Not much, I’m afraid. 
 
    ECHOLS: Not much seems better than nothing. 
 
    ROSS: Depends on your outlook. 
 
    ECHOLS: I’ll pretend to be an optimist for a few minutes, if it helps. 
 
    ROSS: The team’s moved beyond the range of the towers. We’re still getting the occasional signal, but it’s intermittent and doesn’t last long. The farther away from us they go, the worse it gets. 
 
    ECHOLS: How often are you getting something? 
 
    ROSS: Right now? Every two to three hours. The gap will only grow as they continue moving north. 
 
    ECHOLS: I guess it could be worse. 
 
    ROSS: Pretty soon it will be. Our technicians are estimating we’ll lose them for good in less than twelve hours. Once we do, we’ll be completely in the dark. The clock is ticking. 
 
    ECHOLS: We’d better move quickly, then. Are you certain you can do this? 
 
    ROSS: Yes, ma’am. Henry and I are standing by on your orders. We’re ready. 
 
    ECHOLS: Alright, do it. It’s time we showed our hand. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 07, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    “How’d it get like this?” asked Terry, as he walked alongside John and Mei. The city was before them, though still a few miles away. “It’s like a bad dream.” 
 
    “Nature’s taking it back,” said Mei. “Without people around to fix it, everything they built fell apart. The more time goes by, the more it’ll break down. Eventually there won’t be anything left.” 
 
    “I thought Variant did it,” said John. 
 
    “Variant doesn’t hurt inanimate objects, dummy,” she said. “It only goes after living stuff. You know, animals and plants…those kinds of things.” 
 
    “So…?” 
 
    Mei sighed. “So once the Jolt killed off everybody, no one was left to take care of the city. No more maintenance.” 
 
    Sarah shifted uneasily. “It’ll be a wonder if it doesn’t collapse right on top of us.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have to go all the way in,” said Mei. “The map says Cole’s not far in.” 
 
    “That’s not so bad,” said John. 
 
    “How do you figure?” asked Sarah. 
 
    John gripped his rifle, pulling it close to his chest. “We could be unarmed,” he said. “Going into who-knows-what with nothing but our fists and wits to protect us. Think about that.” 
 
    “Some wits are less useful than others,” said Mei, rolling her eyes and smiling. 
 
    “That’s why they built me big and tough,” John said, smacking his chest. “Someone’s gotta protect you little geniuses.” He nudged Mei’s shoulder. “Right?” 
 
    Mei grinned. “Right.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” said Roland. “The map shows an entrance through the tunnel. Our target’s on the other side. Not far, though. We’re in and out, understood? No sight-seeing this time around.” 
 
    Most of them nodded. John shrugged. 
 
    They continued walking on the road toward the city, which was fast approaching. They’d be there soon—within the hour, probably. “Won’t be long,” said Alex, who was walking beside Terry. “Yep, not long at all, now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Terry. 
 
    Alex stopped and looked at him. “Well, we’re all gonna die for starters.” 
 
    “Geez, Alex,” he moaned. “Why would you say something like that?” 
 
    Alex laughed, and the sound of it turned Terry’s stomach. “You’ve never seen these things,” he said. “I barely survived the first time.” 
 
    Terry held his rifle closer. “Well, we’ve got weapons this time.” 
 
    “Mid to long range rifles,” Alex corrected, “and you’re about to walk into a confined tunnel. I’m sure it’ll work out great for everyone.” 
 
    “You’re acting like we didn’t train for this.” 
 
    “Realism versus optimism,” Alex said. He clutched his side and coughed. “You’re all idiots if you think those rifles will keep you alive.” 
 
    “You’ve got a better idea?” 
 
    “You mean other than not going in there?” he asked. “Nope. There ain’t no point to any of this, you’ll see. They’ve sent us here to die.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    Alex laughed again. “They know what I know,” he said. “They see how strong we are. Every time we went into the chamber, we got stronger. We got faster. We were better. You thought they didn’t notice, but they did. And it scared them. They didn’t need to send you idiots up here after me. They did it because you’re dangerous. We all are. Don’t you get it, Terry? If we’re so perfect, if we can live up here without them, it means they’re useless. They can’t give up the power. They’re afraid of you.” 
 
    Terry tried to bite his tongue, but he couldn’t stay quiet anymore. “You’re talking crazy, Alex!” The words fell out of him before he could stop himself. “It’s absolutely insane. Listen to what you sound like!” 
 
    To Terry’s surprise, Alex didn’t flinch. He was totally calm. “Say the words all you want, but you know I’m right. Deep in your soul, you know it’s all true. We’re not going back, not even if we make it out of that tunnel, not even if we get all the way to the elevator. They won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Don’t you even care if Cole’s alive?” 
 
    “He’s not,” said Alex. He continued walking. 
 
    “How do you know?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Because I know,” said Alex, without looking back. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    But Alex didn’t answer. 
 
    Terry felt a surge of anger, but he swallowed it and clenched his fist, digging his nails into his palm. Alex always complained, always pushed the rest of them to fail. He didn’t care about anyone, not even Cole. Every word out of his mouth was hateful and mean. He only cared about himself. 
 
    Still, some of what he said rang true. It’d be tough to maneuver in the tunnel with rifles. There was no getting around it. But they had to try, didn’t they? Even if Cole were dead, even if they didn’t find a trace of him other than that chip, it didn’t mean they shouldn’t try. 
 
    Terry spotted a rock on the ground and stepped on it. The stone let out a loud crunch and fell apart. Terry’s foot went straight through the rock and hit the ground, nearly tripping him. He slid his foot to the side, and saw only a pile of dust remained. 
 
    As the wind picked up, the ash of the rock filled the air and floated out, dissipating. Terry slid his foot back across the pile of sand, kicking up more of the dust, and then again. The rock must have been so brittle and hollow, so lifeless and empty, that all it took was a little outside pressure to break it down. 
 
    But Terry shouldn’t have been surprised. The land was either dying or dead. Why not the rocks, too? Even the air was gone. Even the sky. 
 
    So much for moving on. So much for a revival. Could anyone ever hope to turn the clock back now? Was it really possible to reverse a single ounce of it? Maybe Alex was right. Maybe the world had moved on. 
 
    Terry kicked the ground hard, and he watched as the last fragments of the stone scattered its guts far and away into the afternoon winds—the same winds that carried Variant, the disease that filled up the sky and had become the most hated thing in all creation. The ashes of the stone rose and danced around him like a cloud of gray steam, hovering gently, momentarily, until they finally disappeared, as though a great, invisible hand had come and guided them away. 
 
    ******* 
 
    The collapsed tunnel stood before them like a monster, filled to the brim with shadows and debris. Empty cars lined the inside, crammed so closely together that it was a wonder any of them had made it as far as they did. Quite a few of the cars had crashed, undoubtedly due to the overwhelming sense of panic the drivers felt to flee the city, as though leaving could actually save their lives. The traffic appeared to be jammed far into the tunnel. 
 
    Terry wondered what all those people must have thought as they watched the sky turn into a hellish purple and crimson hue, and they were completely unable to comprehend the meaning behind it all. It must have been the most terrifying sight any of them had ever seen, and it was only the beginning. Soon, the gas would surround them all, rip the oxygen right out of their lungs and quickly replace it with fire. 
 
    Terry knew exactly what it felt like, the same as any of the other students. 
 
    Out of everyone who had died to the gas, out of all the rest that hadn’t, only Terry and his classmates had gone through death and come out the other side still breathing. They were the only ones who could possibly understand what any of these people had endured. 
 
    That was why they lingered now before the wreckage of the tunnel, before the ancient piles of metal tombs. 
 
    “I wonder how many there are,” muttered Mei. 
 
    “Must be hundreds,” said Sarah, setting down her pack. She got the radio equipment out. “Maybe more, depending on how far it goes.” 
 
    Terry sat on the ground and examined his pad. He went over the map. The tunnel stretched beyond the limits of the pad’s sensors so there was no telling how far it extended. It didn’t really matter, though. Sixty-seven yards beyond the entrance, the wall had collapsed, blocking them from their goal. 
 
    Alex shrugged. “Doesn’t matter how many there are.” 
 
    Mei glared at him. “You would think so…” 
 
    “It’s true,” he said. “A hundred cars or a thousand…it makes no difference. The Jolt didn’t stop at the end of this tunnel. It killed everyone all over the planet. A hundred or a thousand—what’s it matter how many died in this little spot? Why waste your time sitting here all quiet when the rest of the world’s no different?” 
 
    “It’s out of respect,” Mei said. 
 
    Alex snickered. “None of them can see you. None of them care. Dead is dead.” 
 
    Roland pushed through the two of them. “Enough,” he said, walking to one of the cars. He examined it for a moment, reached into his pack, and pulled out a flashlight. He shined it on the nearest wall, then followed the wall as far as he could before the light disappeared into the dark. “We’ll have to find a way around. At first I thought we could find a way through the rubble, but with all these cars in the way, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Terry continued examining the map. The closer he zoomed, the more detailed the tunnel became. There were several rooms adjacent to it, and they were all connected by hallways and smaller tunnels throughout the infrastructure. He searched for the closest access door. 
 
    “So we’re leaving?” asked John. 
 
    “There’s bound to be another entrance” said Roland. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how far it is to the next tunnel?” asked Mei. 
 
    “It’s our only option,” said Roland. “We have to follow the mission. There’s no other way.” 
 
    “Actually, there is,” said Terry. 
 
    “You just don’t like the idea of giving up,” said Mei. “We could turn around now and head home, but you’d rather we kill ourselves than go back. Am I right?” 
 
    “Of course not, but we’re not giving up.” 
 
    Mei grabbed her pad and shoved the screen in Roland’s face. “Have you looked at the map? It’ll take us a day to reach another tunnel!” 
 
    Terry stood. “Guys?” 
 
    “Or maybe you don’t like hearing my ideas,” said Mei. “You tried ignoring me when I said we should change the route Central gave us. You wouldn’t even listen to me until Sarah told you to. This is the same thing.” 
 
    “Stop whining,” snapped Roland. “If there was another way, don’t you think I’d consider it? But all you’ve said is we should give up. That’s not a plan!” 
 
    “It’s better than blindly going in there and risking our lives!” 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Terry. “Shut up, both of you!” 
 
    Everyone looked at him, their eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “I found a way in, okay? Stop yelling at each other for two seconds and I’ll show you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Sarah. 
 
    “There are maintenance tunnels connected to this one. Look at your pads.” 
 
    “I saw those already,” said Roland. “None of them connect to where we are.” 
 
    “Not all the way out here. You have to look closer. There’s an access door about a hundred feet into the tunnel. See? It’ll take us all the way around. It’s faster than the alternative, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” said Sarah. 
 
    “How do we know those rooms are even safe?” asked Roland. “The pads can only show what’s in front of us. Those old tunnels might not be there anymore. We’d be going in blind.” 
 
    “All true,” agreed Terry. “But it’s still better than the alternative.” 
 
    “If things get hairy, we can always go back,” suggested John. 
 
    Roland seemed to consider this. “You’re sure the tunnels lead to the other side…to where we’re supposed to go?” 
 
    Terry nodded. There was a long pause. 
 
    “Fine,” said Roland, finally. “But everyone stays close together, and I don’t want to hear any arguments when I give an order.” He looked at Mei. “Do we understand?” 
 
    Mei stared back at him. 
 
    “Everyone understands,” assured Sarah. 
 
    “Good,” he said, turning to face the tunnel. 
 
    Sarah continued unpacking the radio gear. “I’m almost done with the equipment.” 
 
    “Can we really reach Central from way out here?” asked John. 
 
    “If our chips are getting through, it’s possible. But there’s a big difference between optical feed and an actual voice transmission.” She opened the box housing the radio and turned it on. After a few seconds, she checked the display. “Signal’s really weak,” she said. “We might get something through, but I don’t know.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” muttered Roland. 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” said John. “We’ll finish the mission and tell them after. They’ve gotta know we’re out of range by now.” 
 
    “We can’t assume they’ll understand,” said Roland. “Besides, if something happens to us, they won’t know where to look.” 
 
    “Then, what do we do?” asked John. 
 
    Alex spoke up this time. “Come on, isn’t it obvious?” He rolled his eyes. “Leave her here with the radio.” 
 
    John scoffed. “Leave Sarah? Why would we do that?” 
 
    “Because, moron, if something happens to the rest of us, at least she’ll be safe and can send word to Central. If we all die, who’s gonna tell them? Use your brain, man.” 
 
    John squeezed his fists and took a step forward. Terry grabbed John’s arm, and he stopped. 
 
    “I could stay,” suggested Terry. “You’ll need Sarah. She’s a better shot.” 
 
    Roland shook his head. “Which is why you have to come. It’s too dangerous to leave you by yourself. Sarah can handle things on her own.” 
 
    Terry wanted to say he could take care of himself, but decided against it. He didn’t know whether or not he could control his abilities one way or the other. If things went sour and he failed, everyone would pay for it. Maybe Roland’s right, he thought. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Sarah. “It’s a solid idea, but you’ll be down a gun. You might need me in there.” 
 
    “Relax, Sarah,” said John, smirking. “You’re acting like I’m not even here.” 
 
    She smiled. “Sorry, John. It could be dangerous. Those animals could be anywhere inside.” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “We’ve got four armed soldiers. Sure, Terry and I aren’t as big as John or Roland, but you don’t have to be in order to pull a trigger. We can handle it.” 
 
    “Oh, so I don’t get a gun?” asked Alex. “I see how it is.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t get a gun,” said Roland. “You didn’t even graduate.” 
 
    Mei arched her brow. “And you kinda committed treason a little when you ran away.” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “It’s true, you did.” 
 
    Alex scoffed. “All I did was leave! How is it treason?” 
 
    Mei threw her hands up. “Hey, I said a little, didn’t I?” 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 07, 2347 
 
    Central 
 
    Avery Ross stood in Colonel Bishop’s office, listening to him go over his plan to relieve the tensions caused by the recent assassination of the matron Mara Echols. She couldn’t help but feel disgusted. 
 
    “The city’s in a panic,” he said. “Something has to do be done.” 
 
    The colonel had invited Doctor Archer as well as a couple of Public Affairs officers—Lieutenants Anderson and Jones. 
 
    Nuber was there, too, standing in the back as usual. 
 
    “We need people to stay calm, so I want an official investigation underway as quickly as possible.” He started to pace. “It also might help if we send a few guards to patrol the city streets. It probably won’t do anything, but seeing the uniform may help calm them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Jones. 
 
    “In the meantime, we can’t let the government fall apart. Work still has to get done. Until the mothers have time to sort things out and elect a new matron, we’ll need to step up and do the job ourselves. Captain Ross, seeing as how you have more experience dealing with the mothers than anyone here, you’ll take the lead and act as our representative.” 
 
    Ross nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “This is a very delicate situation. We have to avoid panic at all costs. Doctor Archer, can I count on the science division’s support on this matter?” 
 
    “Of course. Whatever you need.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Anderson. “What about the murderer? Witnesses said he made threats against the entire council, not just the matron. He might come after you and Doctor Archer.” 
 
    “Good point,” said Bishop. “Increase security to level four. Full searches and badge checks on anyone entering the building. The labs, too.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Anderson. 
 
    “Will that be all, sir?” asked Ross. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” he said. 
 
    “You two,” she barked at the lieutenants. “You have your orders. You’re dismissed.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Jones. They both saluted and rushed out of the office. 
 
    After the door shut, Bishop nodded at Nuber. “You’ve been awfully quiet.” 
 
    “Nothing to add, I guess.” 
 
    Doctor Archer smirked. “First time.” 
 
    Nuber glared at him. “Say again?” 
 
    “You heard me, boy. You complain so often it’s become predictable.” 
 
    “At least I have something to say. All you do is sit there, like some senile old man.” 
 
    “Better than rambling like an imbecilic fool.” 
 
    “Keep talking,” said Nuber. He took a step closer to Archer. “I may only have one arm, but I can still use it to break your wrinkled, arrogant face.” 
 
    “Typical Neanderthal.” 
 
    “Relax, both of you,” said Bishop. “Henry, you’re acting like a child.” 
 
    “Am I?” he asked, turning toward Bishop. “I’ve known you for twenty years, James. Twenty years. If you’d asked then if I thought you had it in you to shoulder up with a clown like this, I would’ve said you were nuts. But now look. It’s like every word you say is coming from him, this psychopath. Like he’s controlling you. Is this what you’ve become, James? A sadistic bastard’s puppet?” 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough!” snapped Bishop. “I don’t care how long we’ve known each other. I’m still your superior, and you’ll show me some respect!” 
 
    “The hell I will,” said Henry. “Time and time again you’ve given me your word about those kids, and each and every one has been a lie. You don’t give a damn about their lives!” 
 
    “Quiet!” ordered Bishop. “You’re relieved. Leave now, and I won’t have you arrested.” 
 
    “Arrested? God! Are you listening to yourself? You’d throw me in a cell for nothing but…but words!” 
 
    It was all Ross could do to stand there, watching. 
 
    “Simple words,” he raged. “Since when is that enough to damn a man?” Henry rose his hand, pointing at Bishop. “But you’ve killed for words already, haven’t you, old friend? Shot that woman dead in front of hundreds. I should count myself the lucky one!” He looked at Ross, his face red. “It’s time to end this farce, now before the insanity begins.” 
 
    Bishop looked at her and again at Henry. “What are you talking about? Have you lost your mind? Captain Ross, arrest this man!” 
 
    Ross clutched the gun at her side and flipped the holster open. She took the safety off and aimed it at her commanding officer. “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m afraid I’m unable to follow that order.” 
 
    Bishop stared down the barrel of the pistol. “What the hell is this?” he asked, rattled. 
 
    “Arresting you, sir.” 
 
    “Under what charges?” 
 
    “Conspiracy to commit murder, attempted murder, and abuse of power,” she said. “We have eyewitness testimony linking you to the assassination.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that!” 
 
    “Hands on the desk, sir,” said Ross. “I don’t want to incapacitate you, but I will if you refuse.” 
 
    He did as she said, and in a moment she had him on the floor, a pair of handcuffs tight around his wrists. 
 
    “You too,” Nuber said to Archer, once Bishop was restrained. “You’re both in this together, remember?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” said Bishop. “As soon as this gets out, you’ll both be executed for treason!” 
 
    “Maybe so,” said Nuber. “Hard to say at this stage.” 
 
    Bishop looked at Ross, a pleading terror in his eyes. “I didn’t do this, Ross! I could never kill Mara. You know that!” 
 
    She walked to Nuber and handed him the gun. “I heard you,” she said, not bothering to look at her former commander. “The night when you met with him in this office. I heard every word you said. You broke the law before, back when you cut the matron out of council matters. But murder? I never believed you were capable.” 
 
    “You spied on me?” he asked. 
 
    “And Mara Echols is better because of it,” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean? The woman’s dead.” 
 
    “Not quite,” said Nuber. “It seems the bullet you sent wasn’t quite up to the job. The matron’s alive and kicking.” 
 
    Ross went to the door and called for a handful of guards. They were soldiers she had personally assigned to the outer halls on this specific day, each of which she trusted. She ordered them to take the prisoners to the brig and to await further orders. They did as she commanded, despite Bishop’s complaints to the contrary. 
 
    She walked alongside them the entire way to the cells, through several levels of offices and other faculties. The eyes of her fellow soldiers fell upon her as she marched, and she heard whispers throughout every corridor. 
 
    There would be questions and unforeseeable problems soon, which she would have to deal with. But Ross knew she could handle them all, the same as she always had. The people would know the truth about their would-be king, and soon they would renounce him. Ross watched silently as the soldiers placed the two most powerful men in the city into cells no larger than closets. 
 
    She kept on watching long after the doors had shut, until the deed was done and the monsters were caged. 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 07, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry stepped from one piece of rusted metal to the next as he made his way through the graveyard of cars and toward the tunnel wall. Nearly every car required careful balancing and foot placement, making the goggles and their night vision a necessity. 
 
    The sunlight from beyond the tunnel was bright enough so they didn’t need to use the goggles immediately. Only after several yards did Terry flip the switch, lighting up the tunnel with a dozen shades of green. 
 
    Roland went first, of course, followed by Mei and Alex, with John and Terry bringing up the rear. Roland insisted that John, the largest of the group, protect their backs, and in doing so shield the weakest of the students from whatever dangers might present themselves. 
 
    He’d made this decision without knowing the truth about Terry’s condition or the newfound strength and speed accompanying it. Part of Terry wanted to say something, to shout he was no longer the same weak child they had left the city with, that he could handle himself now. But he quickly pushed the thought aside. He didn’t know what he was, or if this condition was even manageable. If he ended up in a fight, there was no telling what might happen. He could pass out again, hurt someone, or worse. With so much adrenaline and blood pumping through him, anything was possible. What if he gave himself a heart attack? 
 
    A flush ran through Terry’s chest as he imagined himself collapsing, his friends standing over him as everything went dark. I’m sorry, he thought. I’ve failed everyone. 
 
    But if it happened, so be it. All Terry could do was move forward alongside the others and try his best. If he ended up in a fight, and if his friends’ lives were on the line, he wouldn’t hold back, even if it meant his own life. He’d do whatever he had to do. 
 
    Terry gripped the side of a nearby pickup truck. Flakes of metal rust fell to the ground as he slid his hand along the railing. Deciding to wear gloves had probably saved him from several infections, given the state of the metal. Then again, given the drastic biological changes he’d recently gone through—he was still going through—maybe he couldn’t get infected at all. 
 
    Even if that were true, it didn’t mean he needed to find out firsthand. Better to play it safe with the gloves than to take an unnecessary risk. 
 
    Terry stepped over the cab of the pickup truck and onto the hood. The flimsy metal sank in as he leaned forward. The hood crunched. He pulled his other leg over the cab, carefully setting it next to the other one. 
 
    The metallic sound grew louder as Terry shifted his weight. He inched forward, the music of the decomposing metal echoing his every movement. Probably a bad sign. None of the other vehicles had made such awful sounds. Better hurry, he thought. 
 
    He took another step, crouched, and made his way toward the next vehicle. Stretching out his hand, he reached for the trunk, but then froze as the hood below him shuddered. 
 
    Suddenly the steel around his feet collapsed, pulling him in. He fell forward, catching himself on the rail of the next vehicle. He looked back at his feet, which had both sunk into the hood of the truck. He could feel what was left of the engine beneath his legs, and he searched blindly for something to push himself up from. “I’m caught!” he yelled. “I fell!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” called Roland. 
 
    “I think so,” said Terry. 
 
    “Hang on. We’ll be right over.” 
 
    How pathetic, Terry thought. Even with all the extra strength, I still manage to fall down like a little baby. He kicked both feet against the engine. 
 
    Terry looked around for the others. They were still pretty far away, with Alex the closest. John lingered far behind him, moving slowly to avoid the very situation Terry now found himself in. 
 
    Terry pushed and kicked, trying to get himself free, but it was no use. His leg was stuck, caught on something he couldn’t see. Where was all the strength he’d shown before? Why couldn’t he muster it now, when it mattered? 
 
    He closed his eyes, trying to remember the moment when his body went into overdrive. He thought about how time had slowed down, and when the light had grown too bright to bear, and how he’d flung John away with nothing but a wave of his hand. Still, nothing came. No surge of energy, no heroic rage. Only Terry, the tinniest soldier, dangling there like a child in need of his mother. 
 
    He kicked the back of the engine. So much for showing Roland and the others how strong he’d become. How could any of them respect him now? What use could he possibly be? He imagined Alex standing over him, mocking. It was all Terry would ever be good for—a good laugh. 
 
    He kicked again, and this time the truck shook. The vibrations made his jaw shudder. What would Terry do when they made it to the other side? If the rabs were there, waiting for them at the source of Cole’s signal, would Terry be as helpless as he was now? Would someone have to protect him or rescue him again? He pressed his forehead to the cold metal before him and gasped. He tried to take a deep breath, but failed, anxiously wheezing. All he wanted to do was get out and run away. He squeezed the railing in his hand and felt it bend. A wave of heat filled up his chest, rising from his gut and up toward his face and arms. He kicked the back of the engine again, ramming his foot through whatever lay there, freeing his other leg in the process. With both his feet planted on the back of the cab wall, he pushed himself out and toward the other car. 
 
    After managing to stand, he was still shaking. He looked down at his hands, unable to relax. The artificial green light from the goggles was becoming too bright to bear, so he removed them. Surprisingly, the darkness of the tunnel was nearly gone. He saw everything—the cars, the tunnel walls, and finally his friends. They were all looking at him, watching through their goggles and calling to him, though he couldn’t make out the words. It’s happening again, Terry yelled inside his head. I need to calm down. I have to. 
 
    He closed his eyes and placed his hand on his chest, slowing his breath as much as he could. After a moment, his friends’ voices became much clearer. They were asking what he was doing, if everything was okay. “It’s fine,” he said. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    When he finally reopened his eyes, the room had gone dark again. Whatever had made it possible for him to see the others was gone now. He strapped the goggles back on and continued taking deep, methodic breaths. 
 
    “You alright now?” asked Roland. 
 
    “I’m good,” replied Terry. 
 
    Roland nodded. “Talk more when we get inside, understood?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He followed after the others, moving from one vehicle to the next, although this time he was extra careful. When he finally caught up, the rest of the group was waiting for him at the hatch. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can get it open,” said Roland. “Might have to put some muscle into it. John, you mind?” 
 
    “Easy,” said John. He gripped the handle and planted his feet, readying himself. Straining, he pulled towards his chest with the strength of his whole body. With a heavy click, the door slid open. A cloud of dust scattered in the air as John swung it back, catching everyone off guard. 
 
    They all covered their mouths, but a few weren’t fast enough. Terry breathed in the dust and choked, coughing violently as tears filled his eyes. He staggered backward, catching himself on the side of a nearby car. 
 
    John leaned away from the door, bending over and spitting out whatever he could of the fumes. “Gross!” 
 
    “It smells awful,” said Mei through a muffled sleeve. “But at least it didn’t get in our eyes.” She tapped the goggles. “Should’ve made these things so they cover your whole head. It could’ve doubled as a gas mask.” 
 
    “They have those,” said Roland, clearing his throat. His voice was strained. “They didn’t think we’d need masks.” 
 
    “Oh right,” she said. “I forgot, being able to breathe Variant automatically means we’re immune to every other toxin.” She rolled her eyes. “Idiots.” 
 
    “There’ll be time to criticize later,” said Roland. “Grab a rag from your pack or rip something off your clothes to cover your mouths. We need to keep going.” 
 
    Terry filtered his breaths with his arm while he searched through his bag. There weren’t any rags to speak of, but he did find an undershirt and some socks, each of them having been previously worn. Out of the two, the shirt seemed like the easy compromise. Better to smell sweat than feet, he wagered. 
 
    Terry tied the shirt around his mouth and head, securing the sleeves in a knot behind his ears. He was never any good at knots, but this time he’d done alright. The shirt felt snug and secure, but not so much that the pressure got to him. 
 
    “Move in,” ordered Roland, leading the charge. 
 
    Mei, Alex, and Terry followed, with John bringing up the rear. 
 
    The tunnel felt neglected, like a long abandoned storeroom. It smelled dank and earthy and was surprisingly cool. 
 
    The goggles made the darkness bearable, but the air was full of dust particles. There weren’t so many that Terry couldn’t see, but because they kept hitting his goggles and accumulating, he had to keep wiping them off. 
 
    Terry looked back at John. “This sucks,” he said. 
 
    “Your idea,” said John through a ripped piece of cloth. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Terry. 
 
    John shrugged. “Better than climbing cars, right?” 
 
    They were approaching an open room near the back of the corridor. Roland stopped and threw his fist up. Everyone stopped, waiting. He readied his gun and leaned in, looked around, and then waved the others in. 
 
    The small room was filled with electrical equipment which no longer functioned. “Where to next?” Roland asked. 
 
    “The map’s on the pad,” said Mei. “One sec.” She turned it on and proceeded to take her goggles off. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” asked John. 
 
    “Can’t see the display with those on,” she said, tucking the goggles under her arm. 
 
    “Well?” asked Roland. 
 
    “We go out there,” she said, pointing to another door at the far end of the room. “Follow the hall nearly to the end, take a left, then straight. That’ll bring us pretty close to Cole’s signal.” 
 
    Roland struggled to take his goggles off. “That can’t be right,” he said. “The target’s on the other side of the tunnel outside. It’s supposed to be in the city.” He set the headpiece on the ground. “Let me see.” 
 
    Mei handed him the pad. “Then, it must have moved,” she said, referring to the target. She and Roland both hovered above the light of the pad, waiting. “Look!” screamed Mei. “See there? It’s moving again! Oh, that’s so weird.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” said Roland. He stared at the pad, blinking and wiping the dust out of his eyes. “Are you sure this thing isn’t acting up? Let me check mine.” He pulled out his own and turned it on. Once it booted, he sighed. “Looks the same.” 
 
    “See?” said Mei. “We’re not as far off as we thought.” 
 
    “Great,” said Alex. “Tell me you idiots understand what’s happening here.” 
 
    “It means Cole’s alive, doesn’t it?” asked John. 
 
    “Hey, yeah,” said Mei. “He must have escaped!” 
 
    “What a relief,” said John. 
 
    “No!” Alex said. “Cole’s dead! How many times do I have to say it? I saw him get ripped apart…torn to pieces, do you understand? There’s no way in Hell he’s breathing, let alone running around. Don’t you idiots get it? The only thing we’re gonna find when we get to the source of this signal is a pile of bones, and the only reason it’s moving right now is because one of those rabs has it. One of them’s got a piece of Cole around its neck. That’s what you’re seeing on your stupid pad—a monster with a trophy, and it’s coming this way.” He laughed. “Don’t you get it? They’ve caught our scent! They’re coming for us. They’re coming for their food.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    Terry watched as the signal moved through the corridors and rooms, stopping occasionally at an intersection, only to continue a moment later. If it really was one of the rabs, maybe it was stopping to smell the air—trying to figure out which direction the team was in before finally moving along. He didn’t like the idea of the rab hunting them—the same, twisted kind of animal that nearly killed both Alex and Mr. Nuber. Terry had never seen one himself, but the image Mr. Nuber painted was a frightening one. Please let it be Cole, he thought. Please let him be alive. 
 
    “It’s gotta be Cole,” said Mei. 
 
    “No,” insisted Alex. “I’m telling you. There’s no way he could’ve survived.” 
 
    “You did. Or don’t you remember almost dying?” 
 
    “That was different.” 
 
    “Why, exactly? Because you’re you? Don’t be silly. Variant did it. Cole’s got the same stuff running through his veins that you do—that we all do. The truth is you don’t have a clue if he’s alive or not.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I know, bitch!” screamed Alex. 
 
    “Excuse me?” demanded Mei. She took her goggles off, marched to Alex and pressed herself against him, staring at his face. He was almost a foot taller than her, but she didn’t seem to notice or care. “Call me bitch again,” she said, almost whispering. Her voice was cold and still. 
 
    Roland snapped his fingers. “Both of you, stop it. Are you hearing me?” 
 
    Neither backed down. “What’ll you do?” asked Alex. “You’re half my size, little girl. Look at you. You’re not even a woman yet.” 
 
    “Shut up!” said Mei. Her voice echoed through the room. “I’m sick and tired of you bullying everyone. You’re nothing but a scared little kid.” 
 
    “Says the baby,” Alex teased. 
 
    Alex was so much larger than Mei. What was she thinking? Even with his injury, he’d overpower her with ease. John quietly stepped next to Terry. He tapped Terry’s leg, the nonverbal signal for “get ready.” Terry didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. If Alex so much as breathed on Mei, they’d show him the definition of excessive force. 
 
    Alex looked at Terry and John, then at Mei. He grinned and took a step back. “Relax,” he said with a smirk. “You kids take everything so seriously. I was only joking.” 
 
    Mei didn’t laugh. 
 
    Roland still had the pad out. He handed it to Mei. “Looks like whatever it is, it’s not far now.” 
 
    Terry calmed himself. At least Alex wasn’t completely stupid. 
 
    Mei tapped the screen, zooming in, and stared at it for a moment. “You’re right. It’s moving pretty fast, too.” 
 
    Roland pointed at the screen. “There’s a larger room along the hall. If it keeps heading this way, it’ll run right through there. Might be a good idea to wait in that spot.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said John. 
 
    “What do we do if it’s not Cole?” asked Terry. 
 
    “They armed us for a reason,” said Roland, matter-of-factly, then walked toward the hall. 
 
    Most followed, although Mei stayed back and away from Alex this time. It broke the formation, but Roland didn’t complain. Maybe he understood that it was better this way. Instead, she filed between Terry and John, as though it were her natural place. 
 
    They made space. She didn’t even have to ask. She never would. 
 
    The walk to the large room was a quiet one. No one spoke, though the sound of heavy breathing and all their shuffling feet filled the hall without much effort, destroying any hope they might’ve had for a stealth approach. Still, it hardly mattered. They were nearly there. 
 
    When they arrived, Roland went first. A moment later, he gave the signal to follow. They filed in, one by one, gathering away from the other door on the opposite side of the room. They each took a position around the walls. Roland settled near the front, nearest to the two doors, while everyone else waited at various spots behind him. “You’ll be able to see me from here,” he said. “I’ll give the signal to fire if we have to, so be ready.” 
 
    The room was filled with crates and equipment. “Looks like military,” said John. 
 
    Mei shushed him. “Quiet,” she whispered. 
 
    Terry took his goggles off and glanced at the pad. Indeed, the beeping dot grew closer with each passing second. It appeared to be entering the tunnel connected to the opposite door that they’d entered. Terry swallowed hard as the dot made its way along the hall toward them. 
 
    Quietly, he slid the goggles on and flipped from night vision to infrared, staring in the direction of the oncoming enigma. 
 
    An odd hum filled the room, followed by a flutter of hard clicks in waves. Terry clenched the stock of his rifle, raising his eyes to the archway. 
 
    From behind the stone, an arm stretched out, gripping the side of the wall. Long quills covered its skin, which rose and fell to the rhythm of the clicks. At its end, a set of eight-inch claws pierced the rock wall, chipping away dust and pebbles with ease. 
 
    The rest of the razorback soon followed. The same barbs from its arm covered the rest of its body, scratching against the doorway as it entered. The only exception was the face, which appeared to contain the snout of a dog and the eyes of a deer, though the details were difficult to make out through the infrared. The rab stopped walking a few feet into the room, leaned back, and stared blankly into the dark. After a moment, it rustled its quills again, a series of clicks soon following. Finally, it opened its long snout, letting out another ominous hum, filling the room and gently vibrating the walls. Terry felt a crawl inside his stomach. 
 
    On the opposite side of the room, Roland sat alone against the wall, behind a metal slab. He raised his hand, giving the signal to ready their weapons. 
 
    But the creature stirred at the sound of the movement, shifting its weight. It snapped its head in Roland’s direction, tilting it sideways. There it waited, staring expressionlessly toward him. 
 
    Roland didn’t move, but neither did the rab. It continued to stare at him, humming gently—clicking its barbs over and over again. 
 
    Roland gulped. 
 
    Suddenly, the animal charged, lunging at Roland faster than its weight should have allowed. Roland scurried back, firing wildly. At the same time, the others began their assault. 
 
    Terry took a deep breath and fired his rifle, aiming at the rab’s backside. A barrage of light filled the room immediately, making it difficult to see through the infrared. Still, Terry kept his aim steady. 
 
    The creature let out its arms and extended its quills, inflating its size and sending endless rattling clicks throughout the air. It hovered over Roland, who now found himself against the far wall, still firing. In an instant, the monster’s body overtook Roland, making it impossible for anyone to see if he was okay. 
 
    “Move forward!” yelled John, who had already taken it upon himself to reposition. 
 
    “No, wait!” screamed Mei. She stopped firing. “Look! Something’s breaking!” 
 
    Terry eased off the trigger, flipped the switch on his goggles to night vision, and very quickly found the massive crack that formed high above Roland and the monster. 
 
    “There!” Mei yelled, pointing. “It’s going to break!” 
 
    Terry jumped over the crate he’d been using for cover and moved closer to the fight. “Roland, get out of there!” he screamed. 
 
    But Roland’s firing had stopped, and there was no answer. 
 
    Terry took another step, but a hand gripped his shoulder. “Wait,” said John. 
 
    Terry shook the arm away and dashed toward the slaughter. His body began to pulse wildly, and as he ran, every step he made grew longer. The light from the rab grew brighter in his goggles, so much that he could no longer see. He threw the headpiece aside, and suddenly he saw the animal clearly. The entire room, in fact, was clear as day. He saw it all. 
 
    As he neared the hunching beast, he fired a quick burst of bullets at its back. The rab turned, revealing its bloody face and chest. Terry leapt from the ground, shooting directly at its empty, distant eyes. He dove toward it, firing shot after shot until the barrel of his gun smashed into its forehead. Terry collided into the monster, flinging it against the wall. With its snout riddled with blood and bullet holes, the monster rattled its quills a final time, and then fell lifelessly to the floor. 
 
    Roland was nearby, motionless and covered in blood. Terry lifted his body on his shoulder and started moving. 
 
    “Hurry!” yelled Mei. “It’s collapsing!” 
 
    Sure enough, the rocks began to break apart, falling like an avalanche. Terry ran, Roland on his back, toward John and Mei, each of whom had started toward him. As he fell into their arms, the boulders collided all around him, shaking the walls with thunder. 
 
    Terry let Roland down, then staggered back as his knees buckled. John and Mei were quick to catch him, but not before he vomited. 
 
    Mei pressed her hand to his chest. “It’s okay. Try to breathe, alright?” 
 
    When he tried to breathe, he gasped. His stomach felt scrambled, like it was on fire. He touched his gut with his hand, it felt warm and wet. When he pulled his hand away, he saw the blood, and it scared him. 
 
    John must have seen the panic in his eyes. “Relax. It’s not bad. Remember how Alex was? He still made it, didn’t he? And that was way worse than this.” 
 
    John was right. The pain wasn’t even very bad. It felt more like a pinch than a wound. Roland, on the other hand, wasn’t even moving. “Check him,” said Terry. “Quick, see if he’s alright.” 
 
    Alex leaned over and checked his pulse and his breathing. After a moment, he shook his head. 
 
    “No,” whispered Terry, his voice trembling. He pushed John and Mei away from him, and then crawled to Roland’s side. He clutched Roland’s jacket, drenching his hands in blood. “This can’t be right. I saved him. I stopped that thing before it got to him.” 
 
    Alex backed away from the body. “We have to get out of here,” he said. 
 
    Terry ignored him, checking Roland’s pulse again, but the blood on his fingers and palm made it difficult to find the right place. 
 
    John bent beside him. “Terry, he’s right. There could be more of them.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving him like this. We can’t…” Terry wavered a moment. The room was beginning to fade. He felt around for his goggles, but then remembered how he’d left them on the other side of the room. “I can’t see,” he said, quietly. 
 
    “Hold on,” said John. He left Terry’s side for a moment, then returned, placing the back strap in Terry’s hand. “Here.” 
 
    Terry started to put them on, but stopped. He clutched his stomach. The pinch was beginning to feel more like a burn, quickly rising and filling his gut. He dropped the strap and pressed his hands against his ribs, tears rushing down his cheeks. “Ah!” he cried. The pain moved its way through the rest of his body, up toward his eyes. He reached out a hand in the darkness, struggling to grasp at something, anything. 
 
    He found a hand. Mei’s hand. “Calm down,” she said, squeezing his palm. 
 
    But Terry couldn’t keep from panicking. He was getting dizzy, and there were spots everywhere. His legs went numb and in a flash of pain that consumed his entire being, he cried out again. “Fire! I’m covered in fire!” 
 
    Then he passed out. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 209 
 
    January 08, 2347 
 
    ECHOLS: Any news from the surface yet? 
 
    ROSS: I’m afraid not, ma’am. 
 
    ECHOLS: Then, we were too late. Dammit! We should have acted sooner. 
 
    ROSS: I don’t think we could have. The opportunity had to be right for us to move. 
 
    ECHOLS: Regardless, there’s got to be something we can do. 
 
    ROSS: I’ve considered alternatives, but they’ve gone so far out of range that the only way to contact them would be to send a search party. Unfortunately, we don’t have the capabilities to man an expedition for the length of time it would require. 
 
    ECHOLS: Is there anything you can do? 
 
    ROSS: I can try to boost the signal, but it would require us to send a team to the surface. 
 
    ECHOLS: Would you mind? 
 
    ROSS: Not at all. Henry’s already talking to a few engineers right now. They’re working on a way to amplify the tower’s signal strength. Hopefully, I’ll have better news soon. 
 
    ECHOLS: Good, thank you. 
 
    ROSS: If we’re lucky, maybe something will come of it. 
 
    ECHOLS: Anything’s better than silence, right? 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 08, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry awoke in the darkness, except it wasn’t dark—not to him. He could see everything nearly as well as the daylight. The cracked stone walls, full of dust and grime, stretched high above the floor into a vast ceiling. It was a different room than the previous one, at least three times the size. Mei and John sat nearby, with Alex several feet removed, each with goggles on. No one seemed to notice him stirring. 
 
    He touched his wound, but instead of blood or flesh, he found a bandage, wrapped several times around his torso. He must have been asleep for a while if they’d found the time to move and mend him. For a long moment, he searched the room with his new eyes. 
 
    There were supply crates, worn and filthy, all throughout. A few had been pried open, their guts spilled onto the floor. Tables stacked the walls across from him, still supporting long unused equipment. To their left, and several feet away from anything else, a pile of oddly shaped bags lay stacked atop one another. 
 
    “Someone want to tell me what happened?” he asked, though he already knew the answer. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” said Mei, scurrying over to him. “You’re finally awake.” 
 
    John followed. “You passed out. I had to carry you.” 
 
    “Thanks, but where are we?” 
 
    “Somewhere farther in,” said John. “Looks like some people gathered here at one point, hoping to ride out the Jolt. They didn’t make it, but they left a bunch of equipment. Mei’s been trying to get some of it working.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath,” she said. “Most of the electronics are fried.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘they didn’t make it’?” asked Terry. “Are the bodies still here?” 
 
    Mei looked at the oddly shaped pile in the corner. “We moved them out of the way…but yeah, they’re here.” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “Hey, tell me about it, but at least you didn’t have to move them,” said John. 
 
    “Lucky me.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have bothered, but they were all over the place, and I wanted to salvage through the equipment to see if anything was worth keeping. So far, nothing,” said Mei. 
 
    “Where are we, anyway? I don’t remember seeing this place on the way in.” 
 
    John sighed. “Yeah, about that…” 
 
    “We’re trapped,” said Alex from across the room. 
 
    Terry looked at John. “Seriously?” 
 
    John nodded. “When those rocks fell, they blocked the exit. It’s the only way back.” 
 
    “Yeah, good going,” said Alex. “I always wanted to die in a hole. Oh, wait, no I didn’t. That’s why I left in the first place.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Mei. “We all get it. You’re pissed. Deal with it like an adult.” 
 
    Alex waved his hand and muttered an obscenity only he and Terry could hear. 
 
    “Basically,” continued John, “we’ve gotta get to the city. Then, we can find another way out. There’s plenty of roads leading away from the city, according to our maps. We just don’t know which ones are still usable.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Right. And even if we manage to find a road out, it’ll add at least a day or so before we can make it back to Sarah.” 
 
    Terry sat up a bit. He expected pain, but there was surprisingly very little of it. Had his body healed already? It took Alex over a day before he could walk again and even that was impressive. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Six hours,” said John. 
 
    “What about Roland?” 
 
    Mei and John both hesitated, which could only mean one thing. 
 
    “Dammit,” muttered Terry. He pressed his fist into the floor, cracking his knuckles. 
 
    Mei bent down and clasped his fist with her hands. “It’s not your fault. You did more than anyone else.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said John. “I’ve never seen anything like it. You were amazing.” 
 
    “It didn’t make a difference. He’s still dead.” 
 
    “And if you didn’t do what you did, the rest of us might be, too,” said Mei. “So stop it, okay? We don’t have time for doubt right now. We don’t’ have time to wonder what we could have done differently or what we should have done. There’s four of us here…five if you count Sarah…and I expect us all to make it home alive. Do you understand?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “How do you feel?” asked John after a moment. 
 
    “Better,” he answered. He looked at Mei. “We should tell Sarah what happened.” 
 
    “I already did. Hours ago.” 
 
    “She’s refusing to leave,” said John. “Said she’d wait for us to come back.” 
 
    Terry tried to move, but Mei stopped him. 
 
    “Hang on,” she said, unwrapping the bandages. “You didn’t bleed much. I only had to change the cloth once.” The last wrap stuck to him before coming off. The air felt cool against his newly exposed skin. 
 
    Mei took a moment to examine him. “Wow,” she muttered, almost inaudibly. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “How bad?” 
 
    John leaned in and examined it. “Now that’s cool.” 
 
    “It looks good,” said Mei. “Really good. It’s not anything like before. I don’t understand it…” 
 
    “Explains the lack of pain,” said Terry, looking at his gut. There were several scratches, but many of them were scabbed. “How long before I’m back to normal?” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “How should I know?” She reached for the medical kit and grabbed some swabs and disinfectant spray. “I’m not a doctor. Even if I were, this is uncharted territory.” 
 
    “You still think he needs the spray?” asked John. 
 
    She applied the disinfectant. “Better safe than sorry.” The spray stung when she used it, but he didn’t flinch. She wrapped a fresh gauze around him. Once she finished, he relaxed. 
 
    “What do we do now?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Stay here for a bit,” she said. “You need to rest, and we have to see if we can find a better way out.” 
 
    “Why not move the rocks? You know, go back the way we came.” 
 
    “We could try, but we might risk another cave-in. For all we know, the whole ceiling could collapse. It’s a big risk.” 
 
    “So is going farther in. There’s bound to be more of those razorbacks somewhere.” 
 
    “You’re right. What do you think we should do?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Did you…get Roland’s weapon? We might need it.” 
 
    “Mei saved his pack, but the rifle didn’t make it,” said John. 
 
    “It was crushed by the cave-in,” said Mei. 
 
    “At least you got the pack,” said Terry. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” said Mei. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said John. “Together, we’ll think of something.” 
 
    “Right,” said Mei. “And in the meantime, I’m going through the rest of the equipment. There might be something we can use or take home. This trip doesn’t have to be a total loss.” 
 
    “What can I do?” asked Terry. 
 
    “It’ll be hard for you to do anything without your goggles,” said John. “Here, I saved them for you.” He reached for his pack and took out the battered headpiece. 
 
    “Don’t bother. I don’t need them.” 
 
    “But it’s pitch black in here,” said John. 
 
    “I know, but I can see you fine.” 
 
    Mei leaned in closer, examining his face, her goggles nearly poking him in the nose. “No way…” 
 
    “So you can see everything?” asked John. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s all sort of a dark blue-ish color. Not as good as normal, but better than wearing those things.” 
 
    John held up his hand. “How many fingers?” 
 
    “Three,” said Terry. 
 
    John looked at his fingers. “Lucky guess.” 
 
    Mei touched the side of his left eye, sweeping her fingers across his brow. “When did all this start, exactly?” 
 
    “When I tripped and fell on that car. It happened again when I tried to kill that thing earlier…right before I passed out.” 
 
    “No try about it,” John assured him. “You killed it dead.” 
 
    Mei pushed John away. “How long are these…episodes, usually?” 
 
    “A few seconds, I guess, but I’ve been sitting here for ten minutes, and it’s not going away.” 
 
    Mei seemed to think for a moment, though it was tough to tell with the goggles on her face. “It must have something to do with your reaction to the gas. All the stuff happening to you—it’s the only thing making any sense.” 
 
    “Hard to say,” said Terry, though he was more certain of it than anything. Still, he no longer wished to talk about it, nor did he see the point. He couldn’t stop breathing Variant, no more than he could sprout wings and fly. Whatever was happening to him would continue to happen, he decided, no matter what he did or said or hoped. 
 
    For now, he was stronger, better able to help his friends if they needed him. That’s what really mattered, wasn’t it? 
 
    That’s what all of this was for. 
 
    ******* 
 
    Mei squealed and Terry opened his eyes. A dim, gray light glowed in the distance. It seemed to be coming from her lap. 
 
    “I did it! I got it to work!” 
 
    “Got what to work?” asked John. He was close by, combining Roland’s pack with his own. 
 
    “The pad I found,” explained Mei. “It’s the same as ours, except older and in much worse condition. I tried swapping parts with the extra one we had from…Roland’s pack, and it didn’t work either. But when I started disassembling it, I found an Ortego disk inside.” She held up a thin, translucent disk roughly the size of a thumbnail. “This is from the other pad. I swapped it with the one I found. Looks like it works, but it’s still booting. See?” 
 
    Terry got to his feet and walked to where they were sitting. Alex joined them. They all watched the display come to life. 
 
    The home screen was exactly the same. A series of chimes rang and a capital “O” flew onto the display, extending into the word “Ortego.” Immediately following the logo, a fancy-looking subtitle appeared, which read, “Building A Better World.” 
 
    Mei tapped the screen, and it changed to the desktop, which was littered with files. “Hang on, while I open the disk folder.” 
 
    Several dozen files appeared, one after the other. They were mostly text documents, but there were a few audio and video files as well as some spreadsheets. “Wow,” said John. “I can’t believe it still works.” 
 
    “Of course it works,” said Alex. “Those disks last forever. Longer than any of the hardware they made to read them.” 
 
    “True, but most pads have enough space already. It’s rare to see a disk,” said Mei. 
 
    “Maybe the person who had it before filled it up,” suggested John. 
 
    “Yeah, could be,” she said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said Alex. “Seems useless.” He walked away. “I’m gonna take a nap while you kids play. Wake me when you’re ready to get out of this hole.” 
 
    Mei sighed. “He’s right. We should go. This place is dangerous.” 
 
    Terry sat next to her. “Is this the only pad you found?” 
 
    “Oh, no way! There’s several. I don’t know if we’ll find another Ortego disk, but who knows?” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s pack them all and get out of here. I feel good enough to walk now. What do you think?” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    He nodded. “I feel totally fine.” 
 
    John used the empty pack to house the pads and gave it to Alex. Since he didn’t have a rifle and therefore couldn’t fight, it made sense. 
 
    The team left the area and headed in the direction of the city. Terry had been placed in charge of the map, since he could look at it without having to remove a pair of awkward goggles. “Left up here,” he said as they made their way through another tunnel. “Only a few more passageways and we’re there.” He and Mei had plotted the best route they could think of before leaving, making sure to stay away from open areas or places where animals might make a nest. They got lucky with the last room, which Mei admitted was probably a mistake, seeing as it was huge and could’ve easily housed a dozen of those things. 
 
    Surprisingly, they didn’t see any other rabs in the tunnels, or evidence they’d been there at all. If there were any others, Terry was glad to avoid them. 
 
    After an hour, they found the exit door. It was latched tightly, the same as the one they’d entered through. John and Terry lifted the bar and pushed together. It opened easier than the last time. 
 
    The access door came out onto a stairwell, which led them to the edge of the highway. Back in the light of day, Mei, John, and Alex were free to remove their goggles, which they did immediately. 
 
    “Finally,” said John, rubbing the back of his head. “That strap’s a killer on my skin.” 
 
    “Be happy you had one. We would’ve died without them,” said Mei 
 
    Terry took a deep breath. After spending nearly a day in the tunnels, the change in Variant quality was noticeably refreshing. 
 
    The city was all around him, though he could barely tell one building from the next. When he’d looked at this place from atop the hill, it was easy to see how big or small each of the towers were. But now that he was close enough to touch them, they all looked exactly the same. 
 
    Thunder rang in the distance. The clouds were moving this way. “We need to find some cover before the storm gets here,” said Terry. 
 
    “One of the buildings?” asked John. 
 
    Terry shook his head. “Somewhere more open. There’s no telling if there’s any animals in there. It’s better if we can see them coming.” 
 
    Everyone agreed. They packed their gear and hustled forward. There was a large clearing adjacent to a nearby intersection, which the map called Starlight Park. It was mostly dirt by now, but a few occasional clumps of blue grass appeared the farther in they went. 
 
    They managed to find a standing gazebo in the park before long, though once the rain started, it became pretty clear it wasn’t entirely without its problems. Still, the leaks were manageable, and the shelter afforded them a chance to rest. 
 
    Mei grabbed the pack with the pads in it and unloaded a few. John asked if she wanted help, but she declined. “I’m only passing time. You guys relax,” she said. 
 
    John and Terry sat at both ends of the gazebo, their rifles in their laps. Terry tried to do as Mei suggested, but the thought of more razorbacks—what they were capable of—kept him on edge. He began to think he wouldn’t get any rest until they left this horrible place. 
 
    Alex, on the other hand, seemed oblivious. He was lying down, using one of the packs as a pillow. Terry envied him. 
 
    The rain fell for hours, tasting bitter, but it cooled the air. The sun climbed to its zenith, only to disappear behind a pair of gray, thunderous clouds that stretched far away. The leaks in the roof of the gazebo dripped and splashed, pooling and then streaming through the cracks in the floor. Everyone had to reposition periodically, but it didn’t take long to learn where the water was going. 
 
    When the rain did end, the sun had already gone, replaced by the night’s clear and starry skies. 
 
    John and Terry agreed to take shifts. They wanted Mei to rest and Alex couldn’t be trusted with a gun. 
 
    Through the long night, the gazebo shone with the glow of Mei’s pad. Terry made a few attempts to talk to her, but she didn’t seem very interested. In the end, he left her to the task. She worked silently, methodically, as though there were nothing else in all the world. 
 
    Hours later, shortly before the new dawn, Mei began to tremble, sobbing quietly in the corner. Terry, still on watch, heard her whimpering and went to her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, touching her shoulder. 
 
    Her eyes, bloodshot and glazed from lack of sleep and sheer exhaustion, stared deep into the ground. She clutched the pad between her hands, pulling it close to her chest, and swallowed hard. 
 
    There, in the middle of a Starlight Park gazebo, surrounded by darkness and with streams of tears gliding down her golden cheeks, Mei told Terry the truth about the Jolt. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Ortego Disk 21 
 
    Play Audio File 0017 
 
    Subtitled: Gas Origin 
 
    Recorded February 22, 2157 
 
    GIDEON: I’m sending this message out to anyone with ears to hear it. It’s about the gas. Before you ask, the answer is no, I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t even know what it is. All I can tell you is how it got here…or at least where it came from. 
 
    This morning at around 0730, we attended a video teleconference between our office and the home lab. They were getting ready to launch the first live test of their new project, a matter transmitter, while we watched through a little camera on the other side of the room. The test was supposed to run for approximately three minutes—safety reasons, I think. They planned to transport a small device from one containment unit to the next, both of which were within view and being observed by local personnel. 
 
    Everything appeared to go off without a hitch, the same as it had in the hundreds of simulations prior to the launch. But when the rift appeared, and they sent the beacon through, nothing came out the other side. After three minutes, Doctor Bell gave the word to shut everything down, then started apologizing to the government officials nearby. I heard someone yell back that the machine was unresponsive. Bell apologized again and went to check it out. I couldn’t see where, but the cameras were still pointing at the machine, so I kept watching. 
 
    A few more minutes passed, and the rift or tear or whatever the hell it was, started growing—not huge, but bigger than it was supposed to be. Then, it fluctuated, which seemed natural when you took into account the time limit they set for the devilish thing. We all thought it was simply going to collapse. But it didn’t. Not at all. It only got worse. 
 
    Then, it stopped. I don’t mean that it shut down, only that it wasn’t fluctuating anymore. I thought maybe Doctor Bell had fixed it. 
 
    That’s when the screaming began. I couldn’t see who it was, but it scared the hell out of me. People panicked and ran, but they didn’t go very far. In a few seconds, every person in the room was on the floor, crying for help. Someone screamed, “Gas! Gas! Gas!” And another yelled, “It’s burning!” After a moment, they were dead, and the gas…well…you’ve seen what it does to the bodies. 
 
    The reports came in. People everywhere were dying, the same as they had in the lab. We tracked the news coverage and monitored the path of the breakout. Whatever it is, we’re certain it originated there. 
 
    My name is Doctor August Gideon, and I work for the Ortego Corporation. I wish I knew more about what went wrong, but I don’t. All I know is in an hour the gas will be here, and I’ll be dead. There’s no running from it, no getting away. All I can do is send this transmission with the hope it’ll help. 
 
    I’ve attached the blueprints of the facility, along with detailed instructions on how to theoretically turn off the machine. I say “theoretically” because I have no idea whether or not Doctor Bell actually tried to do this before he died. If he followed procedure and it failed, there may be no way to recover this situation. But if not, we may still stand a chance. 
 
    Good luck. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 09, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    The four teenagers from under the earth sat in a circle listening to a dead man talk about the end of the world. 
 
    “I can’t believe what I just heard,” said John when it was over. “How’s any of this possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Mei. “But there it is.” 
 
    Terry stared at the blank screen. He’d listened to the recording a total of four times. Two before he woke the others and two after. He still couldn’t believe it. All his life, he’d been told that the Jolt was natural—how mankind wasn’t smart enough to create something as brilliantly complex as Variant. Sure, there were theories here and there, but no one ever offered any proof. It was always a guessing game, and eventually people got tired of playing. 
 
    But now Terry knew the truth. Humans started it. They built a machine and it did something it wasn’t supposed to. It killed them all. 
 
    “So people did it,” said Alex. “It doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    Mei scoffed. “Are you kidding? Of course it does! We actually know what happened now. Don’t you get it? Maybe we can do something about it.” 
 
    “Yeah? What are you gonna do, huh? Bring back the dead? Good luck.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” she said. 
 
    “Then, what? Run home and tell your masters? Show them your disk? Hey, maybe Nuber will give you a gold star for this one. A nice pat on the head.” 
 
    Mei gripped the pad with both her hands. “This is important! It’s a way to fix everything.” 
 
    “Bull,” said Alex. “It’ll never work. There’s no fixing this.” 
 
    “You don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “Sure I do. All your recording says is to turn off the machine, right?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “How long’s it been since this message was sent? A hundred and fifty…no…two hundred years? Look around you. There’s no way the building is still standing. Even if it is, you really think the machine’s still on? Open your eyes. It turned off or ran down years ago.” Alex glanced around and held out his arms. “Look at this,” he said. “Still a wasteland.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” she said, staring at the ground. 
 
    Terry was tired of listening to them. “If we go home and turn this stuff in, it won’t make any difference. They’ll listen to the files, store them away, and that’ll be the end of it. We’ll get debriefed, and they’ll probably run some tests. Alex will get thrown in prison for trying to escape.” He didn’t know if his prediction was true or not, but it might be worth mentioning. After all, Alex valued his freedom. It was the reason he left in the first place. “But if we do like Mei suggested,” he continued. “If we find this place Gideon was talking about…even if the only thing left is a pile of dirt…it’ll be something. They’ll forget about what you did. They’ll forget about how we all screwed up.” 
 
    Alex laughed. “Save all the crap for someone more gullible, like John over here.” 
 
    John frowned. 
 
    “Those bastards don’t give a damn about me,” said Alex. “First chance they get, they’re throwing me down the biggest hole they’ve got.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Terry. “Then, think about this like an extension.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An extension,” he repeated. “You get to stay here for a little longer. No going back until we’re done. It might only be a day or two, but it’s better than what you were talking about. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Whatever,” said Alex. 
 
    Terry looked at Mei. “How far a walk are we dealing with?” 
 
    “Less than a day. It’s on the far edge of the city. Maybe sixteen miles from here. It’s a hard run, but we can do it.” 
 
    “We need to radio Sarah,” said John. “She’s waiting for us to come back.” 
 
    Terry nodded. “Mei, send a message on your pad and tell her what we’re doing. Send Gideon’s files, too, just in case.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t wanna run home?” asked Alex. “It’d be a lot safer for you.” 
 
    Terry ignored him. There was no point in arguing now that Alex had agreed to come along. Instead, Terry helped John pack the supplies. 
 
    It didn’t take Mei long to contact Sarah. “She’s not completely in agreement about whether or not this is the right thing to do,” she explained to the others. “But she said she understands. She wanted to meet us there, but I told her not to. If something happens to us, she’s the only one who can tell them what we found. I think she gets it.” 
 
    “Good,” said Terry. 
 
    “But she also said she’s not going home without us. She’ll go far enough to get a signal through, along with a confirmation saying they received it. Then, she’s waiting for us to meet her.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” said John, throwing his pack over his shoulder. He fastened the buckle around his waist and gripped both straps. “So you guys are sure about this?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” asked Mei. 
 
    John shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Huh?” she said. “John, of course it matters.” 
 
    “Not to me,” he said, grinning. “I don’t care either way. I’m following you guys.” 
 
    Mei groaned. “Great. Thanks, John. Go ahead and put all the responsibility on us.” 
 
    “We’ve each got our jobs,” he said, as if it were settled. 
 
    “What are you talking about? What jobs?” 
 
    “You two make the plans,” he explained. 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” said Mei, giggling, as if she’d finally gotten the joke. “If something goes wrong, you’re not responsible, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yup. Pretty much.” 
 
    Terry laughed. “Nice plan,” he said. “But if we’re doing the planning, what’s your job?” 
 
    “It’s like I said back on the hill,” he explained. “Someone’s gotta look out for you. It might as well be me.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    They made it to the end of Starlight Park and on through most of the city before evening. Mei insisted they stick to the outer roads, which ran along the edge of the city like a wide oval. This meant adding half a day to their journey, but everyone agreed it was safer than the alternative. There was more open space along the road, more fields and parks like the one they’d slept in the prior night. The more direct path had been the city’s downtown, followed by residential areas. Both meant narrow streets riddled with cars, debris, and potential surprises they couldn’t see coming. Out of the question. 
 
    Mei’s directions had them follow the road for five miles, until it hit the riverside. Once there, the road ran parallel to the river for several miles before finally curving around. They wouldn’t need to go that far, however. The facility lay across a quarter mile bridge and then several miles beyond the opposite shore. Before they could reach it, the sun began to set and they agreed to make camp. 
 
    They slept near the river’s shore, once again taking shifts. 
 
    Nothing came, but through the night, they heard distance cries of life, erupting screams echoing violently from within the city’s concrete jungle. Terry imagined it must be the same animal as the kind they found in the tunnel, but the more he thought about it, the more he wasn’t sure. The monster he’d slain made clicks and hums, but nothing else. Even amid the gunfire as its blood poured out of its chest and face, it never screamed or cawed. Only more clicks, more hums. But if not them, then what? The monsters’ victims? It made sense, Terry supposed. If he remembered Mr. Nuber’s lecture on evolution correctly, and he wasn’t sure he did, every predator needed its prey. For every eight-foot quilled razborback, there had to be a weaker, juicier thing for it to eat. Why hadn’t they seen it yet? Why didn’t they hear those sounds the night before in the park? They’d traveled several miles since then, of course. Maybe the other animals weren’t near their previous camp. Maybe that place belonged to the carnivores. He had no way of knowing. 
 
    The screams came and went through most of the night, but eventually they subsided, replaced by the howling winds and the cold dew of another morning. By the time they reached the bridge, the sun had climbed high into the clear, violet sky, and the midday heat covered them in sweat. 
 
    As expected, cars littered the bridge, though the tunnel had been much more congested. The bridge was twice as wide, after all, with plenty of room for walking. 
 
    John insisted on taking point. With Roland gone and Sarah left behind, he was the closest thing they had to a good shot. Of course, Terry was stronger now, and probably faster, but someone had to guard the rear, too. 
 
    The bridge was sturdy enough, though there were a few scrapes and cracks along the sides. “I’m surprised it’s still holding together after all this time,” said Terry. “After looking at those buildings, I wasn’t so sure this thing would even be here.” 
 
    “Because it’s not made from the same stuff,” said Mei. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s FlexCrete,” she said. 
 
    “I swear,” said John, leering over his shoulder. “You’re like a walking dictionary, you know that?” 
 
    “I know how to use my pad, you mean. You two should try it sometime.” 
 
    “Tell us what else is says,” said Terry. 
 
    She tapped the pad a few times. “Um…oh! It says here, FlexCrete was created by the Ortego Corporation in 2125, but didn’t see any practical use until June, 2140, when they built a new parking garage with it. Then, in 2146, they used it to redesigned their offices. Afterwards, Ortego licensed it to an architectural firm named Maddison Hills, which in turn designed this bridge…which is called the Maddison Bridge.” 
 
    John groaned. “Oh God, make it stop,” he begged. “And I thought Nuber was bad.” 
 
    “Very funny,” she said, dryly. 
 
    “Hang on,” said Terry. “You said 2146, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “That’s only eleven years before the Jolt.” 
 
    “Yeah, they finished the bridge in August, 2150. It only took four years. Maddison Hills built a few other structures, but nowhere near here. Hey, you think they’re still standing?” 
 
    “Probably,” said Terry. 
 
    He tried to imagine such a building. Surely, they existed, if this bridge was any proof. But in a world encased in grief—with absolute destruction—such a thing would stand alone. Like this bridge, everything around it would echo morbid decay, the same as the wasteland they now traveled through, the same as the half sunk city behind them. It hardly seemed a pleasant thing, and so he pushed the thought away, choosing instead to focus on the goal. 
 
    Once they crossed the bridge, Terry suggested they keep moving. The facility lay only a few miles ahead, after all. They could rest later. 
 
    There were many signs along the road, though most had fallen to the wayside, rusted or covered in dirt, claimed by the new world. Thank God for the pads, thought Terry. 
 
    Things could always be worse. 
 
    Their path soon took them into the countryside, far from the highway. There had been a forest here once, Mei told them, but no longer. Now, it seemed the trees had rotted, fallen back into the earth that spawned them. In their ruin, a thousand blades of teal stalks grew, dancing as a gust of wind trailed by. 
 
    As Terry came upon the plants, he hesitated to move forward. The field was thick, an easy nest for predators, but the stalks stretched on in both directions, like the farms back home. 
 
    Their class had gone to the farms once, several years ago. Mr. Nuber had said it was important to see where things came from and how they got made. If everyone knew, he had said, maybe people would understand each other a little better. 
 
    Mei examined the map. “There’s no way in except through here. It’s the only road.” 
 
    “Then, we’ll have to go through it,” said John. 
 
    “This is different from the blue grass. We don’t know what’s in there. It’s too tall to see.” 
 
    “We don’t have any other choice,” said Terry. He reached out and touched the tip of a plant, swept it aside, and walked in. 
 
    The others followed, staying close. Mei kept ahead of John, who had once more taken to the rear. Terry hated being in such a compromised position, unable to see if something was coming, but there was no other way. They had to press forward, which meant taking risks. 
 
    He wondered what Roland would have done. He probably would’ve ordered us to go home. What the hell am I even doing? 
 
    But before he could give himself an answer, Mei took hold of his shoulder. “Wait,” she whispered. 
 
    “What is it?” asked John. 
 
    “I hear something.” 
 
    They waited for a moment, but there was nothing. “She’s making it up,” said Alex. “She’s scared.” 
 
    Mei shushed him. “I’m serious!” There was a thud in the distance. “There it is,” she said. 
 
    They each stayed quiet, waiting for the sound to reappear. Terry tried to focus. He closed his eyes and listened. It was difficult to hear anything besides the others’ breathing and the wind as it blew through the field. He thought back, remembering the moment in the tunnel when his burst of strength had come to him and his senses flared, where the dark had become the light. 
 
    Then, at once he heard a beating sound, low and steady and deep. 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. 
 
    There it was, the sound Mei had heard. It was soft. Maybe if he concentrated… 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. 
 
    The beats were louder now and heavy. He tried harder, slowed his breathing. It wasn’t close. He’d have to try harder. 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. Ksst. 
 
    There, a new sound. Something different. What on earth could it be? He could feel the pounding in his skull now. 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. Kisst. 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. Ksst. 
 
    He should stop. It was getting to be too much. He had his answer. Anything more would be too dangerous.  He didn’t want to black out again…or worse. 
 
    Terry pushed the noise far from his mind. It left him slowly, in pieces, but after a moment he felt the closer sounds return—the wind and the plants, John gripping his rifle’s holster, Mei’s breathing. 
 
    When he finally opened his eyes, a bright and blinding light consumed him, and he dropped his head, squinting. 
 
    Mei looked at him. “Terry?” she whispered. 
 
    But he shook his head. “Hang on.” 
 
    It took a few seconds for the world to get back to normal. When he could see again, he raised his head and told the others what he’d heard. 
 
    “How could you hear those sounds?” asked Alex. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “The noise wasn’t nearby. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, but we should still be careful.” 
 
    “Terry’s right,” said John. “Whatever it is, we’ll be fine if we keep moving and avoid it.” 
 
    As they walked, the distant sound became much clearer, and it wasn’t long before Terry could hear it without trying. It didn’t sound like any animal he’d ever heard before, whether in a recording or here in the wild. There was far too much rhythm to it, like the engines that ran the city’s ventilation systems. 
 
    By the time they left the grove, each of them could hear the pounding noises. It seemed to be getting louder the farther they advanced, which could only mean one thing: whatever this thing was, they were marching toward it. 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 10, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    Terry didn’t know how the temperature could drop so quickly, but the air was freezing, and he could see his own breath. The Variant felt strange in his lungs but not unpleasant. 
 
    Mei seemed to be having a different experience. She was shivering, rubbing her hands together. John noticed her and demanded they stop so she could put on another layer of clothing. No one objected, but as soon as she was ready, Terry insisted they keep going. 
 
    The sound had grown quite loud, which meant they were closer to its source. 
 
    They traveled far in the cold, but the plunging temperature leveled out before long. It didn’t get any warmer, but it stopped getting colder. A good thing, Terry supposed. 
 
    Soon they found the compound gate, rusted and buried in the dirt. On either side, brick walls stretched far, eroded and covered in weeds. Before them on the ground, a series of cracked, stone letters read: ORTEGO. 
 
    And below, the subtitle: Building a Better World. 
 
    They had arrived. 
 
    In the distance, a light shimmered in the field, reflecting sun and open sky. Terry and the others ran toward it, stopping once they were close enough to see. The field was littered with glass—solar panels, Terry soon realized. The very same the city still used. But there were so many more here than the fields back home, at least a dozen fold. What did a single location need with so much power? 
 
    Mei pushed through the others. She retrieved her pad immediately. 
 
    “What is it?” asked John. 
 
    She didn’t answer, so they went to her. 
 
    “Everything okay?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Those panels,” she said, her voice quivering in the cold. “They’re the power supply. I knew there had to be something. Solar energy. It’s so simple.” 
 
    “This is good news, right?” asked John. 
 
    Mei nodded. “Very good,” she said. 
 
    Across from the solar panels in an area all to itself, a separate machine stood alone—tall and cylindrical and encased in silver rings. After a short moment, it slammed into the ground again and again, matching the noise they’d first heard back in the field. Once he was certain it was the source of the sound, he told the others. 
 
    “Maybe the pad has more info on it,” said Mei. 
 
    “It hasn’t led us astray yet,” said Terry. 
 
    “Do you think it has something to do with the power? Like the solar panels?” asked John. 
 
    Mei jumped. “Found it!” 
 
    “What’s it say?” asked John. He tried to snatch the pad, but Mei deflected him. 
 
    She pushed him, laughing. “Stop, and I’ll tell you!” 
 
    John frowned. “You know, for once I’d like to sound like the smart one.” 
 
    She cleared her throat, paused to look at John, and continued. “The Framling Coil, otherwise known as the fever killer, is a device designed and distributed by the Ortego Corporation. While originally intended to assist farmers with managing outdoor temperatures, the device has found greater success in power generation and distribution. The coils absorb local heat, converting the energy into electrical power. However, because of the effect it has on local wildlife, there have been many protests and petitions against its use. As a result, companies have largely abstained from using it, or in some cases, such as with Ortego, restricted it to emergency use only.” 
 
    “What’s all that mean?” asked John. 
 
    “I think we found the reason it’s so cold here,” she said. 
 
    Terry scanned the area. He could already see more of them. They were spread far apart, but still close enough to see. 1, 2, 3…6…9…there were over a dozen, at least. 
 
    “But you said they only use these things in emergencies,” said John. “So why are they active?” 
 
    “Maybe they kick on when the power goes out,” said Terry. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Mei. “The solar panels are still working. See? They’re moving.” 
 
    Sure enough, Mei was right. The angle of the panels had changed in the short amount of time they’d been standing around. They seemed to be following the sun. 
 
    “I think,” continued Mei, “this experiment of theirs needed all the power it could get. I think it still does.” 
 
    “You mean it’s sucking power from both the panels and the coils?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I bet it takes a lot of energy to keep their crazy experiment running. Remember how they only wanted it to last three minutes? Maybe these…” she looked at the pad. “Maybe these fever killers are the reason why.” 
 
    “You said there was public backlash over their use,” said Terry. “Makes sense there’d be a time limit.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “But before they could shut it off, the gas stopped them.” 
 
    “Everything you’re saying is a guess,” said Alex. “You’ve got no clue about any of it.” 
 
    Mei gave him a nasty look. “If you’ve got a better idea, let’s hear it.” 
 
    He bit his lip, twisting it in his teeth, and stared at her, a contemplative look on his face. But before he had a chance to say anything, Terry answered for him. “We’ll know more once we’re inside,” he said. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    The rage on Alex’s face faded, but not completely. Never completely. 
 
    They soon entered the field, following the road. As they passed along the rows of panels, several spots of color appeared near the glass. At first, Terry dismissed them, assuming they were nothing more than broken equipment. But the farther they went, the more abundant the piles became. 
 
    John took it upon himself to investigate. He retrieved a clump of the material, which came apart in his hands. It looked like crystals or jewels. 
 
    “It’s ice,” said Mei. 
 
    “But it’s red and blue,” said John. 
 
    Terry took off his glove and felt the cold frost on his bare skin. “She’s right, but I’ve never seen ice like this.” 
 
    “Out of everything Variant’s changed, I like this the most,” said Mei. 
 
    They kept moving, steadily pushing forward, and it wasn’t long before they found their destination, a lone building high atop the hill. Seemingly oblivious to time’s destructive hand, the facility was tall and wide, its windowed glass reflecting purple light. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” said Mei, a dumbfounded expression on her face. “It looks brand new.” 
 
    “Looks aren’t everything,” said Terry. 
 
    The glass doors didn’t open, so John tried smashing through them with the butt of his rifle. They didn’t break, so he cautioned everyone to stand back. He fired at the door, cracking the glass, then kicked it several times until the whole sheet fell in. 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Mei. 
 
    They stepped through the opening and entered the building. The room wasn’t very wide—seven or eight feet at the most—but the walls seemed to go on forever. Every floor from the first to the last was visible from the foyer, each marked with large numbers, the farthest reading 12. A long desk lay at the center of the room, with the company name stretched across the wall: ORTEGO. 
 
    To the left of the desk lay a set of double doors, which easily swung open. There was no other way except to go through them, so they did. A musty wave of hot stink hit them immediately. John scurried to the window, coughing. Mei ran to him. 
 
    “Sorry,” wheezed John. “Breathed in at the worst time. What the hell is that smell?” He wiped his mouth. 
 
    “Dead people,” said Alex, calmly. 
 
    “What makes you think so?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Not a lot of exposure here. No rain getting in. No bad weather. The bodies are still here, probably mummified.” 
 
    “Gross,” said John. 
 
    Terry looked at Mei. She was rubbing John’s back. “You agree?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He eyed John. “You good?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said John, standing. He pulled out a piece of cloth and wrapped it around his head to cover his mouth. He handed another strip to Mei. “I’m ready this time.” 
 
    Alex didn’t filter his mouth or nose. When John offered him a piece of torn shirt, he dismissed it. “I don’t need it. I’m used to it by now.” 
 
    “But it’s rancid,” said Mei. 
 
    “Maybe to you.” There was a swell of pride in his voice. 
 
    Terry didn’t find the smell unbearable, either, but he took the cloth, regardless. He liked to think his body was adjusting, but the truth was that he didn’t know. Then, Alex’s words repeated in his mind. I’m used to it. 
 
    Maybe I’m used to it, too, he thought, solemnly. 
 
    Then he opened the door. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Amber Project File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 215 
 
    January 10, 2347 
 
    NUBER: Are you going to tell her? 
 
    ROSS: I promised I would. 
 
    NUBER: But the transmission…you heard what Sarah said. Roland’s dead. The others are scattered. We still don’t know anything. 
 
    ROSS: We can’t keep secrets, Henry. 
 
    NUBER: All it’s going to do is hurt her. Hasn’t the poor woman been through enough? 
 
    ROSS: I can’t argue with you there, but we have an obligation to the truth. I won’t repeat my predecessor’s mistakes. 
 
    NUBER: I understand, but you should tell her we’re not giving up. The retrieval team is standing by. The second we get a signal from the kids, we’ll be on our way. 
 
    ROSS: If it comes to that, save a spot for me, will you? 
 
    NUBER: You’ll be the first one out the door. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 10, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    As they soon discovered, Alex was right. 
 
    Bodies littered the nearby offices, though the meat was mostly gone. Variant had the nasty habit of ripping the flesh apart so that it could no longer cling to the bone. It made it almost impossible to visually identify someone, especially since the face was the first thing to go. In any case, the building was full of corpses. 
 
    The end of the hall opened into a common area, with a few dozen tables scattered around, though several had been turned on their sides. Overhead, an arched glass pane filled the room with a natural dim light. Hanging signs pointed to different sections, such as the cafeteria, gym, and something called the creativity enhancement room. 
 
    Mei informed them the machine was on the ninth floor, so they found the stairwell near the back and started climbing. 
 
    When they finally arrived at the door and opened it, they found the place completely darkened. “Must not be any windows,” said John. 
 
    “You know what that means,” said Terry. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” said John. He unpacked the goggles. “You’re so lucky. Why couldn’t I be the one with the super eyes?” He sighed and fastened the straps. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad. At least you’ve got your dashing good looks,” said Mei. She snorted. “Oh, wait.” 
 
    “You’re a riot,” said John, stepping inside. 
 
    Terry held the door for the others. Mei followed next, a triumphant grin on her face. 
 
    Then, it was Alex’s turn. He started to walk in, but stopped a little shy of the door. “So it’s true,” he said to Terry. 
 
    “What’s true?” 
 
    “You’re changed,” Alex said. “I figured as much back in the tunnel, but I wasn’t sure.” He looked Terry up and down. “What else?” 
 
    “Else?” 
 
    “Variant gave you better eyes, but there’s gotta be more.” 
 
    Terry hesitated. He forgot Alex didn’t know. He should’ve put the goggles on and faked it. Now he had to lie again. “Nothing else,” he said, hesitantly. 
 
    Alex stared at him. “We’ll see,” he finally said, then went on. 
 
    Terry followed and shut the door. The room was pitch black, except for the cracks of light coming through the door they’d entered from. 
 
    Terry’s eyes adjusted almost immediately. There was a flash of black, but within seconds, the place came back alive in hues of blue light. He saw desks and computer terminals, glass walls separating offices and monitoring stations, sixty-inch televisions hanging overhead, and a few dozen bodies lying dormant on the floor. Halfway through the room, a massive railing stretched from one end to the other. When he drew closer, Terry could see the floor dropped a good ten feet, expanding into what appeared to be another area. The rail’s purpose became instantly clear. 
 
    Terry looked over the railing, surprised to only see a group of servers, each about three meters high, encased in glass. Behind them lay a console, which took up most of the back wall. 
 
    “Is this it?” asked John. 
 
    “Nope,” said Mei. She started descending the stairs to the server area. “But we have to go here first.” She went to the console and took out her pad, then removed her goggles and set them nearby. 
 
    John followed quickly behind her, but Terry and Alex stayed near the rail, watching overhead. 
 
    She examined the pad, which lit up most of the area she was standing in. She hovered over it for a moment, then turned her attention toward the console. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked John. “You need some help?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a switch. It’s kinda big, I think. Should be here somewhere...” 
 
    John peered around, his goggles still on. He walked to the far left side of the table. “This it?” 
 
    She grabbed the pad and ran to him. Angling the pad’s light, she examined the switch. “Yes!” she yelled, her voice echoing. “Okay, guys, get ready.” She grabbed hold of the lever, getting ready to push it forward, then stopped. “Oh, you might want to take those goggles off.” 
 
    A short moment later, Mei pulled the switch. There was a deep hum, vibrating the walls and floor, and finally the lights flickered on. Mei grabbed John’s arm and tugged him down as she jumped. “Yes! Who’s awesome? Right here!” 
 
    “Calm down, spaz,” said John. 
 
    “How’d you know the lights still worked?” Terry asked. 
 
    She smiled up at him. “I didn’t,” she said. “But I thought since the solar panels were still working, there was a chance. I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure, though.” 
 
    John put his goggles away. “I’m just glad the goggle phase of today was short lived.” 
 
    “Where to now?” Terry asked. 
 
    “There’s another set of doors behind you to the right. They lead to the main lab. You see them?” 
 
    “I do,” he said, looking behind him, but he also saw the dead body lying there, propping them open. Its bones, still clothed in rags and clumps of dried flesh, lay upon the tiled floor. The skeleton reached with clawed fingers. It must have been running when it died here, breathing fire into its lungs. Died without knowing the reason. 
 
    It was the same in the old videos. Everyone always ran in the end, when there was no other option and every plan had failed completely. On that day, every soul on the surface of the Earth had run, unified in fear. In place of reason, an evolutionary instinct had taken hold and forced a panic in their chest to make them move. If they’d thought it possible, they might have run into the open sea, tried their hand at growing gills and fins. 
 
    Then, somehow, through happy luck and circumstance, a handful of savages managed to survive, clinging to life like leeches on the back of a dead whale, sucking blood that wasn’t there. Even then, buried in the dirt and miles below the gas, the people never stopped running. It was why they had meddled in genetics; it was why they had insisted on creating hybrid children. They ran from the idea things could get back to the way they were before. They never thought they could stop the gas. Not really. Their only answer had been submission. Adaptability. But it was all the same thing—the same tired, old instinct that put one leg in front of another and pushed a man to run: the fear to stand and fight. 
 
    Today would be different. Today there would be no more compromising. No more frightened children going to the chamber. No more sacrificial lambs. They would stop it here, together, under their own terms, so that no one else would suffer for the sake of a broken world. 
 
    Today they would stop running. 
 
    ******* 
 
    They found the observation deck, where Dr. Gideon watched the government officials die before his eyes. It was safely tucked behind a sheet of thick, protective glass, far above the lab. The nearby camera was still there, mounted on a table in the corner, surrounded by monitors. Above one of the monitors, there was a picture of a white duck with blue clothes. An inscription read, To all my favorite quacks, especially Jenny. 
 
    It was signed G. 
 
    Near the camera lay two bodies, which Mei insisted must be the officials. Their uniforms, if that’s what they were, looked like simple rags now, shriveled and cracked to pieces. 
 
    Through the glass, a massive chamber stretched in all directions, above and below. The place was ovular, like an egg, rising high through several floors. At its center, a long catwalk hung, leading from the observation deck to two smaller, thick translucent tubes. 
 
    John wiped the lens of the camera with his finger, then flicked the dust into the air. “It’s exactly like Gideon said. Hard to believe it hasn’t changed in all this time.” 
 
    “It’s changed,” said Mei. “Maybe none of the furniture’s been moved, but things are different.” 
 
    She was right. The decomposed bodies on the floor were proof enough of that. Even in a place like this, untouched by the elements, microscopic changes were still happening. Flesh decayed, skin flakes broke apart to form dust particles. Eventually, even the bones would be gone. In all corners of the world, time made memories of everyone. 
 
    “Let’s get to it,” said Terry. 
 
    Mei pointed to the end of the catwalk where the tubes lay. “That’s where it’s coming from,” she said. “The power’s down below. We have to fix it, then pull the switch up top to shut it down.” 
 
    “Why can’t we do it the easy way and cut the power?” asked John. 
 
    “We could, but we shouldn’t. It might cause problems. I think my plan is our best bet.” 
 
    “But you’re not sure,” said Terry. 
 
    “God, no,” she said. “I don’t know if this will work. I’m best guessing and that’s it.” 
 
    “Pretty good guesses so far,” said John. 
 
    “Most of it wasn’t a guess. This time I really don’t know what will happen. The only people who might are dead.” 
 
    “I’d take you over them any day,” said John. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    There was a ladder at the far end of the observation deck which led to another catwalk. Once he made it down, it was easier to judge the scope of the room. The ceiling and the floor were at least a hundred yards apart. Terry was currently closer to the bottom, of course, but still nowhere near it. 
 
    Using Gideon’s instructions, they followed the catwalk to another section. It opened into a separate room full of servers and computer systems. “We need to reset the power cycle,” said Mei. “It’s one of the server boxes. Should be marked.” 
 
    Upon first glance, it seemed impossible to find anything. There were cables running all along the floor and into the walls. Nothing seemed to be marked. Even it were, dust had accumulated to the point you could hardly tell what was written on the box. 
 
    Terry made his way past the others, starting his search near the back. The room was quite long, more like a hallway than a server room—thin and cramped. Terry stepped over piles of junk, wondering how the hell these people had ever managed to get anything done. As he neared the latter half, he stopped to find that Alex had followed him. 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” said Alex, quietly. 
 
    Terry sighed inwardly. No doubt Alex was getting ready to criticize or lash out again. “Sure.” 
 
    Alex took him by the arm. “This is a waste of time.” 
 
    “Relax,” said Terry. “I know it’s a mess in here, but we’ll find it.” 
 
    “Junk’s not what I’m talking about. I mean this whole thing, fixing the world. It’s stupid, and you damn well know it.” 
 
    “I know you don’t think it’ll work, Alex, but we have to at least try. Sure, it might be a pipedream, but we’ll never know until we try.” 
 
    Alex sneered. “Oh, I get it now,” he said. “You have to put on a show, is that it?” He nodded in the direction of John and Mei, who were both wiping the dust off the sides of server boxes. “Can’t let the little kids down. I get it. Used to be the same for me with Cole. People look up to you now.” He leaned in close. “Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on with you, Terry. I’ve been paying attention. You’re changing, aren’t you? More than you were supposed to.” 
 
    “Everyone is. The gas does it to us, remember?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me. You killed the rab in the tunnel, you healed overnight, and now you can see in the dark. You’d have to be blind not to see there’s something happening to you.” 
 
    “Even if that’s true, what do you care?” 
 
    “Let me ask you a question, Terry. Did you like who you were before? Do you even remember it? I do. I remember the little kid who was too small and pathetic to do anything by himself, had to get a little girl to stand up for him. What about you? You remember?” 
 
    Terry didn’t answer. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so,” said Alex. “Now think about what’s going to happen when you go up there and shut that machine down.” 
 
    “It’ll save people. That’s what’ll happen.” 
 
    “And you’ll be weak again. A tiny, little baby kid crying for his mother. You looking forward to John protecting you like he used to? You’re stronger than he is now. You’re stronger than all of them.” 
 
    “It’s not worth the cost.” 
 
    “Cost,” he scoffed. “What cost? You think what’s happening to us is a bad thing?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” he said. “The whole world’s turned into a nightmare. If we’ve got a chance to fix it, we have to take it.” 
 
    “And you really think you can? Okay, fine. Maybe you pull a switch and manage to change the sky. Hell, maybe the air turns back to what it used to be and people can start leaving the city and come to the surface again. What do you think’s going to happen when they get here? Did you forget about how the rabs are so strong they can rip your face clear off? How about the fact there isn’t any food? How do you expect anyone to survive?” 
 
    “We’ll find a way.” 
 
    “Oh, you think so, huh? Well, let me tell you what I think is going to happen. No, scratch what I said. Let me tell you what will definitely happen. First, the people in your city are lazy. They grew up with beds and pillows, plenty of food and water. There’s no way they’ll leave their nice, little cage if it means they have to work. Second, the government’s never going to let it happen. They have control down there. They can police a city, easy, but not a countryside. No matter what you do, those people are never going to leave.” 
 
    “Then, why create us? Why waste their time all those years on making us?” 
 
    “Because they only want a few of us. We’re easier to control. You really think they’d mass produce people like you and me—people who can go anywhere and do anything? They’re not stupid. Better to have a few you can control than an army you can’t. They need us to do their dirty work. We’re the new soldiers, Terry.” 
 
    “Even if you’re right, it doesn’t matter. The city can’t last forever. People will eventually leave. If we learned anything in school, it’s that things change. It’s why we have to do this now, while we still have a chance.” 
 
    “So you’re willing to bet it all on a chance?” asked Alex. 
 
    “Better to try than do nothing,” he said. 
 
    Terry spied a panel behind Alex. It had the Ortego symbol for electricity on it—two lightning bolts in the shape of a circle. They were faded and covered by dust. Terry barely recognized it. “Excuse me,” he said, walking around Alex. 
 
    He swept the dust off the lightning symbol, making sure he wasn’t mistaken, then called for Mei and John. 
 
    “Good job,” said Mei. She opened a hatch on the side until she found a port. She plugged her pad into it and began working. “Should only be a minute.” 
 
    “After this, it’s back to the control room,” said Terry. 
 
    Mei nodded. “We flip the switch and call it a day.” A loud pop erupted from the machine, startling them. It was followed shortly by a rising hum. “Sorry,” said Mei. She unhooked the pad. “This should do it.” 
 
    John helped her up. “Are you sure it’ll be that easy?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it?” asked Mei. 
 
    “I’m not saying it won’t, but I’ve been thinking...” 
 
    “Dangerous territory for you,” said Terry, snickering. 
 
    “Never leads to a good place,” agreed Mei. 
 
    John rolled his eyes. “No one’s ever turned this machine off before. We don’t know what’s going to happen when we do it. What if it explodes or something?” 
 
    Mei hesitated. “Oh, I didn’t consider that.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Terry. 
 
    “John’s got a point,” she said. “We don’t know what will happen. It’s possible the machine could react…um, negatively.” 
 
    “As in, blow up?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Which would be bad, right?” asked John. 
 
    “Only for us,” said Mei. 
 
    Terry thought for a moment. “Is it possible to trigger the shutdown program from outside this building? You know, like a remote control?” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Mei. “I’d have to look at the console back in the control room to make sure. Our pads could probably do it if we set up a program.” 
 
    John grimaced. “Probably, she says.” 
 
    “Story of our lives,” said Terry. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Atop the grated platform suspended in the air, Terry stared through the paned glass cylinder and deep into the void of the rift. The edges pulsed gently, almost rhythmically, as though to some unsung melody. Inside, a vast and empty dark lay still, lingering on the edge of its reality, begging to be free. Yet Terry knew without knowing that behind the dark there must be something—the birthplace of the Jolt, the spawning grounds of Variant—and for a moment, he let his mind wander at the thought of stepping through the door and to the impossible truth beyond. 
 
    He pulled himself back, blinking at the sight of the machine and the miracle within. He turned away, both ashamed and half afraid of the place his mind had taken him. 
 
    Mei crouched beside him, fiddling with her pad, preparing the receiver. John and Alex stood at the end of the platform, waiting. “How much longer?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I’ve almost got it,” said Mei. She was using John’s pad in conjunction with her own. One to send, another to receive. They were lucky to have the pads. Always lucky, thought Terry. 
 
    Alex had asked for Terry’s pad a few moments prior so that he could, as he put it, find the way home. There had been a taste of disdain in the words, but Terry was glad to hear them nonetheless. After their last conversation, Terry didn’t know what to think of Alex. He was glad to finally see him contributing, but the sour look in his eyes was unsettling. 
 
    Mei grabbed Terry’s arm, pulling herself to her feet. “I think I got it.” 
 
    “How’s it work?” asked John. 
 
    “I took care of everything. All we have to do is clear the building, type and send the command, and we’re done. John’s pad does all the real work.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” said John, smirking. 
 
    “Once we send the command,” she continued, “the second pad relays it to the console here, beginning the shutdown. It should only take a few seconds.” 
 
    “Then, the boom happens,” said John. 
 
    “Hopefully not,” said Terry. “If we’re lucky, it’ll shut down nice and quiet.” He looked around at everyone. “We ready, then?” 
 
    “Back the way we came,” said Mei. She started walking. 
 
    “Hang on,” said Alex. He was looking at the pad. “There’s a better way. If we take the catwalks, we can bypass a few floors. There’s a staircase below that’ll take us straight to the ground floor. Should be faster.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Terry. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Mei. “It could be obstructed or dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, this way’s faster. It’ll save us half an hour.” 
 
    “But if we get down there and have to come back, we’ll waste even more time,” she said. “Terry?” 
 
    Terry looked at John, who shrugged. 
 
    “Fine,” said Alex. “That’s what I get for trying to help.” He looked almost defeated. 
 
    Terry paused before answering. He wasn’t sure what to make of Alex. Half the time it felt like all he wanted was an argument, a reason to divide people. Wasn’t it the whole point of their talk from earlier, when he urged Terry to keep the machine running and to leave this awful place? He seemed so determined about it, so insistent he was right. Then there was the fact he never once offered to help them along the way, always chastising or mocking their decisions and opinions. Why help now? Had Terry’s words actually gotten through to him? Did he somehow reach the part of Alex that cared about others? Or was he simply creating conflict now, the same as he always had, trying to feed whatever part of himself enjoyed the misery of others? No, of course not. For all his faults, Alex usually took the direct approach. Maybe his offer to help was genuine. Anything was possible. 
 
    “Okay, Alex,” said Terry finally. “It sounds like you’ve put a lot of thought into it. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Alex shot a crooked grin at Mei. She turned and rolled her eyes. “We take the catwalks,” Alex said, pointing below. “There’s a hatch about halfway down. Leads to the emergency exit on the east side of the building.” 
 
    “If it was faster, why’d we take the other way?” asked John. 
 
    “Because the emergency doors only open from the inside,” said Alex. 
 
    “We also had to get the lights on,” said Mei. 
 
    John nodded. “Totally worth it.” 
 
    They started to leave, but Terry stayed a moment longer. He looked again at the anomaly in the glass tank, at the miracle with no name, and suddenly found he didn’t want to leave. It looked so gentle, hovering behind the glass. Hardly the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    A part of him, buried beneath the responsibility and guilt, wanted to leave and never look back, run far away and forget about fixing the world. It would be so easy, exactly as Alex had said. He wouldn’t have to give up his strength. 
 
    Then, he thought about the city, back to his mother and sister and Mr. Nuber and all the rest. They deserved more than a hole in the dirt. More than a cage of a life. They deserved blue skies and open country. They deserved to be human again. 
 
    If he could give it to them, maybe the cost didn’t matter. 
 
    ******* 
 
    Stepping off the ladder and onto another catwalk, Terry offered his hand to John. “Watch your step.” 
 
    John chuckled. “Watch your face. I got this.” He jumped off the ladder, but stumbled, catching himself on the railing. 
 
    Mei giggled. She was following behind. “Unlike the ballerina over there, I’ll welcome the help, Terry.” 
 
    “How long to this hatch?” asked John, changing the subject. 
 
    “Pretty close,” said Alex, who was right behind Mei. “It’s at the end of this little stretch here, down another flight. Pretty easy.” 
 
    He was right. The path led them directly to the hatch. It didn’t open when they pulled, so Terry and John put their strength together. Still, it didn’t budge. Mei pushed them aside and plugged in her pad to a nearby terminal. After a short moment, it opened, warm air oozing out. “Great,” said John. “Another hotbox.” 
 
    “Worried about your hair?” teased Mei. 
 
    “It’s more about how all this humidity is making us sweat, which makes us thirsty. If you haven’t noticed, we’ve only got so much water.” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” said Terry. 
 
    The hatch led directly into a crawl space, which took them to a metal rafter overlooking the stairwell. It was a long drop to the top of the stairs—a dozen feet, at least. Beyond that, it was nine floors to the bottom. 
 
    “How do we get down?” asked John. 
 
    “Here,” said Alex, sidestepping to a little black box on the the wall. He snapped it open. “This drops the ladder.” 
 
    The grate shuddered, and the ladder slid, clicking into place once it met the top of the stairs. 
 
    “How’d you know how to do that?” asked John. 
 
    “It’s Ortego tech,” said Mei. “The same as back home. Alex, did you figure it out when you left?” 
 
    “Sure. Now, hurry up and go down.” 
 
    She did and John followed. Alex looked at Terry. “After you.” 
 
    Terry paused. “Thanks.” 
 
    He gripped the bar and started moving. He watched Alex move away from the ledge, probably for his pack. Then, as he neared the bottom, he saw John raise a hand to help him. He took it, laughing. “So it’s okay for you to help me, but not the other way around. I see how it is.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Mei was sitting on the uppermost stair, rummaging through her pack. 
 
    “Forget something?” Terry asked. 
 
    “No, of course not,” she muttered, though her tone said otherwise. Then she whispered, “Dammit.” 
 
    John went to her. “You okay?” 
 
    “I can’t find my pad.” 
 
    “But you had it like two minutes ago,” said Terry. 
 
    “I know,” she said. 
 
    “You used it to open the hatch,” said John. 
 
    “I know,” she repeated. 
 
    “It couldn’t have gone too far,” Terry assured her. “Look around. We’ll go back up if we have to.” 
 
    “It’s not down here,” she said. “I looked while you were climbing.” She waved her arm around. “There’s nothing here, not even a pile of trash to look through.” 
 
    “You sure you didn’t drop it?” asked John, motioning to the edge of the stairs. 
 
    Mei opened her mouth, but Terry answered instead. “We would’ve heard the crash,” he said. “Come on, we’d better check the hatch.” 
 
    “Ask Alex,” said John. “He’s still up there.” 
 
    Terry looked around, surprised Alex wasn’t with them yet. Sure enough, he still hadn’t come down. What was taking him so long? “Alex,” called Terry. “Alex, you there?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Hey, Alex!” yelled Mei. “You see my pad anywhere?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “What’s he doing? Think maybe he heard us talking about it and went to check?” asked John. 
 
    “Could be,” said Terry. 
 
    They waited a few minutes, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Maybe we should go back,” said Mei, hesitantly. 
 
    Clank! 
 
    Terry jumped at the sound. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Mei, frantically. “It sounded like the hatch.” 
 
    “Alex must have shut it,” said John, gripping the ladder. He started to climb. “Hang on while I check.” He scurried up the bars, pulled himself over the edge, and cursed loudly.  “It won’t open!” he yelled. 
 
    “Do you think it was an accident?” asked Mei. 
 
    John banged on the hatch, screaming for Alex to open it. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    John poked his head over the side of the platform. “He’s not answering.” 
 
    Mei and John both looked at Terry, waiting. He didn’t know what to do. Why would Alex lock himself inside? What was going through his head? 
 
    Then Terry remembered the look on Alex’s face when he had tried to talk to him about the machine—a passionate plea at first, then indifference, a look of acceptance. At first, Terry thought his words had reached him. Maybe he finally understood. But he had only played the part, put a lie on his face and said the words Terry wanted to hear. 
 
    “He’s trying to stop us,” Terry said. “He has been since the start.” 
 
    “Stop us?” asked John. “You mean the plan?” 
 
    Terry nodded and looked at Mei. “Your pad. I’m betting he took it.” 
 
    “But why?” cried Mei. “What the hell is wrong with him? Doesn’t he understand what’s at stake?” 
 
    “He understands plenty,” said Terry. “We’re trying to fix something he thinks is perfect. He wants the world to stay the way it is. He always has. It’s the reason he ran away in the first place, and it’s the reason that door up there is locked now.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked John. 
 
    “Stop him,” he said, though he didn’t know how. 
 
    Terry and Mei climbed the ladder to the top of the platform. They set their packs down, and Mei unlatched the panel near the hatch to look for a switch. She couldn’t find any. 
 
    “Brute force, then,” said John, nudging Terry and stepping back. “Time to get mean.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to help? I can’t do this on my own.” 
 
    “Sure you can,” he said. 
 
    “Try,” said Mei. “Dig deep, the same way you did before. You can do this.” 
 
    Terry sighed. “Okay, but take a step back. I need some room.” 
 
    They did. 
 
    Terry closed his eyes, breathing harder and faster. He shook his arms, smacking them into the grate below his feet and tried to focus on what was at stake. He felt his adrenaline kick in, and his heartbeat quickened. He opened his eyes. 
 
    Terry gripped the door and pulled it hard, straining momentarily before the handle snapped in his hands. For a split second, he thought he failed, but then he saw that the door was open, too, and part of the wall had been destroyed in the process. He looked down at his hands, at the metal lock, and cast it aside. It fell behind him, cascading off the platform and plummeting down the stairwell, filling the room with thunder as it went. He looked at his hands, then at John and Mei, who were staring at him. 
 
    He looked away and closed his eyes again, trying to calm himself. John touched his shoulder and it made him flinch. “You did it,” his friend said. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Terry, and it was true. Whatever was happening to him, it was getting easier each time. “Come on,” he said. “We need to hurry.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    When they arrived back at the machine, Alex was nowhere to be found. In his place, the remains of a pad lay shattered on the floor. “Dammit!” screamed Mei. “The rotten bastard. I’ll kill him for this!” 
 
    Terry bent over the broken shards of glass and plastic, scanning them. “There’s only one pad here,” he said. “He could still have the other two. We need to find him.” 
 
    “Alex!” called John. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    There were three paths leading away from the machine. They had already covered the one to the hatch, so two remained. 
 
    “Split up,” said Terry. He didn’t know what else to do. “Mei, go with John and take the other catwalk. I’ll head this way.” He pointed toward the observation deck where they had originally entered from. 
 
    They agreed and parted ways. Terry raced through the observation deck and through the connecting hallway. He peered through the rooms as he passed them, his heart pounding and his blood racing. But as he searched, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Alex had already gone, run out and far away. How would Terry know? He couldn’t see through walls. 
 
    Then a thought occurred to him, suddenly, and he came to a dead stop. 
 
    He closed his eyes, prepared his mind. In an instant, the world began to speak, and he listened. 
 
    An orchestra of noise cascaded through Terry as he tried to filter the madness. The walls moaned like a whale singing. The air between his ears blew with the intensity of a maelstrom. A dripping pipe a hundred yards away pounded like a drum. 
 
    One-by-one, he put the sounds to bed. All the drips and drops and creaks and whirls—one at a time, he let them fade, until at last it was quiet again, and all the music had gone. He waited, unwavering, for the sound that brought the answer. 
 
    And then it happened. 
 
    Bu-bum. Bu-bum. Bu-bum. 
 
    It was coming from before him, somewhere distant, but close enough to reach. He started walking, his eyes half opened, his mind floating in a cloud as he listened for the path. 
 
    The beating pattern begged him for a name, screamed for recognition, and he craved to give it one, begging it to come and stay a while. 
 
    Bu-bum. Bu-bum. Bu-bum. 
 
    There was familiarity to the noise. A heartbeat, yes, of course, pounding intensely, anxiously. Nervously. He edged his way forward through the hall, turning at the fork to the eastern wing. 
 
    Bu-bum. Bu-bum. Bu-bum. 
 
    It was growing closer, as though it were seeking him. Could it be Mei or John, come to find him? Had they failed to locate Alex? Had he been following the wrong person? 
 
    Bu-bum. Bu-bum. Bu-bum. 
 
    No, they weren’t the source. Mei and John were still behind him. He stepped through a doorway, into a storage room filled with boxes and equipment. The beating was intense now, strong and quick and powerful. 
 
    “Alex,” he said, opening his eyes completely. “I know you’re here. Come out.” 
 
    No answer, so he stepped inside. He considered flipping the light switch, but realized his chances would be greater if he was the only one who could see, should he find himself in a struggle. 
 
    He kicked aside some broken metal and a set of bones beside them, jerking dust into the air. It made the air smell dry and old. He scrunched his nose and held his breath, waiting for it to settle. When he breathed again, there was something else still lingering—a living scent that echoed sweat and blood and flesh. He turned to his side, to a cluster of tall computer towers and storage crates, and cautiously stepped forward. 
 
    Suddenly, from behind the darkness of the equipment, Alex lunged toward him. Terry swung his rifle around, shooting wildly into the walls, missing him. Alex grappled the weapon, throwing Terry back against the wall, holding him down. He was so strong—as strong as Terry, but how? 
 
    Terry pressed his foot into the corner of the wall behind him and pushed forward. Alex reacted immediately, redirecting Terry to the wall again. The force of the impact staggered him, knocking a bit of air from his lungs. 
 
    Alex pressed the side of the gun to Terry’s neck. He leaned in close, matching his eyes in the dark. Could he see him? Was it even possible? 
 
    Alex smiled. “Don’t follow me,” he whispered. With both his hands on the stock of the rifle, he snapped it in half, casting the pieces of it to the side. “Next time, that’ll be you,” he said, gripping Terry by the arm, and flung him like a rock into the wall. Then, he ran. 
 
    Terry slid into the pile of bones on the floor. He coughed as the dust scattered but quickly composed himself and followed Alex. 
 
    In all the time since they’d found him on the surface, Alex had never displayed such raw strength before. Nothing like what he’d just done, nothing like Terry’s. No one had. 
 
    Could he have been hiding it? It seemed so unlike him…that he should shy away from arrogance and show of strength. To think in all the time that he had been with them, keeping this secret to himself, acting as their prisoner, he could just as easily have run. Why had he stayed with them? Why go on pretending? 
 
    Terry rounded the hall and dashed toward a sprinting Alex in the distance. He was heading back to the observation deck, back to the catwalks and the machine. Mei and John might be there. Maybe they’d be fast enough to down him. 
 
    Terry reached the end of the hall and entered the deck. Staring through the looking glass, he saw John and Mei had returned, but something was wrong. Mei was screaming. 
 
    As he drew closer, Terry saw Alex had seized Mei’s rifle in one arm, holding her by the neck in the other. Atop the metal grate, John lay on his back, his gun missing, and Alex’s boot pressed hard into his chest. A wicked smile and crooked eyes peered down at John before finally rising to meet Terry. “I told you not to follow me,” said Alex. “I was going to let you go.” 
 
    “Stop it, Alex!” yelled Terry. He stood at the door to the observation deck, several yards from them. “Whatever you’re doing isn’t the way. We can talk it out. Put down the gun and relax.” 
 
    “We already talked it out, remember? You didn’t give a damn what I had to say.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Terry. “I made a mistake. But I’m listening now, see? Let them go and you can tell me again.” 
 
    “You think I’m stupid? I tried talking to you the other night in the field. I tried again today. None of you want to hear the truth. All you care about is your friends and your precious city!” He pulled Mei close and stuck the barrel of the rifle in her neck. “But I can fix it for you, Terry. We can get rid of all your distractions right here and now.” 
 
    “Stop it!” he cried. “Don’t do this!” 
 
    “You did this to them when you refused to listen,” snapped Alex. “It’s on you!” He clutched the rifle close, then leaned into Mei. “This one’s for forgetting your place, little girl,” he whispered in her ear. “Enjoy the bullet, bitch.” 
 
    John screamed and latched hold of Alex’s leg. “Get off her!” he yelled, then bared his teeth and bit Alex’s ankle. 
 
    Alex cursed at the pain and fell, pulling the trigger before dropping the rifle over the railing. Mei loosed a terrifying shriek as the bullet grazed her cheek. A stream of blood slid down the side of her face as the bullet hit the console near the machine. 
 
    Alex fell backwards and onto the scaffold, letting go of Mei. She ran, tears in her eyes, toward Terry and the observation deck. She passed him, shaking, spouting incoherent cries from having nearly died. Terry ran in the other direction, toward the others. He had to make it to John before Alex got back to his feet. 
 
    John scrambled to stand. He saw Terry and started toward him, but before they met, Alex was back up and charging. 
 
    The three of them met in the middle of the platform. Alex plummeted into them both, screaming. He grabbed hold of John’s shoulder and flung him away, then looked at Terry with wild, mad eyes, his chest heaving, and went at him. 
 
    Again, they clashed, and Terry could feel the weight of Alex’s fury pressing down on him, forcing him back. He struggled, desperately trying to fight, but it wasn’t enough. Alex cast him down, knocking him into the railing. Then, holding him by his gear, he lifted him over the side and threw him from the railing. 
 
    Terry fell into the pit, landing hard against another catwalk, knocking every ounce of Variant air from his lungs. Blood dripped over his eyes, splashing into the metal grate like a crimson waterfall. He felt numb, cloudy, almost empty. He tried to lift his head, only managing to turn over on his back, trying to see what was happening on the platform high above him. 
 
    But he couldn’t see a thing. The room was blurring, evaporating into nothing. Darkness replaced it, a fraction at a time, until everything was black and all the light had gone. Was this the moment, then? Was this where he was going to die? Killed so far from home, deep inside a grave, staring up toward the end… 
 
    He drifted, lost in a sea of memory. 
 
    He thought of the moment he first entered the academy, when he stood in Bishop’s office all those years ago and listened to a towering man tell him his future—how this was his home now, and there was no going back. He thought of the baseball on the wall. He’d never seen a baseball before, except in pictures. He wondered where it came from. 
 
    He remembered Mr. Nuber, the one-armed teacher who called him a baby. The only man in the city to kill a rab and live. Terry used to think Nuber was the toughest person in the world. Maybe he was. Terry thought about his bald head. Did everyone lose their hair like that? 
 
    Terry thought about Sarah and Roland, born soldiers and natural leaders. None of this would have happened if either of them were still here. What would Roland say when Terry saw him again? 
 
    John, his best friend, always looking after him. Always noble and brave and selfless. All Terry wanted was to repay that debt, to protect everyone the same as John had. Now, he would never have the chance. 
 
    He thought of Mei, so smart and kind, filled with an overabundance of love. She could put adults to shame with her intelligence. She’d been born in the wrong century, her natural gifts wasted. She was like a sister to him. 
 
    Like Janice. Oh, how he wished he could see her, wherever she was. If he could only speak to her again, hug her, scream that he was sorry for breaking his promise. He hoped she was happy, that somehow she’d found a way to forget him. I wanted to fix it all, he thought, alone in the darkness. I wanted to fix the whole thing for you, Janice. I’m sorry I couldn’t. I’m sorry I’m too weak.  
 
    Too weak and small, too lacking in the strength that makes men great. And now, because of his weakness, countless lives would suffer. An entire city filled with people would stay buried in the desert, far away from the world, and there they would remain until they died, dwindling like stars in the new dawn. 
 
    And the answer to everything, to all of their pain, to his race’s salvation, to his sister’s survival, was a button on a platform, floating high above his head. 
 
    He longed to reach it now, to fix it all so he could just go home again. To find his sister and repeat the last words he spoke to her all those years ago: I love you. 
 
    But how could he ever tell her from here? How could he let himself die in a place like this without speaking those words again? How could he break his promise? 
 
    No, he thought. I have to go home. I still have things to do. 
 
    He curled his fingers, felt tingles in his hands and arms like they were asleep. He kicked, but his feet didn’t move. He screamed, but nothing came out of his mouth. 
 
    He kept screaming, deep inside his mind. He screamed forever, over and over, filling whatever world he was in with every ounce of rage that came to him, and suddenly he felt the adrenaline begin to swarm, felt the churning, rising flame in his veins and heart. It grew intensely, uncontrollably, and for a moment, he could barely breathe. As he came out of the dream, out of the nightmare, the raw pain of his body filled him, and he screamed an awful cry into the ancient place. The pain washed over him, wave after wave, until it dragged him down, suffocating him. He gasped, sucking the Variant in, and felt the air leave his lungs and evaporate through his pores. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the light came back, and it filled him with such a force that it nearly blinded him. And in a single moment, for all there was to see, he saw everything. 
 
    The room, so simple before, so empty, became a jungle of substance and microscopic life. There, floating in the Variant-enriched air, suspended in a beam, a thousand colors in a thousand patterns flickered, dancing on a single particle of dust. 
 
    The world echoed with hundreds of sounds, bouncing off of one another like an orchestra of life, and it was beautiful. He heard his heart pounding gently, slowly, and he felt the blood in his veins flow. 
 
    In the distance, Alex and John fought, and a pounding, beating thunder erupted from their chests, vibrating through the air and filling Terry’s mind. He could feel their hearts inside his own, though they were slow, ticking an eternity apart. The moment stretched on like an unbreakable band. 
 
    Everything was moving slower, including Terry. He tried to move his hand, but it barely went anywhere. The only thing that seemed to act normally was his own mind, though he knew the reality was far different. He was actually thinking much faster than he could physically react, or that anyone else could, for that matter. 
 
    He pushed it aside, not knowing how to do it, but doing it nonetheless, and suddenly, time normalized. Alex had John by the arm, getting ready to throw him. Terry jumped to his feet. He had to get there quickly. There was a ladder on the wall, several yards along the catwalk. He started running. 
 
    He felt lighter now. Much lighter. Each stride grew longer as he went, until he was leaping several feet, several yards at a time. Before he reached the ladder, he jumped, catching one of the bars high in the air, then he climbed from one to the next until he was level with the other platform. 
 
    He jumped, easily landing above on the grate and sprinted to the far end towards the fight. All things considered, it took him six seconds from start to finish to reach the fight. 
 
    When he arrived, Alex was standing over John. He stopped to see Terry fast approaching. Alex opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say the words, Terry plummeted into him with the force of a small train. Together, they slammed into the railing, snapping it apart. Alex kicked Terry in the chest, knocking him clear and back a few feet. Midair, Terry pivoted his body so he landed on his feet, then pressed off the metal and aimed himself back at Alex like a bullet, hitting him in the face with his skull. 
 
    Alex staggered back, clutching the railing, blood dripping down his broken nose. He screamed madly, then charged again. Terry deflected him, stepping to the side and letting Alex fall onto the metal flooring. Alex caught himself, sweeping his leg under Terry’s and causing him to fall. Alex leapt on top of Terry, gripping his throat and squeezing, his hands like steel bars. Terry jabbed the tips of his fingers into Alex’s lower abdomen, the same spot his deadly wound had been a few days prior. There must still have been some damage, because Alex’s grip immediately loosened and he let out a short grunt. Terry leaned in, grabbing Alex by the chest, and flung him back. 
 
    Alex stumbled to his feet, clutching his side. He looked around, his eyes wide with desperation. He ran to the broken railing, grabbed a piece of the bar, and snapped it clear off. With a loud cry, he started swinging. Terry raised his arm to block the pipe, but the metal hit his wrist, and he heard a crack that sent a wave of pain up his arm and through his chest and both legs. He deflected the blow, and responded by slamming his fist into Alex’s chest, which sent him flying in the direction of the observation deck. He collided with the glass window, shattering it to countless pieces. He landed between two consoles. 
 
    John stood nearby against the wall. He looked at Alex, then back at Terry. “This is crazy,” he said. 
 
    Alex coughed, followed by the sounds of glass cracking as he stood. His clothes were torn in a dozen places where the glass had cut him, and there was blood everywhere. 
 
    “It’s over,” said Terry. He took a step forward. “Let it go, Alex.” 
 
    Alex didn’t answer. His chest was heaving as the blood dripped from his forehead, streaming down his eyes and cheeks like tears. He looked at John, who was still standing near the wall, then back at Terry. He gave a wicked grin. 
 
    “No, wait!” yelled Terry, but it was no use. 
 
    Alex dashed at John so fast that there was no time to react. He jabbed John’s face with his fist, then kneed him in the stomach. With John doubled over, Alex stomped on his leg, shattering the bone. John cried out in pain. 
 
    Alex gripped John’s wrist and threw him through the window frame towards Terry, who caught him. Together they fell back in the direction of the machine, smashing into the nearby console. Terry turned John over on his back, but before he could check him, Alex was already there, lording over them. He bent down, grabbed Terry by the shoulder, and struck him in the belly. The pain was enormous, and Terry could feel blood pooling out of him. He looked at the wound, only to see a six inch shard of glass sticking out of it. 
 
    Alex grabbed John before Terry could react. He dragged John to the broken rail and dangled him over the edge by his neck. Alex stared at Terry as he got to his feet. “Move, and he’s dead.” 
 
    John squirmed, clawing at Alex’s wrist as he struggled to breathe. 
 
    Blood began to fill Terry’s throat, and he coughed, spraying it into the air. He touched the glass in his stomach, and for a moment it hardly seemed real. “Stop it, Alex. Please…” 
 
    “I gave you a chance,” said Alex. “I was going to let you go because you’re like me.” He squeezed John’s neck tight. “But it’s too late now.” 
 
    “It’s not too late,” insisted Terry. “Just put John down. We can fix this.” 
 
    “Fix it?” he asked. “That’s all you care about, isn’t it? You think you can fix everything. Me, the planet, the city. It’s all you can think about. It’s all you talk about. Well I’m sick and tired of listening to you ramble on about it. I don’t want to fix anything!” 
 
    Suddenly, Alex’s chest tore open and spewed a stream of blood into the air before him. A jagged piece of metal slid through his ribs. His jaw quivering, he peered down at it. He let go of John, who grabbed hold of the railing and clung to it with what little strength he had. 
 
    Alex blinked repeatedly as he staggered back, trembling at the sight of the blade in his body. He opened his mouth, but instead of words there came a river a blood. 
 
    Mei stood behind him, her terrified eyes looking up at him, her hands still in the position they were when she stabbed him. 
 
    Alex stumbled towards John, then collapsed to his knees. He continued to stare at Mei, who stepped back from him, still shaking. “B-bitch,” he said, gargling his insides. “You…bi…” 
 
    Alex, his eyes cold and empty, fell lifelessly past John, careening into the empty chasm below. 
 
    Mei bent down and grabbed John’s hand, trying to pull him back up. Terry went to them and helped, and together they managed to secure him. John fell on his chest, then rolled over. 
 
    Mei grabbed John’s sleeves and pulled him close, wrapping her shaking arms around him. She screamed intensely until she couldn’t anymore, until she was horse. 
 
    Bloody and broken, John held her, and in an instant there were tears in his eyes, too, and they glided along the edges of his rough cheeks, down the curve of his broken lips, and disappeared into her charcoal hair. He swayed back and forth, rocking her gently. “It’s okay,” he kept repeating. “Everything’s okay now.” 
 
    Terry watched in shock, not knowing what to say or do. His bones ached and his eyes throbbed—his body felt submerged in pain—but none of it mattered right now. All that mattered were the people sitting before him, and they were in agony. Complete and utter torment. All he wanted to do was fix it, to take their pain away—carry it on his back and bury it far from here—but all he could do was stand there. 
 
    He turned away, grief in his throat, ashamed at what had happened, at what he had let happen. How could he do this to them?  What sense did any of it make? 
 
    His eyes drifted through the room, eventually falling on the machine and the rift. It was still in the same position it had been since they found it, quietly hovering behind a layer of glass, spreading death and singing silently. But as he watched it, mercilessly looming over him, a fire in his heart began to grow, and it wasn’t long before he hated it completely. It was to blame for all the hurt, for all the death and moral decay. Everything wrong with the world stemmed from that initial moment, the single press of a button that spawned an eternity of horror. Right here. 
 
    He stepped to the panel, sliding his hand along its surface. The pads were gone, so there would be no shutting it down remotely. They’d have to pack it up and go home. They’d brief the people back home, tell them the story, and who knows what would happen? 
 
    Alex might still win, after all. 
 
    Terry looked at Mei again. She’d stopped crying and had gone to examining John’s broken leg. “How’s it look?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Not good,” she muttered. All the energy in her voice was gone. 
 
    “Can you make it out of here, John?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered. “Might be slow about it, but I can do it.” 
 
    “Good,” said Terry. “Because I need you to leave now.” 
 
    They both looked at him, their faces lost at the statement. “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked John. 
 
    “I’m staying here to finish the job.” 
 
    Mei stood up. “No,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mei, but someone has to do it.” 
 
    “No, someone doesn’t. No more. Let’s just go home. Please.” She sounded exhausted. 
 
    “If we don’t do this now, it might never happen. You know there’s no choice.” 
 
    “What about the pads?” asked John. “Aren’t they still the plan?” 
 
    “They’re gone,” said Terry. “All except the one Alex left over there, and we need at least two.” 
 
    Mei stepped closer, took him by the arm, and tried to pull him away. He didn’t move. “I won’t let you,” she said. “You can’t. I won’t let you!” 
 
    “Let me go, Mei.” 
 
    “If anyone’s staying, it’s me,” she said, frantically. “You don’t know what you’re doing!” 
 
    “Mei…” 
 
    “Shut up!” she said, her voice cracking. “Shut up, please.” 
 
    He pulled her back, and she fell into him. He felt the warmth of her wet face on his neck, and he embraced her for as long as he could. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “But you’ve saved us already. It’s my turn now.” 
 
    “But you could die,” she said. “What if something happens?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he assured her. “As soon as I shut it down, I’ll get out of here. You’ve seen how fast I am, right? Nothing to worry about. Besides, you have to take care of John. He can’t make it back by himself. He needs you.” 
 
    “I need you both,” she pleaded. “You’re the only family I have.” 
 
    He pushed her back and looked into her eyes. “And you’re mine, too,” he said. “That’s why you need to leave.” 
 
    She let go of him, nodding slowly. “All you have to do is press a few buttons.” She showed him which ones and in what order. He thanked her and said he understood. “I don’t know what’ll happen next,” she said. 
 
    “Most people don’t,” he told her. “And that’s okay.” 
 
    She hugged him again, then silently went to John and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” asked John, wrapping his arm around Mei’s neck. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How will you know we’re clear of the building?” he asked. “We don’t have our pads anymore.” 
 
    “We have the one,” said Terry. “It can track your chips. I’ll wait until you’re far enough away.” 
 
    “Good luck,” he said. “You’d better get out of here. Don’t make me come back to get you or I’ll be pissed.” He smiled. “You hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” 
 
    John nodded and with Mei’s help, left. Terry watched them go, hobbling slowly through the observation deck and into the nearby hall. He grabbed the pad, set the display to follow their signals, and sat with his back against the machine. He waited. 
 
    It took John and Mei nearly an hour to escape the building, then another ten minutes before they finally stopped on the other side of the solar field. 
 
    Terry sighed, relieved, and shut the pad off. He then turned his attention to the final task. 
 
    Touching the console before him, he swept his fingers over the dust. The buttons emitted a soft hue of red, reflecting off the surrounding metal. 
 
    Terry began the process as Mei had described it, shutting down one system after the next. There were seven in all, and it took a few minutes. After the sixth, before the final step, he hesitated. 
 
    He thought about the improbability of success in what he was doing, the risks he faced—how he might never go home, never see his friends again—and suddenly his heart began to ache. He imagined his sister’s face, not the one who existed now, because he didn’t know that young woman, but the girl from his memories, beautiful and innocent and loving. He might never see her again, but…she would have a chance, wouldn’t she? All of them would. 
 
    And perhaps that could be his gift, something to make up for the promise he broke and the years wasted and the memories which never came to be. He hoped to see her again, somehow, wished she could love him again, there in some distant place. 
 
    Terry stared into the abyss, deep within the darkness of the void. A tear streamed down his face, and then another. He felt warm and tired and alive, but most of all, he felt loved. 
 
    Then he pressed the kill switch…and suddenly he was gone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance 
 
    Open Transcript 616 
 
    Subtitled: The Memoires of S. E. Pepper – Chapter 35, page 187 
 
    March 19, 2185 
 
    PEPPER: I attended a botany conference last September. We convened to discuss the possibility of building yet another farm—number thirteen, if memory serves. 
 
    I’m sad to say I had very little to contribute and usually don’t in situations such as these. I hate politics, and the thought of debating the merits of growing one plant over the other bores me to no end. 
 
    When I was in my twenties, nobody questioned the possibility of growing more food. You had to be crazy to say no to that. Not so anymore. Now, it all comes down to votes and handshakes, a tabletop of politicians, smiling niceties for cash. 
 
    I sat through it all, drifting, justifying my existence with the same six words I always had—I came here for the drinks. I wondered if it was enough anymore. 
 
    As it happened, I was sitting at the table, sipping my glass of delicious rosemary wine, still deciding whether or not to write this book, actually, when I overheard a man and a woman talking shop nearby. The woman had recently developed a new cooling method for the energy capacitors, which would reduce the city’s overall energy consumption by about 3%. 
 
    For reasons that should seem obvious, I couldn’t help but feel a touch bored by their celebration. As I was losing interest, I heard the man say something that I’ll never forget. He said, “And the new capacitors won’t need to be replaced for forty years, at least. What an improvement! You’re bound to get a promotion off this.” 
 
    Imagine that. All of their excitement over a trivial 3%. As far as I could tell, this particular oddity of capacitor design did absolutely nothing to solve the current predicament of living underground in an isolated bunker. It made no attempt at improving the conditions on the planet’s surface, no progress toward a state of normalcy. Instead, it was a letter of acceptance, bound in the conviction that there could be no going home. 
 
    That was when it hit me. The people are beginning to forget. 
 
    Instead of planning for the trip home, instead of looking for ways to leave this place, we’ve settled into staying. They’ve resigned themselves—all our brightest minds—to work on better ways at hiding. Better capacitors, better air conditioning ducts, better street lamp bulbs. There’s no point, they think, in solving the air problem on the world overhead when we can extend our stay in this lovely little hovel to some indefinite end. Why take the risk? Let’s not worry about the problem when the alternative is so much easier. 
 
    Humanity has forgotten in a single generation the joys and splendor of a thousand more before it. When all the old ones are gone—myself soon to be among them—not a single soul still living can say they knew the world before the fall, before violet covered blue, and the Earth turned inside out. 
 
    Futile as it may be, and with a shadow of a childhood dream, I would ask whoever reads this book, whoever cares enough to listen…that you would not forget. There is more to the world than these hollow walls of metal, encased in stone and mud. The sky, the sun, the stars—each is a miracle, built for eyes that cannot see them, screaming out for us to come. There are cities a hundred times the size of this one, built by kings for millions more, their towers raised as tall as gods. Beyond them lies an endless sea with fleets of ceaseless waves, bending at the neck. And higher still, a myriad of stars, blanketing the heavens. 
 
    The universe exists, I tell you! And it’s waiting for the artists to come back. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    January 10, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    John stood in the open field, two hundred yards from where the world had ended, where the new one might begin, and where his oldest friend had stayed behind. 
 
    Mei was beside him, shouldering his weight because he wasn’t strong enough to stand on his own. His body throbbed with the pain of a broken leg and several bruised ribs. It was all he could do to breathe. 
 
    Mei shuddered in the cold air, though she never complained. It was clear that her concern for Terry overshadowed everything else. John loved her for that. He loved her for a lot of things. 
 
    A small gust blew through the valley, numbing his cheeks and neck and filling his lungs. It made the pain slightly more bearable. No matter how bad the situation seemed, there were always positives, no matter how small. 
 
    John watched the entrance to the facility, waiting for Terry to emerge. Any minute now, he told himself. Then we can go home. 
 
    He chewed his lip impatiently, imagining the relief he was going to feel when he saw his friend. He’d belt him in the arm for taking so long. Tell him he knew he could do it. Tell him how proud he was. Yeah, thought John silently, It’s exactly what I’ll— 
 
    Loud thunder erupted in the distance, echoing through the field, lingering a while. John scanned the building, but there didn’t seem to be anything wrong. “What the hell was that?” he asked. 
 
    Before Mei could answer, they heard another one. It snapped like a whip, making them flinch. The sudden movement caused Mei to drop John’s arm, and he fell backwards. She tried to catch him, but he only pulled her down with his weight. 
 
    Overhead, high in the sky, the clouds swirled, quickly moving toward the field and the facility. Lightning flashed between them, randomly, chaotically. Mei hugged his arm and he held her close. 
 
    The wind blew hard against them, fettering the grass and shaking the solar panels so hard John was sure the glass would shatter. Before their very eyes, the sky transformed into a miniature hurricane, its eye directly over the Ortego building. 
 
    “What’s happening?” screamed John. 
 
    Mei, still clinging to his arm with all her strength, buried her face in his shoulder. “It’s the machine!” she yelled. “He’s done it! It’s happening!” 
 
    The chaos grew and built upon itself, bellowing streams of thunderous cries. Soon the sky was set ablaze—a hurricane of madness. 
 
    The second Jolt had come. It was the end of the world all over again. 
 
    John tried to sit up so he could see the Ortego building, but the force of the wind was strong. If he got to his feet, there was a very real possibility that it would carry him away. Still, he managed to lift his head enough to see the building still standing, though he feared it wouldn’t be for long. 
 
    John felt the ground begin to shake beneath them. The shockwaves rattled his wounds and he clenched his teeth and squeezed his fists, ignoring what he could of it. 
 
    A sharp pop came from behind them, and John looked to see one of the fever killers collapse, its coils snapping like rubber bands, flying apart and into the storm. Another one from across the field soon followed, then another, until there were no more left. The bodies of a dozen metallic monsters circled the distant building like a halo of destruction. 
 
    This is the end! Cried John, silently. God, what have we done? 
 
    As if to answer, the wind suddenly died, and the debris it carried fell to the ground. At the same time, the tremoring ground began to slow, finally stopping altogether. 
 
    Mei got to her feet, then helped John to his. “Are you okay?” she asked him. “I thought for sure we—” 
 
    An earsplitting BOOM shook the earth, as though the very land itself had split in half. A bright light filled the sky above Ortego, sending a shockwave back so hard that it nearly knocked them down again. John shielded his eyes, catching himself on his broken leg, and he screamed something terrible. Mei managed to get under his chest, holding him with the strength of her shoulders. “I’ve got you!” she cried. 
 
    Within seconds, the light dissipated. John clutched Mei by the arms, trying to focus his eyes. “Are you okay?” he asked, desperately. “What the hell was that?” But before she could answer, he saw it for himself. 
 
    The Ortego building was gone. Only a crater remained. 
 
    ******* 
 
    They stayed and searched the field for hours, but there was no sign of Terry or any major section of the building. They only found a few scattered scraps of metal and FlexCrete, hardly enough to warrant much hope. 
 
    Without a word, they got what they could and left. John created a makeshift splint for his leg, while Mei managed to find a fitting crutch for him to use. It was fashioned from part of a broken fever killer. The crutch was adequate, and it nearly doubled their speed, though it wasn’t saying much. 
 
    Mei suggested they make camp at the base of the hill. There wasn’t much food left, so they ate what they could and rationed what little water still remained. 
 
    John awoke several times throughout the night. He could hear Mei sobbing to herself, curled in a ball, her face buried in her arm. He went to her eventually, saying nothing, and held her in his arms. She wept longer than he cared to measure, her tears running down his arms and chest, drying on his skin. After a time, her sobs began to fade, replaced by heavy snoring. This time she didn’t wake until the morning. 
 
    ******* 
 
    January 11, 2347 
 
    The Surface 
 
    John was relieved when Sarah found them. She approached the camp as they were packing the supplies. She’d kept her promise and followed after all. 
 
    “We didn’t know if we’d see you again,” Mei said. 
 
    “Neither did I,” she admitted. 
 
    “Did you get through to Central?” asked John. 
 
    She nodded. “They ordered me home. Unfortunately, the signal cut out before I got the order.” She winked. 
 
    “Lucky for us,” said Mei. 
 
    “Don’t know about lucky,” said Sarah. “But I’m here to help. Whatever you need.” 
 
    They started home again, and on the way, Mei replayed the events in the order they occurred. She told Sarah about the tunnels and the city, then talked about the night they spent in the park, the journey across the bridge and up the hill and into fields. When she finished explaining what had happened inside the Ortego building with Alex and the machine, Sarah’s eyes sunk to the ground, and she was quiet for a long time. When she finally spoke again, it was to ask John how he felt and to suggest they stop and rest. 
 
    They did, and John took the opportunity to rewrap his splint. Nobody ate, though Sarah insisted John drink some water. When they finally left, the sun had risen to its peak, and the afternoon heat consumed them. 
 
    ******* 
 
    They chose to walk around the city, rather than go through it. There was little point in taking the tunnels, subjecting themselves to its dangers, especially given John’s injuries. They had barely survived that place the first time around. 
 
    Unfortunately, with the open road came the heat. Mei suggested they only travel at night, which the others agreed to. They waited under the FlexCrete bridge at the river and then went on after dusk. 
 
    They found that traveling under the light of the moon was far less tiring, which, considering their water supply was nearly depleted, seemed like a good thing. 
 
    Because of his injuries, the girls insisted John drink what he could of the water. He didn’t argue, but whenever they handed him the canteen, he only pretended to sip from it, and they believed it. Still, despite his best efforts, by the time they reached the first transmission tower, the rest of the water was gone. 
 
    ******* 
 
    John passed out on the road. He had never fainted before. He was surprised to find his body so useless, walking along and suddenly collapsing because his legs stopped working. It scared him. After he fainted the third time, Mei insisted they stop. 
 
    Sarah tried radioing Central a few times, but it was no use. The equipment was fried. They’d have to make it home on their own. 
 
    John passed out again. He barely had the energy to stand, and sleeping felt like a tremendous relief. He dreamed a few times, though they were mostly nightmares. He imagined Terry with the machine, all alone, and screaming for someone to help him. John heard his cries and ran to him, but no matter how fast he went, he could never get there in time. Terry always died. 
 
    He awoke screaming. Mei was nearby, staring at him, mud around her eyes and cheeks. She looked exhausted. “I’m here,” she whispered. “It’s okay.” She placed her head on his shoulder and massaged his chest with her palm. 
 
    Sarah lay on the ground, facing the other direction. She didn’t seem to be moving. John watched her for a while, wondering if she was still alive. Sometime later, her foot twitched. He relaxed. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long now. 
 
    They slept. 
 
    ******** 
 
    When John awoke, he was terrified to see animals standing over him, clad in reflective, white skin. They kept poking him, moving his arms and legs, repositioning his body. “Check his vitals,” said one of them. 
 
    “This one looks dead,” said another. 
 
    “Not yet but almost.” 
 
    “Get them on the dirt cab.” 
 
    One of the animals snapped its fingers a few inches from his face. “John, can you hear me?” it asked him. 
 
    “Who are you…?” he could barely keep his eyes open. 
 
    “My name is Avery Ross,” said the fading voice. “I’m here to take you home.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    John and the others were placed on gurneys, needles and tubes all over their bodies. He could barely feel any of it. 
 
    It only took a few hours to reach the Sling. Ross sat next to all three of them for most of the ride, constantly asking the other soldiers to check the children’s vitals or to refill their I.V. bags. 
 
    The soldiers lined each of the gurneys onto the elevator, one at a time, pushing John in between Sarah and Mei. 
 
    John reached out and touched Mei’s wrist. He didn’t have much strength, so it was all he could do to comfort her. She clenched his finger in her tiny palm, though he barely felt it. 
 
    He didn’t care. It was enough just knowing she could still feel him—that she was there. The world had taken so much from them, but at least they had each other. For what little it mattered, he could be thankful for something, at least. 
 
    As the Sling began its descent, John stared into the sky above. A vast array of silver clouds moved gently through a red and violet firmament, like waves colliding in a slow and gentle sea. 
 
    And as he watched, those waves began to part, pushing back the darkened clouds like curtains, and the hues beneath them changed. That was when he thought he saw it, right before the elevator took him down into the ground—the claw mark of the gods, a window back through time. 
 
    A streak of cerulean blue. 
 
    And he smiled. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Terry opened his eyes. 
 
    The air was cold inside his lungs, and below his hands, he felt the sting of ice and snow. His head throbbed with the dull pain of too much sleep. 
 
    He pushed himself, resting for a moment on his elbows before finally twisting around to sit. He needed a moment before he tried to stand. 
 
    Terry stared into the rainbow colored snow, infused with Variant, riddled with signs of his movement. He’d never seen snow before. The closest had been the clumps of frost in the solar fields outside the Ortego building. He wondered if that’s where he was now, somehow thrown from the blast to an undisclosed section of the field. 
 
    He scanned the area. Shards of broken metal from the building had blown all over the place, buried in the snow and rocks. There was a large stone ridge nearby, stretching far into the sky. 
 
    Sliding in the snow, he inched a few feet toward the rocky edge, surprised to find himself atop a cliff. There were trees below him, their leaves concealing all that lay beneath. He’d never seen trees before. This certainly wasn’t the solar field. So where exactly had the blast propelled him? 
 
    He took a deep breath. The air was so sweet, so refreshing and full of Variant. Perhaps the elevation had something to do with it. 
 
    He got to his feet with the aid of the stone nearby, stumbling at first, but quickly finding his balance. With his hand against the rock, he moved to the other side of the ridge in hopes of finding a better view. 
 
    With a new vantage, looking out into the valley below, he saw a wide expanse of blue jungle trees and glowing grass as far as his eyes could see. Several birds chirped loudly amid the leaves, squeaking and cawing at one another, until finally they flapped their wings and set their minds to flight. 
 
    Terry’s eyes followed them, rising high into the sky above. The clouds, long and full, were much lighter than any he’d seen before. The light of the sun beat against them, which Terry followed, and then his eyes went wide. 
 
    He nearly stumbled at the spectacle before him—a brazen truth beyond compare. 
 
    There, shining high atop the distant horizon, two foreign suns danced quietly together, deep in the heart of another world. 
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 Transient Echoes 
 
    Book 2 
 
   


  
 

 Part 1 
 
      
 
    Man cannot discover new oceans unless 
 
    he has the courage to lose sight of the shore. 
 
    – André Gide 
 
      
 
    Across the sea of space, 
 
    the stars are other suns. 
 
    –Carl Sagan 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    UNDER A VIOLET SKY ON A DISTANCE WORLD, deep in the heart of a cerulean jungle, a teenage boy ran for his life. 
 
    The predator was close behind him, roaring, snapping branches as it crashed through the dense undergrowth, a growing blur in the distance. The boy kept low, clutching an armful of fruit to his chest. He would drop the food if it came to it, but not a moment before. The boy had searched for over a day for something to eat. He wasn’t about to give it up.  
 
    He leapt over a fallen log, bursting through the tree line into an open field of tall grass. A large cliff stood in the distance, rising two hundred meters above the ground. His camp was at the top. He’d be safe there…if he could make it. 
 
    He darted through stalks of glowing blue grass. Rigid stems whipped against his skin as he ran but didn’t slow him. After a hundred meters, he stopped, glancing back to see if the beast was still following. Where had it gone?  
 
    Silence filled the air, broken only by the blowing wind as it whirled through the valley, hitting his cheeks. He stared at the jungle, waiting. 
 
    A thunderous cry sent a flock of birds scattering from the treetops. The monster burst through the shroud of foliage into the open field, stopping a few meters from the grass. Finally in clear view, the boy could see the animal was massive. On all fours, it stood two meters tall. Thick brown hair covered most of its body, save its snout. A pair of red eyes fixated on the boy. Below them, two gray tusks large enough to skewer a grown man protruded. The beast’s thick calves were like cords of wood. Ropes of muscle underneath the skin stretched and tightened with every stomp. 
 
    It reared on its hind legs, towering over the field.  
 
    The boy took a step back.  
 
    The beast edged forward. 
 
    With newfound motivation, the boy exploded into a mad dash toward the base of the cliff. The cries and thunderous footfalls of the predator followed.  
 
    As he neared the rock face, he could hear the creature getting closer. A rope dangled before him, lodged safely between two stones. He’d fashioned it over a year ago. It was the only means of reaching the top of the ridge. He slid to a quick halt, kicking dirt and grass into the air. The beast was closing fast.  
 
    He tugged the rope, freeing it from the crevice, and climbed, using his feet and only one arm as he hugged the precious fruit close to his chest.  
 
    The animal arrived within seconds, ramming into the cliff face, sending a shower of loose stones to the ground. A few hit the creature’s tusks, shattering into dust. It shook its head and roared, standing on its hind legs and scraping the rock wall in a vain attempt to follow its prey.  
 
    The boy did not look back. As he found the top of the cliff, he clasped the mat of blue grass and pulled himself over the edge. He swung his legs around and collapsed onto his back, releasing the fruit in his hands along with a sigh. The cries of the predator continued in the distance below him, but the fear of death was gone. He was safe. 
 
    The buttercream clouds passed overhead, partially blocking the light of the two suns, shading him. He scratched his chin, rubbing the stubble of a half-grown beard. He decided not to move again until the animal had gone, so he stayed on his back, waiting for reprieve.  
 
    The beast continued to whine, clawing at the rocks. Slowly, its cries grew softer, and it was not long before the monster turned and stomped toward the forest.  
 
    The boy sat up and stretched his arms, cracking his spine. He collected the fruit and headed toward his hut. The cliff was narrow, but widened into a spade shape. It curved and extended roughly eighty meters before dropping off. His home lay in the center between two stone walls under a large tree with wide branches and thick leaves. Beside the tree, a small brook flowed from a crack in the rock, providing fresh water. The hut itself held little space, but the boy didn’t mind. He lived alone and had for quite a while now.  
 
    After placing the rest in a basket, he snagged a piece of fruit along with his bone knife and went to the stream nearby. The produce was colorful, primarily magenta with dashes of turquoise and yellow throughout the skin. He split it open with the blade and the pink juice washed over his fingers. The smell was therapeutic, a sweet and relaxing aroma which filled his nose and watered his mouth. He bit hard into the fruit, hardly chewing as he gulped the chunks of moist produce down. His tongue barely had time to register the taste, he swallowed so quickly. He gasped as the last of it disappeared, finally remembering to breathe.  
 
    Despite the recent contribution, his stomach growled.  
 
    After rinsing the knife in the brook, he set it to the side and washed his face. The juice dripped from his cheeks into the stream, filling it with a pink glow. The boy stared into the water, watching as the natural flow of the brook returned. With it, another man’s face. Encased in chestnut hair—unkempt and naturally wild—a thin beard persisted over a strong jaw line. The stranger’s nose was thin, tucked between a set of dirt-encrusted cheeks. Who was he? What did he want? The boy stared at him, studying the unfamiliar features. The hair, the nose, the neck, the forehead.   
 
    But the eyes—yes, those were familiar. Piercing green and calm, the boy knew them well. They had belonged to him once, years ago, before this horrible place had stolen him away. Before he switched the machine off and disappeared—fell through a crack in space and landed on another world.   
 
    Those eyes, they remembered a two story apartment, deep in an underground city—the last human colony on Earth—and the family of three who lived there. They recalled the school—teachers and friends, learning and books, laughing and training. People used to say the children there were special. 
 
    In those days, the green eyes belonged to the boy alone. Now he shared them with this stranger and his tangled beard. 
 
    Terry, a voice whispered in his mind. It was a young girl. He knew her well. What’s a birthday? What does it mean? 
 
    He smiled into the brook, and the man returned it. “It means you grow up and get to start school,” he whispered. “It’s a pretty big deal.” 
 
    I wish I could go with you, she said. The words lingered as a gust blew through the peak. The tree sighed overhead, rustling its leaves.  
 
    Terry shuddered, swallowing the lump in his throat. He wondered how long the voice would stay today. He usually enjoyed the visits, but only when he initiated them. He didn’t like it when they came uncalled. “Janice, go away.” 
 
    When will you be back? She asked. 
 
    As if to answer, a well of tears formed in his eyes, and he gasped. I broke my promise, he thought. I said I’d come back, and I never did. I lost her. I lost them all. 
 
    The more he remembered, the more he wept until a steady flow of gentle sobs bled out of him and poured into the water. The tears fell, distorting the image of the man, colliding with the familiar emerald eyes the boy knew so well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 264 
 
    Recorded: April 12, 2350 
 
    FINN: How long until you come home? 
 
    CURIE: Not for another week. We’re still establishing the outpost.  
 
    FINN: But you’ve been gone a month already. 
 
    CURIE: These things take time. Besides, you’re always disappearing to go on some mission or another. Can’t I do the same? Go ask Colonel Ross to give you some busywork if you’re bored. 
 
    FINN: I’m not bored. I just miss my girlfriend. 
 
    CURIE: I know. I miss you, too. But I can’t leave my team in the middle of a project. I have responsibilities. We all do. 
 
    FINN: Can I visit, at least? 
 
    CURIE: All the way out here? 
 
    FINN: Sure, why not? 
 
    CURIE: It’s desolate and empty. There’s only five of us. You’d be so bored. 
 
    FINN: Our birthday is in two days, Mei. We always spend it together. Who cares if there’s nothing to do? 
 
    CURIE: Hm. I’m not sure… 
 
    FINN: Don’t make me start with the pet names. 
 
    CURIE: Okay! You win. Come and be with me in the desert. Let us sit together and stare at the dirt. 
 
    FINN: What a softy you are. 
 
    CURIE: Just shut up and get here. 
 
    FINN: I’m already packing a bag. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 12, 2350 
 
    Mei Curie sat on a slab of metal debris, staring into the solar fields of the former Ortego headquarters. The panels glistened with the sunlight, unmoving. They looked exactly as they had on the day of the Second Jolt over three years ago, back when the sky erupted and a crater had formed at the edge of this field. Mei had stood here and watched it happen. It still gave her nightmares.  
 
    “Doctor Curie?” shouted Sophia Mitchell, but everyone called her Sophie. Mei stared at the M2280 on the girl’s face and neck, otherwise known as a breather, a machine used to filter Variant from the air. It was hard to believe how far technology had come. Before the Second Jolt a few years ago, the idea of walking around on the surface without a protective suit on was laughable. Variant affected all organic cells, killing biological matter from the inside, so any exposure usually resulted in death.  
 
    Mei had been genetically engineered from birth to endure Variant, but most weren’t so lucky. Instead, thanks in part to the blood of people like Mei, a vaccine had been created. This didn’t allow anyone to breathe the corrupted air, however. It only kept their cells from degenerating. So the breather had been created, and with it, a massive step forward in the battle to take back the surface.  
 
    Sophie handed Mei a digital pad. “Sergeant Finn called. He said to tell you he’s on his way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, checking the report and handing it back. “Let me know when he arrives, will you?” 
 
    Sophie nodded and returned to the tent.  
 
    Mei sighed, digging the heel of her boot into the wet earth, dragging clumps of dirt toward her. The world was changing. With it, the human race. Each day, progress was being made to bring mankind to the surface. In the last few years, several outposts had been established, the range of the radio towers extended, and most of the hostile threats eliminated. Just as the first Jolt had brought about a great change, the second had created a new age all its own. For the first time in two hundred years, humanity was no longer stagnant. 
 
    A horn honked in the distance. Mei turned and spotted a dirt cab a kilometer and a half down the road.  
 
    She got to her feet and jogged to the main research tent. “Sophie,” she called. 
 
    Sophie poked her head out of the flap. “Yes, ma’am?” Despite only being a year younger than Mei, Sophie always treated her with the same respect she gave the older staff. The girl was remarkably intelligent and exceptionally mature for her age. Her thesis on the Ortego Corporation’s lesser-known technologies had prompted Mei to look her up, despite a lack of field experience. Unlike most of the senior staff and many of the newer PhDs, the young Sophia Mitchell possessed what Mei considered one of the more valuable personality traits—a penchant for the unconventional. During her training, Sophie had a knack for coming up with outlandish solutions to complex problems. It was why Mei had taken a shine to her in the first place, despite her instructors’ objections. “She doesn’t follow procedure,” Doctor West had said when Mei inquired. “It’s as though she’s intent on failing her classes.” 
 
    Mei didn’t care about any of that. Where so many others saw failure and a lack of focus, Mei found an ignored creative spark in need of sustenance. Six months after attaining her own doctorate, and shortly before receiving authorization for her new team, Dr. Mei Curie approached Sophia Mitchell about becoming her apprentice, and the girl readily accepted it. Mei never regretted it for a second. “Sergeant Finn is almost here. Let the others know I’ll be meeting with him and to only bother me if there’s an emergency.” 
 
    Sophie looked confused. She stepped out of the tent and glanced at the camp entrance. “I didn’t receive any transmission. Where is he? I don’t see him.” 
 
    “Down the road. Five minutes out, maybe.” 
 
    “Sometimes I forget how good your eyes are. I’m a little jealous.” 
 
    “I’d take your height over my eyes if I could,” said Mei, laughing. 
 
    Sophie grinned. “Enjoy your time with the sergeant, Doctor.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” said Mei. 
 
    Sophie gave her a look that said, You’re not fooling anyone, and then receded into the tent.  
 
    Mei headed toward the entrance to the camp and waited for John’s cab to arrive. She was torn about his visit. On the one hand, he brightened her day, and she loved seeing him. On the other, he wasn’t a scientist. There wouldn’t be much for him to do but sit and stare at the ground, something he was sure to complain about. John was a soldier, an active explorer in the physical world, always on the go, never slowing. It wouldn’t take him long before he grew tired of the boredom and isolation of this place.  
 
    John’s cab soon arrived. He brought the vehicle to a stop near the edge of the solar field. As he hopped out, she could see he still wore his brown and green military uniform. He also had a canteen strapped to his hip and a rifle on his side. John picked up the duffle bag sitting in the passenger seat and swung it over his shoulder. Standing there, he looked daunting, a little more than two meters tall with shoulders twice as wide as Mei’s. He beamed an inviting smile at her. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Doc.” 
 
    She ran and hugged him, barely wrapping her arms around his waist. He buried his nose in her hair, chuckling. She smacked his side. “Missed you.” 
 
    “I bet you’d miss anyone living so far in the middle of nowhere like this.” He glanced around the field. “Took me eight hours to drive here from Komodo Outpost.” 
 
    “Imagine the trip without the dirt cab,” she said. 
 
    “I know, I know. I shouldn’t complain,” he said. “Where’s our tent? I need to unload my crap. You set up near the crater?” 
 
    “No, we’re about two kilometers from the site.” 
 
    “Why so far?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s radiation,” she said. “We have to wear suits while we’re there.” 
 
    “So it’s safe back here?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot.” He went to the rear of the cab and grabbed another pack. “Here’s some extra supplies. It’s mostly food.” 
 
    She opened it and found a bundle of fruit, two bottles of wine, a bag of seasoned soy meat, and even some candy. “Wow, I don’t know what to say,” she said. “The team’s going to love this. They haven’t had anything but rations for three weeks…you didn’t have to do this, John.” 
 
    “Sure I did,” he said, winking. “The best way in with the natives is food.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Mei took a seat in the main tent next to John, waiting for everyone to show up for the afternoon brief. The tent was ten meters long and five wide, containing a large conference table, half a dozen chairs, a digital display board, and several crates no one knew what to do with.  
 
    Sophie entered after a few minutes, followed shortly by Travis, Zoe, and Bartholomew. Once they were seated, it was down to business. “As you can all see, Sergeant Finn has arrived safely,” said Mei, standing at the head of the table. 
 
    John waved at each of them. “Glad to be here,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks for the food,” said Zoe Masters, a talented computer engineer with dyed red hair and green eyes. Her voice had some rasp to it.  
 
    “The sergeant will be here for a few weeks,” said Mei. “He’s offered to help out where needed, so I’ve asked him to assist Bartholomew with setting up a third supply tent.” 
 
    “Great,” said Bart, sighing. “You know I’m an engineer, right?” 
 
    Mei ignored him. “If any of you need an extra pair of hands, please do not hesitate to ask him.” 
 
    John sat up in his chair. “I’ll be in and out a few times a week, but I’ll schedule around you guys.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” asked Zoe. “Why?”  
 
    “I promised Central I’d do some scouting. We’ve already mapped most of the area, but I figured I’d spend some time filling in the gaps. Gives me something to do.” 
 
    “Regardless, Sergeant Finn will be happy to assist,” said Mei. “Simply let him know ahead of time.” She nodded to Sophie. “Your turn.” 
 
    Sophie got to her feet and replaced Mei at the head of the table. She turned the display screen on, quickly locating a file labeled Radiation Levels. “As you all know, I’ve been studying the residual radiation from the Second Jolt, which we first noticed approximately six months ago.” She glanced at John. “Sorry, Mr. Finn. I hope you don’t find this too boring.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Trust me. It’s not the first time I’ve been subjected to a science lecture I didn’t understand.” He nudged Mei with his foot. 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Sophie, continuing. “Today marks the end of my first testing period. Here are the results.” She touched the file on the screen and a map appeared. “I’ve been trying to find the source of the radiation, but so far I haven’t had much luck. My best guess is it’s coming from the rubble of the old Ortego building, but after several scans, I still don’t have a good answer.” 
 
    “That sucks,” said Travis. 
 
    John raise his hand. “So you don’t even know what’s causing it?” he asked. 
 
    “I was hoping to have a solution by now, but as you can see, I’ve come up short. Also, you don’t have to hold your hand up, Mr. Finn.” 
 
    John scratched the back of his head. “What kind of radiation is it?” 
 
    “High frequency, electromagnetic,” said Sophie. “Gamma rays, technically.” 
 
    “I take it gamma rays are bad?” 
 
    “Deadly,” said Mei. “It’s the reason we’re staying as far away from the crater as we are.” 
 
    “We have the suits, though,” said Bart. “They’re solid, and the radiation’s not so strong. It’s annoying since it slows us down, but hey, it could be worse. We can still do our jobs.” 
 
    “Keep working on the problem, Sophie,” said Mei. “We’re here if you need help.” 
 
    The girl smiled and nodded before taking her seat. 
 
    “Bartholomew? Zoe? Travis? Anything else?” asked Mei. 
 
    Zoe shook her head. “I’m still working on the Ortego Disks we found in the rubble. They’re pretty banged up, so it’ll be a while before I have anything to talk about. Sorry.” 
 
    “Nothing here, either,” said Bartholomew. “Check again in a week. I should be done with the coil by then.” 
 
    “Coil?” asked John. 
 
    “Framling Coil,” he said. “Part of the reason we’re here is to research how they work. Central sees value in it as a new source of power.” 
 
    John glanced at Mei. “Aren’t those the things that turn hot air into electricity?” 
 
    “The very same,” said Mei. “Most were destroyed in the blast, but a few survived.” She clicked the display off. “Anyway, unless there’s something else, I think we’re done for the day.” 
 
    “Great.” John clasped his hands. “I don’t know about the rest of you guys, but I’m starving. Who’s up for some dinner?” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 13, 2350 
 
    The lead-lined radiation suit weighed almost as much as Mei, but thanks to her Variant-infused DNA, she barely noticed. Her genes gave her the strength of a man twice her size. Lucky, considering how small she was.  
 
    What used to be the Ortego building now lay in rubble. Most of the facility had vanished during the Second Jolt, consumed by the explosion. In its place, there was only a crater filled with chunks of stone, FlexCrete metal, and two-hundred-year-old office supplies. 
 
    Months ago, when Mei had first come here with her team, she had no idea what to expect. From a distance, the entire building seemed to be pure rubble, nothing more than rocks and metal shards, but such was not the case as it turned out. To her surprise, the basement levels were largely intact, according to the scans Bartholomew had taken. If luck was on her side, she might yet discover something she could use to further her research—a way to make her understand what really happened the last time she was here. 
 
    Her heads-up interface appeared over her suit’s visor. A green dot blinked in the corner, indicating she had a call. With her eyes locked on the icon, she blinked, accepting the transmission and opening the line. 
 
    “Doctor Dwarf, do you read me?” asked a muffled voice in her ear. “Doctor Dwarf, please come in.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes but smirked. “John, quit bothering me. I’m working.” 
 
    “I say again, DD, this is Omega Deathblade. Do you copy?” 
 
    “Are you okay, John? Do you need attention?” She stepped over a piece of debris. The scattered remains of Ortego littered the field. “I’m not surprised. I told you it was boring here.” 
 
    “Don’t be modest, Doc. You’re not even close to boring.” 
 
    “You flatter me, sir.” She edged her way to the side of the massive hole where the majority of the building’s remains were.  
 
    “Find anything cool yet?” he asked. “Depends on your definition,” she said, setting her bag on the ground. She took out her tripod scanner and unfolded the legs. “I’m about to run a scan. Exciting stuff.” 
 
    John sighed into the mic.  
 
    Mei grinned. “Thought so.” Her display lit up again with an incoming call. “Gotta go. Travis is calling.” 
 
    “Farewell, my darling!” 
 
    “See you in a few hours, goof.” She switched to the other line. “Yes, Travis?” 
 
    “Doctor Curie, sorry to interrupt. I’m about to send in the flippies. You might wanna clear out.” 
 
    “Already?” she asked. “I was about to start my scan.” She glanced at the tripod. “Well, go ahead.” She hustled to the observation tent fifty meters from the site. Inside, Travis sat in his radiation suit, fumbling with one of the drones—flippies, as Travis called them. Mei was never a fan of the little robots, but they’d proven quite useful when it came to removing debris and hazardous material from the site. They were expensive, short-ranged, and malfunctioned constantly, which was why the contractors back home rarely had anything to do with them. It wasn’t until a young Travis Scott pulled the drones from storage and started tinkering with the little machines that they were finally put to good use. He’d retrofitted each of them with FlexCrete, the same material used to create the Ortego building as well as the Maddison Bridge. FlexCrete was the strongest metal alloy known to exist—atomically thin sheets folded repeatedly to produce the most durable material in the world. It kept the flippy’s tiny arms from buckling under the weight of heavy objects, while also allowing for its small size. These drones were only about a meter tall, but they were at least five times as strong as an average human. The design reminded Mei of a squirrel. The flippies sat on their back legs and waddled slowly toward whatever target their operators gave them. Once in place, their arms extended into flexibly thin tendrils which could wrap around and lift whatever objects were in the way. Useful and effective. 
 
    Travis tapped the head of the flippy with his index finger. “Time to go to work, Stanley.” He typed a command into the keyboard on the table, and the robot came to life.  
 
    “Only one?” asked Mei. 
 
    “I’m sending Mortimer and Jefferson soon. I figured Stanley could start working now while I book the others.” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Travis sent a command to Stanley from the computer, and it waddled out of the tent. Once it arrived at the side of the crater, it unfurled its FlexCrete tentacles and got to work. The flippies would collect the rubble and deliver it to a trailer attached to the dirt cab. Travis would then spend several days sorting and cataloging the trash, looking for anything useful. “This should only take an hour,” he said, focusing his attention on Mortimer.  
 
    “Sounds good,” said Mei. “I’ll be right back.” She stepped out of the tent and walked toward the dirt cab. It was facing away from the site, the trailer in the back with a lowered ramp to give the flippies easy access. She climbed into the passenger-side seat and placed a call to John. 
 
    He opened the line almost immediately. “Hey, what’s up?” He sounded like he was chewing on something. 
 
    “What are you eating?” she asked. 
 
    “Soy burger,” he said, munching into the food. “Don’t worry. I’ll eat again when you get back.” 
 
    “Remember, we’re limited on supplies.” 
 
    “I can always run to the commissary.” 
 
    She laughed. “How’s it going back there?” 
 
    “Bart and I got the tent up like you wanted. Interesting guy. You know he used to be in the military? Weird career change, huh?” 
 
    “He’d rather still be there,” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was kicked out.” 
 
    John cocked his brow. “For what?” 
 
    “Nothing serious. He aced the physical. He just couldn’t hold a rifle steady.” 
 
    “He got the shakes?” 
 
    “I guess so. The doctors called it performance anxiety. I’m not so sure, though. He’s the best engineer I’ve ever met, and he works just fine under pressure.”   
 
    “Well, good,” said John. 
 
    “Say, where are the girls?” asked Mei, changing the subject.  
 
    “Dunno. I’m still in the middle of this sandwich.” 
 
    She thumbed the dirt cab’s door handle, wrinkling her nose. “Working, probably. Can you see if Zoe needs help with anything, once you’re done eating?”  
 
    “Yeah, sure thing. Everything going alright down there?” 
 
    “The flippies are lugging debris out of the pit, same as usual.” 
 
    “You talk like I know what that means,” said John. He paused. “What the hell’s a flippy?” 
 
    “A robot, basically.” 
 
    “Since when do you have robots?” 
 
    “They’re Travis’s, not mine. He uses them to lift heavy things. They’re pretty useful.” 
 
    “You think if I ask him, he’d let me—” 
 
    “No, John, they’re not for you to play with,” said Mei. 
 
    “Dammit,” he said, sounding defeated. “You never let me have any fun.” 
 
    “One of us has to be the adult,” she said, smiling a little. “Besides, you already get to go play soldier whenever you want. Don’t act like your life is so boring.” 
 
    “Speaking of, I should probably head out soon. Central gave me orders to map the area, and I haven’t even started yet.” 
 
    “Too distracted?” 
 
    He snickered, and his voice deepened. “You’re the only distraction I need, babe.” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” she said, laughing. “I can’t believe you just said that.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Can’t handle the corny one-liners? They’re pretty classy, I know. It’s okay to feel intimidated. Just don’t tell anyone about my softer side.” 
 
    “How embarrassing for you,” she said, giggling. “But I promise not to tell.”  
 
    “That’s why I love you,” he said. “You know how to keep a secret.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 270 
 
    Recorded: April 13, 2350 
 
    CURIE: Excavation is going well. The flippies have removed about two-thirds of the debris. I expect we’ll have the rest out of there by the end of the month. 
 
    PRESCOTT: What about your work on the coil? 
 
    CURIE: Bartholomew is overseeing the repairs. I’ve attached his report, along with my own. He’s making progress, but there’s still more work to be done.  
 
    PRESCOTT: I’m looking it over as we speak, but it’s hardly encouraging. Recovering the coils is your primary objective here. Isn’t it the whole reason you’re there? 
 
    CURIE: Actually, sir, the mission I pitched to the board covered a wide range of— 
 
    PRESCOTT: Yes, yes, of course. Still, the coil was our main concern. We made it clear when we greenlit your project. I hope you are making this a priority.  
 
    CURIE: It’s no less important than anything else we’re doing, I assure you. 
 
    PRESCOTT: It needs to become your primary focus, Doctor Curie. The board keeps badgering me for something more than simple reports. You’ve been up there for months. It’s time to start producing results. 
 
    CURIE: What about the Ortego Disks we’ve taken from the ruins? Aren’t those worth the board’s time? 
 
    PRESCOTT: Fine work, yes, but nothing matches the potential of a brand new source of energy. You can understand their eagerness, I’m sure. 
 
    CURIE: Of course I can, but— 
 
    PRESCOTT: Then I will let the board know you’ll have more to show in next week’s report. Good luck with your work, Doctor Curie. Please don’t let us down. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 13, 2350 
 
    Mei sat in the conference tent, waiting for the others to arrive. She was fifteen minutes early but didn’t mind the quiet solitude. Sometimes spending a few minutes alone was the best way to work through a problem. In this case, her boss. 
 
    Mei hated Prescott. He made her job even more difficult than it should be, which was really saying something.  
 
    The last few days had been going so well, too. Travis and his flippies were making noticeable progress clearing the rubble from the Ortego building. Zoe and Sophie had managed to recover and log several dozen Ortego Disks. Bartholomew seemed to be doing well. And John was here. Everything was going so well.  
 
    But then she had the conference call with Dr. Prescott, the lowest ranking member of the science division’s project oversight board. He wanted her to put all of her people to work on the Framling Coil project, which meant ignoring everything else. Didn’t he care about the radiation? They still didn’t understand where it was coming from. What about the petabites of information Zoe had found within those Ortego Disks? Weren’t they worth something? 
 
    Shortsighted as he might be, this wasn’t entirely Prescott’s fault. When she really sat and thought about it, Mei couldn’t help but blame herself.  
 
    Truthfully, the Framling Coil had been a key selling point to greenlighting this project. Mei had approached the board with a request to send a team to assess and potentially recover artifacts from the former Ortego headquarters. In response to this, she received a short, albeit polite rejection. According to the board, Central’s new focus was the expansion and reconstruction of humanity. An archeological dig in the middle of the desert was simply too difficult to justify. 
 
    Mei understood the reasoning, but it didn’t stop her from trying again. She reevaluated her proposal and made sure to include some enticing details about the Framling Coils, calling them a significant alternative source of energy, completely independent and self-sustaining. A perfect solution for future outposts.  
 
    A few weeks later, she received the authorization she needed. It was a victory. 
 
    I guess I should be happy I made it this far, she thought. Indeed, the chance of her returning to these ruins with any kind of research outfit had been thin at best. So why was she so upset? She got what she wanted, and the work was going well, wasn’t it? 
 
    Because you still don’t have any answers, she heard herself say. Despite the past few months and the smorgasbord of information they’d uncovered, she still couldn’t find any information on the Second Jolt or why the building had been destroyed. More importantly, she still didn’t understand what had happened to Terry. She had so many questions. 
 
    If only she could allocate her resources the way she wanted. Why did the board have to micromanage everything?  
 
    Maybe if I give them what they want, they’ll leave me alone, she thought but knew it was a lie. She kicked the table. As soon as she gave them what they wanted, they’d order her home. She had to find another way.  
 
    Zoe entered the tent laughing with Travis and Sophie followed closely behind. “Give me a break,” she said. “Mort would kick Jeff’s ass, hands down.” 
 
    Travis rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right! Jefferson has a quarter more load capacity, plus his casing is newer. Mortimer wouldn’t stand a chance.”  
 
    “Dr. Curie, what do you think? Mortimer or Jefferson, who would win in a fight to the death?” 
 
    It took Mei a second to realize what they were talking about. “You mean the flippies?” she asked. “Where did this come from?” 
 
    Sophie took a seat across from Mei. “Don’t ask me.” 
 
    Travis motioned at Sophie before answering. “Zoe here threatened to reprogram the flippies to fight each other. I was against it at first, but she’s got me half-convinced. The only problem is her top pick.” He shook his head at Zoe. “I’m so disappointed in you.” 
 
    “We’ll see who’s disappointed when Mort kicks the crap out of Jeff. Give me two days with the little guy. You won’t even recognize him.” 
 
    Travis scoffed. “Oh, I see. So you’re going to modify him? Tack on a saw, maybe a flame thrower? You can’t go changing the rules.” 
 
    Mei motioned for the two of them to sit. “Is everyone ready to get started? Where’s Bartholomew?” 
 
    The flap to the tent opened and Bart walked in. “Over here, boss.” John was right behind him. Mei waited for them to take their seats before she began.  
 
    “I received a call this morning from Prescott,” she said.  
 
    “What did the little weasel want?” asked Zoe. 
 
    Mei went through the entire call, beat for beat, detailing everything Prescott had said.  
 
    “Sounds like they’re getting impatient,” said Travis. 
 
    “No surprise there,” said Zoe. 
 
    “I might have something soon, but I can’t make any promises,” said Bart. 
 
    “I need a more concrete answer,” said Mei.  
 
    “I get that, but there’s so many problems, big and small. I’m doing everything I can to get one of these buckets up and running. It’s not easy. Tell them we need more time.” 
 
    “I already did,” said Mei. She bit the inside of her lip, breaking the skin. She already hated herself for what she was about to ask. “What if I relocate a few people to help?”  
 
    He shook his head. “I’m the only one here who knows the first thing about the coils.” 
 
    “Except me,” said Travis. “But you need me for the dig.” 
 
    “Right,” said Bart. 
 
    “Not true,” said Zoe, raising her finger. “Travis has been teaching me how to use the flippies. They’re mostly automated, so all it takes is knowing how to boot them on and shut them down. I can handle it.” 
 
    Mei shot a glance at Travis, arching her brow. “When did you have time to teach her about the flippies?” 
 
    “The last few times you sent us to the site by ourselves,” said Zoe.  
 
    John grinned. “You two were down there alone? My, my.” Mei gave him stern look that said to shut up. He frowned and stared at the table. 
 
    “Bart, are you fine with Travis helping you out?” asked Mei. 
 
    He shrugged. “We all have to make sacrifices sometimes.” 
 
    “You make it sound like I’m a burden,” said Travis. 
 
    “Hey, you said it, not me.” 
 
    Mei ignored them and glanced at Zoe. “Are you absolutely certain you can handle the flippies?” 
 
    “Better than this guy,” she said, thumbing at Travis and grinning. “But yeah, I can do it.”  
 
    “Great. We’re settled. Zoe’s on flippie duty while Travis helps Bart with the Framling Coil.” 
 
    “For how long?” asked Travis.  
 
    “However long it takes to get one of those machines partially functional. I don’t care if it’s the coil itself or the power supply. We just need something to show the board. We need to give them a distraction.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Unknown Location 
 
    April 14, 2350 
 
    Today was Terry’s eighteenth birthday. It was also the third year he’d spent on this strange new planet so very far from home.  
 
    In the early days, he didn’t move around much, staying close to the spot where the portal had dropped him. The world was unfamiliar, so it was better to stay where he knew it was safe. But when he found there wasn’t a lot of food or resources there, he began to explore further, migrating away. He found better sources of food, better places to camp.  
 
    Over the years, he had returned there, but it had become increasingly rare. For the last two years, he only went there on his birthday. An annual pilgrimage. 
 
    In those early days and much to his surprise, he’d found a cluster of ancient ruins, seemingly advanced, built and shaped by what he assumed must be an intelligent race of beings, though they had long since vanished. Only their architecture remained—little dome houses overgrown with weeds.  
 
    Had the Variant atmosphere killed them, too? The gas had obliterated most of the human race, spreading across the globe and consuming everything. Perhaps these forgotten aliens created it here. For several months, Terry tried to understand who they were, searching through the buildings for answers. But he never found anything substantial. He couldn’t read their language. He couldn’t find any evidence of why they were gone. He had nothing. 
 
    The ruins were where the portal left him, so he only saw them when he returned on his birthday. Today he would see them again, the same as he had the year before. It was something to look forward to.  
 
    He traveled for half a day through valley and jungle until at last he came upon them, these decrepit, ancient buildings. Vines encased most of the domes, while thick weeds littered much of the ground. Given enough time, he wondered, would the planet take it back? Would it be as though nothing had ever existed here? 
 
    Where did all the people go? asked Janice, the voice in his head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he muttered, passing by a door with a circular window nearby. He glanced inside, spotting an empty room with rotting furniture. He remembered exploring a home like this and pressing his foot against what must have been a couch, only to see it crumble to pieces.  
 
    I bet they hated it here and left, said Janice.  
 
    “Could be,” he said.  
 
    Maybe they died, she said. Maybe you killed them when you came here, just like you killed your friends on the other side. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    Yes, she said matter-of-factly. Yes, I’m sure you did. 
 
    Terry walked through the center of town, toward what he believed to be the southern end, though of course he couldn’t say if this was true. He had no idea how directions worked on this new world, but he looked at where the suns rose and called it east, because there was no other way. And who would tell him he was wrong?  
 
    Beyond the final stretch of buildings sat a forest, the threshold demarcated by a massive tree with thick branches which bent so far they touched the ground. A carpet of red flowers covered the dirt near its roots, fighting with the weeds for dominance. Terry passed under the arch of a branch, picking leaves from it and flicking them away.   
 
    The air was thick with moisture as storm clouds gathered overhead, darkening the forest and dampening the sky. It took him an hour to reach his old campsite—a small cave buried in a grassy hillside—and by then, a shower of rain had begun to fall, soft and steady. The cavern was fairly shallow, only about three meters of space between the rocks, but the overhang was enough to give him some reprieve. He had liked it well enough when he lived here. If the food in this area had been more plentiful, he might’ve even stayed.  
 
    Terry sat against the wall of the cave, resting at the edge of the shade and listening to the rhythm of drops as they pattered against the leaves, running off in rivulets before swelling and falling into the mud below. From his bag, he retrieved a piece of fruit and his machete, a slab of metal he’d taken from the Ortego building’s debris when he first arrived. Over time, he managed to sharpen the edge into a weapon. It made traveling through the jungle significantly easier. 
 
    He set the blade against the wall of the cave in case he needed it later.  
 
    Terry sighed and bit into the ripened skin of the fruit. Pink juices slid down his cheeks and dripped onto his thighs. Against his better judgment, he ate a second helping, savoring the taste. 
 
    It was his birthday, after all. He might as well indulge. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry awoke to the sound of animals whining. He stretched his arms and moaned. Another day in paradise. 
 
    The dawn clouds were mostly parted, soon to be replaced by a vast and open firmament, and one of the twin suns rose brightly on the horizon’s edge. The Variant air always smelled so clean and sweet after the rain. It would be a good day. 
 
    He grabbed his pack and emerged from the cave, leaving the hole in the earth behind and continuing along his way. His destination lay on a cliff overlooking the forest near the abandoned city. The trek required another hour’s hike through the forest and then a river-crossing, not to mention the eventual climb.  
 
    Late in the morning, he emerged from beneath the trees and found himself on the bank of the river, which was swollen by the storm and diluted with fallen leaves. Several trees littered the riverside, their rotting trunks drowning in the stream. He walked along the northern bank of red clay, leaving a series of footprints behind, a trail for no one to follow.  
 
    A cry rang out somewhere close by, identical to the one that woke him. It came from the east.   
 
    What do you think it is? asked Janice. 
 
    “Could be a bird,” he muttered. 
 
    More like lunch, she said. You should check. I’m hungry. 
 
    He nodded and headed into the forest. A few minutes later, he heard another cry, except it was louder. He was getting close. 
 
    A short time later, he found an opening in the trees, revealing a small glade filled with boulders and broken twigs. Stepping between the rocks, he tried to stay as quiet as possible. As he approached a few of the larger stones, he heard a whimpering groan, light and nasally. Terry leaned against the side of the boulder in order to see the source of the crying. 
 
    The animals were lying on a pile of twigs, huddled together like balls of fur, their eyes still sealed. They appeared to be newborns. 
 
    It was a nest. 
 
    Each of the animals had gray hair all over its body. He recognized the species, which typically carried horns on their foreheads, although this particular feature was noticeably absent on the offspring. The animals had strong back legs with shorter arms in the front, each with six thin claws. Dangerous when fully grown. 
 
    Food is food, said Janice. Grab one, and let’s go. 
 
    Terry hesitated. He didn’t want to kill a helpless infant, not even for food. He still had fruit. He’d be alright.  
 
    Don’t be a coward. 
 
    Terry stepped away from the nest. He’d made a mistake coming here. The mother wasn’t around right now, but she might be soon, and he didn’t feel like introducing himself. 
 
    As he moved, one of the animals yelped, causing the others to do the same. Somehow, he’d disturbed them. Better get out of here quick, he thought. 
 
    He leapt over one of the rocks, grabbing the branch of a nearby tree and pulling himself onto it. He took a moment to look at the nest, but immediately regretted it. 
 
    Two meters from the infants, staring at him from the grass, a hulking beast stood breathing, slime dripping from its mouth and nose.  
 
    Terry maintained eye contact, not quite knowing what to do. The animal growled, opening its jaws to reveal an unpleasantly large set of teeth.  
 
    This isn’t good, said Janice. 
 
    Terry turned and bolted, leaping from the tree and out of the glade. He curved around a stump, kicking up dirt and switching directions. The animal was fast and growing closer with every step. He reached to his side for the machete. He’d never killed anything larger than a small bird with it, so there was no way of knowing how effective it would be against an animal this size. The idea of orphaning the newborns wasn’t appealing, but he’d do what he had to. 
 
    He left the forest and saw the river. The beast emerged soon after, enraged and snarling. Terry saw no other option but to run headlong into the current, hoping the beast would know better than to follow. It didn’t and plunged into the water behind him. 
 
    The riverbed was riddled with pebbles, making it difficult to stand. He lost his footing a few times to the pressure of the rapids, falling into the water as he struggled to regain his composure. He gripped the sunken earth, caking his hands in red mud, cutting his palms and feet. After a frantic shuffle through the water, he finally reached the other side.  
 
    He struggled out of the water, drenched and dripping. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the creature swimming toward him, shrieking as it tried to stay afloat. But the rapids were strong and powerful, slowing the beast significantly. 
 
    Terry ran into the tree line, paying no mind to his direction. He’d find his way out eventually. For now, he was more concerned with getting some distance between himself and the raging mother of three. 
 
    Several minutes into the woods, he realized he could no longer hear the animal’s wailing. Maybe she abandoned her chase or was swept away by the river. Either one was a relief. 
 
    He considered going back the way he came, but he wasn’t eager for a repeat encounter with the den mother. The trees were thinner ahead, which could mean a clearing. He decided to investigate. If anything, he’d find a spot to rest.  
 
    A short walk later, he discovered a break in the trees, revealing a massive valley. Not only that, but another dome like the ones in the city. This one seemed to be much larger, though—at least twice the size of the others. He’d never known this place existed, despite all his time exploring the nearby countryside. Why would they build such a thing so far from the other buildings?  
 
    Lots of reasons, said Janice.  
 
    He nodded. Humans often had remote installations far away from their cities and towns. Maybe it was for a specific resource. Maybe there was a mine nearby. He’d never found one before, but it didn’t mean they didn’t exist. 
 
    Terry descended into the valley toward the building. Standing before it, he stared through the windows but saw nothing. A door was ajar, pushed open by a patch of overgrown weeds.  
 
    He went inside, minding the corpse of a small rat-like animal near the entrance. Stepping beside the body, he winced at the smell. The dome was sectioned off into different floors, unlike most of the others he’d seen previously. Attached to the foyer where he stood, there was a long hallway leading to several rooms.  
 
    The nearest didn’t have much, except for a pile of metal tiles near the corner. A quick glance showed the floor was only half completed. Had the builders been in the process of constructing this place when they abandoned it? There certainly wasn’t much furniture to speak of, unlike the other buildings.  
 
    He left to check the next room. This one was empty, too, but there were no piles of building supplies this time. It was simply vacant. He moved on, but found the same thing in each of the other rooms. At the far end of the hall, there was a staircase, which he decided to climb, but with dwindling expectations. This place was proving such a disappointment, just like everything else on this planet.  
 
    He touched the railing of the staircase, stirring dust into the air. He took a step and a soft creak echoed through the dome, followed by another as he pressed his foot against the step and continued. He wondered how sturdy the material was or if he should be concerned with the noise, but quickly put it out of his mind. 
 
    As he emerged from the stairs, he found the second story to be much like the first, with the exception of the distant window overlooking the valley. As before, Terry checked each of the rooms, only to discover they’d yet to have their tiles installed. Again, he wondered what happened to cause them to stop construction so abruptly. 
 
    Terry went to the back of the hall and stood at the window, staring into the blue valley. Perhaps he would stay the night here. He considered camping in the city once when he first discovered it, but each of those buildings looked lived in, like memorials or graves. Not like this one, which remained untouched. 
 
    The twin suns set in the late evening, replaced with the beautiful night sky. The arm of a galaxy spread across the darkness, engulfed by millions of flickering dots of light. Somewhere in that chaos was the world he had come from, though it was lost to him.  
 
    On the second floor of the alien dome, using his pack as a pillow, he lay against the cold metal tiles, staring through the window and longing for sleep.  
 
    Brother, said the girl in his mind. Why are you so scared? 
 
    The voice startled him. He turned on his side and closed his eyes.  
 
    None of them loved you. Not like I do. You know it’s true. 
 
    He buried his face in his pack, squeezing the straps, trying to shut out the words. 
 
    You’re scared, she said. You’re afraid. 
 
    He began to shake. 
 
    You’re going to die alone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 281 
 
    Recorded: April 15, 2350 
 
    THISTLE: Some of these readings are a bit confusing, Sergeant.  
 
    FINN: Sorry, sir. I ran into a hitch on the road.  
 
    THISTLE: Rabs? 
 
    FINN: Flat tire. Had to swap it with a spare.  
 
    THISTLE: Why didn’t you finish the run? 
 
    FINN: And risk another one going out on me? I’d be stranded. 
 
    THISTLE: Fair enough. So when you going back? 
 
    FINN: I’ll make a second pass tomorrow, but so far I’m not seeing any nests or hazardous wildlife. Seems pretty clean. 
 
    THISTLE: Remember, Colonel Ross wants a full sweep. No exceptions. 
 
    FINN: Come on, Cap. I’ll do the full job. You know me. I’m not lazy. 
 
    THISTLE: Is this the part where I bring up the time you left your weapon behind? 
 
    FINN: Hey, I went back for it. 
 
    THISTLE: Not before we were halfway to the nest.  
 
    FINN: I made it back in time for the fight, didn’t I? 
 
    THISTLE: Hmph. I suppose you did. 
 
    FINN: Apology accepted, boss.  
 
    THISTLE: Alright Johnny, there’s one last thing I’m supposed to tell you, before I forget. 
 
    FINN: Yes, sir? 
 
    THISTLE: The outpost you’re staying at…how’s it looking? Are those scientists doing alright? 
 
    FINN: Seems like it. Why? 
 
    THISTLE: Central’s worried about their prolonged isolation. They’ve been there for months now.  
 
    FINN: There’s nothing to worry about. Besides, I’m keeping things lively. 
 
    THISTLE: Good to hear, Finn. But make sure you report anything out of the ordinary. We need to keep our people safe.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Unknown Location 
 
    April 15, 2350 
 
    Terry bent to the left and cracked his spine as soon as he woke up. Several clicks followed as he stretched the rest of his body. 
 
    The soft hue of morning light had hit him through the window, waking him. He reached into his pack and grabbed a piece of fruit for breakfast. He noted there were only three left after this. He’d have to go foraging today.  
 
    After Terry swallowed the last of the fruit, he headed downstairs and set about exploring. Since he had come from the east and found nothing, he decided to start north and work his way to the west. He’d heard birds chirping in the night, which meant a viable source of protein. He’d look for them later, once he had a chance to scout the area. 
 
    He searched for an hour before discovering a nest of tiny rodent-like creatures, which he’d previously named beavermites. The animals were scrawny and yellow, their eyes pure white. Using two large teeth, which together were the size equivalent of one of their heads, they carved nests inside their chosen trees, sucking moisture and nutrients out of the bark. Terry had actually tried to eat one a few years back, unsuccessfully. Aside from there being almost no meat on the bones, it actually made him sick. For nearly two days, he couldn’t stop vomiting.  
 
    Terry kept walking, eventually happening upon a field overgrown with grass and tangled weeds and littered with strange trees unlike any others he’d found in the forest so far. A quick examination showed them to have fruit on their branches but quite different from the kind in his pack. The fruit—yellow with a coat of blue fuzz—grew twice as thick, and upon examination had a smell resembling strawberries.  
 
    With his bone knife, he split one in half to reveal a juicy interior. He debated eating it, then shrugged and did it anyway. As the juice hit his lips and tongue, its powerful flavor overtook him, and he smiled. Delicious. 
 
    This single tree alone had over a dozen pieces of fruit. As he scanned the field, he spotted at least twenty other trees, each exactly like this one. Had he somehow stumbled upon the remnants of an orchard? Was he truly so lucky? In all his time on this planet, he’d never found food as plentiful as this. 
 
    A cloud passed overhead and Terry looked to see the twin suns descending from their zenith, marking the afternoon’s approach. He had several hours’ worth of light left, and he still had things to do.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 15, 2350 
 
    The flippy tent was crowded with parts and supplies. Mei sat on the table swinging her short legs while Zoe fiddled with the controls, trying to power on little Mortimer. Two of the other robots, Jefferson and Stanley, were already outside moving debris from the pit and making good time. 
 
    “Looks like the system stopped cooling,” said Zoe. She had Mortimer’s back panel open. “Give me a sec.” She got to her feet and retrieved a new unit from the nearby bin.  
 
    Mei was surprised at how adept Zoe was at handling the flippies. A few problems arose now and again, but for the most part she handled her new role well. It must’ve been a nice change of pace after decoding and cataloguing Ortego Disks for so many months, but Zoe never complained one way or the other, making it difficult to tell if she actually enjoyed the change. Regardless, Mei was relieved to see her adapting so well. 
 
    Travis was a different story. Both he and Bart were exceptionally gifted engineers, but they preferred working alone. Mei understood their perspective, but the reality simply didn’t allow for any alternative. Luckily, both men seemed to understand what was at stake. They dealt with the situation like professionals, albeit reluctantly.  
 
    “Here we go,” said Zoe, hitting the power switch and shutting the panel. Her voice had a hint of uncertainty in it. The flippy hummed as the system rebooted, its eyes turning blue once the process was complete. “Diagnostic check,” said Zoe, glancing at the pad in her hand. “Looks like Morty’s back to normal. Let’s try some exercises.” She tapped the screen, and the flippy raised its tentacles, then dropped them to the side.  
 
    “Can he get to work now?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Looks like it.” Zoe typed a command, and Mortimer waddled out of the tent to join his two brothers.  
 
    “Great job,” said Mei. The sooner the flippies did their work, the better. It wouldn’t be much longer before they cleared enough rubble to access the basement level. In fact, if the scan she performed an hour ago was any indication, they were nearly there already. A few days, in fact, if things went smoothly. 
 
    Zoe approached Mei and leaned against the side of the table she was sitting on. “So you really think we’ll find anything underneath all those rocks?” 
 
    “I’m hoping,” said Mei. 
 
    “I have to be honest,” she said. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Don’t get what?” 
 
    Zoe hesitated but went on. “It’s no big secret what happened to you and your boyfriend,” she said, catching Mei a little off guard. None of her staff had referred to John in such a way since he arrived, although it wasn’t like she’d been keeping their relationship a secret. But still, she didn’t expect it. “You and him…those other kids. We all know the story.” 
 
    Not the full story, thought Mei. She and her friends had left out the part about Alex’s homicidal breakdown. “What’s your point, Zoe?”  
 
    “Why would you want to come back here? Why go through all the political hoops? I know it wasn’t easy for you to convince your boss.” She beamed a knowing smile at Mei. “You could have given them the idea and stepped aside. Why’d you ask to come here?” 
 
    Mei briefly considered admitting the truth. It would be so easy. I’m here to find out what happened to Terry. I need answers. But she couldn’t risk it. If anyone reported her true motives, they might shut the project down. The board had already indicated their concern over whether or not Mei could remain impartial due to her experiences on the surface. Ultimately, they allowed it, but only because it was her project, and she knew more about this place than anyone. If they discovered what she was really after, they’d call her objectivity into question. Maybe they’d assign someone new to oversee the team. Zoe and the others might be allowed to stay. But not Mei. She’d be recalled immediately, made to work a meager lab job until some undisclosed time had passed. She couldn’t bear the thought. “Honestly? You really want to know?” 
 
    Zoe’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    Mei leaned towards her. “I don’t trust anyone else.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Mei grinned. “The work’s too important to let some idiot handle it. This is the place where Variant came from, right? And it was brought here because of a machine. We shut it down, but all it did was thin the gas, not get rid of it. If we can find more information about how they built the portal, we might be able to find a way to clean the rest of the air.” It was the same pitch she’d originally given her superiors before including the part about the coils. It was a good lie, the kind with a sliver of truth in it.  
 
    “So you’re here because you don’t trust anyone else?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “Precisely,” nodded Mei. “People are stupid. They would’ve turned this mission into a salvage operation just like the board’s trying to do now with the coil. None of them have their priorities right.” 
 
    “You might have a point with people being idiots,” said Zoe. “I get what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Good,” said Mei and was thankful for it. No one needed to know what she was really doing here. Not the board or her team…not even John. There was no reason to tell any of them. “I believe in what we’re doing here. If I didn’t, I never would’ve come.”  
 
    “I’m glad to be here, too,” said Zoe. 
 
    “I couldn’t ask for a better team,” she said, smiling, and it really was the truth. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 16, 2350 
 
    Terry spent the bulk of his morning exploring the orchard he’d previously discovered in the woods. Afterwards, once he’d collected more than enough fruit to last him the week, he returned to the glade. From there, he set off to scout the eastern woods, taking note of the position of the suns. It was slightly before noon, which gave him plenty of time to explore. 
 
    After an hour or so of hiking, he came upon a small pond. The water was so thick with mud and grime, it was difficult to see more than a few centimeters. Clumps of blue weeds littered the surface, occasionally moving when a small breeze blew through the trees. There might be one of those animals in there, suggested Janice. She was of course referencing the Mudsnakes, annoying vermin Terry had taken to avoiding. The last thing he needed was an infestation migrating into his new camp. He’d better find out now in case he had to get rid of them. 
 
    He snagged some rocks and tossed one into the pond.  
 
    Plop.  
 
    He circled to the other side, throwing the rest, one at a time.  
 
    Plop. Plop. Plop. 
 
    Half a dozen ripples grew until they merged with the surrounding earth. A small knot of weeds rustled in the water, shaking generously. From between the stalks, a thin set of blue eyes emerged, surrounded by black, slimy skin. The animal stared at him, blinking. Terry met its gaze and watched as it slowly submerged.  
 
    He was afraid of this. Mudsnakes were the worst kind of pests. They slept underwater during the day only to spend their nights scavenging on land. He’d chosen his last camp because it was next to a running stream too small for a mudsnake to swim through. Did he have to worry now about his new camp and his food supply? The pond was a good long walk from the dome, but was it far enough? He didn’t know if he should take the risk or try exterminating them while he still had some daylight. 
 
    Not now, suggested Janice. We still have to explore. Come back later. 
 
    Right. He could wait. Return with some proper tools. 
 
    Let’s go! Time’s wasting, said Janice.  
 
    Terry nodded his agreement. The day was fading, and he still had plenty of ground to cover. Who knew what he’d discover? He might get lucky and run into another orchard. Maybe this whole area had once been a massive farm. Wouldn’t that be something? He’d never have to worry about food again. 
 
    A short walk later, he found the edge of the woods. As he entered yet another clearing, he came face to face with a ridge no larger than a dozen meters. He followed it around, and it only grew in size. In the far distance, he spotted several small domes resting adjacent to the rockface. They almost looked strategic. But why here? 
 
    He ran to them, then stopped when he saw what they were guarding—a large artificial cave with flattened stone walls inside. As he approached, he could see a set of descending stairs.  
 
    Looks dangerous, said Janice. We should leave. 
 
    “I wanna check it out,” he said, peering into the cave. 
 
    Fine, but be careful, she said. 
 
    The air inside the cave was thick and full of dust. The deeper he went, the colder it grew. Like every other structure he’d found on this world, this one felt like a tomb. After a few minutes when the light had gone completely out, his hybrid eyes adjusted, allowing him to see clearly. To his surprise, the stairs went on and on, deep into the cavern. A hundred meters, perhaps, but he kept going.  
 
    Where are we going? Asked Janice. 
 
    He shrugged. “Nowhere.” The echo of his voice surprised him. 
 
    Monsters live in caves, she said. Big monsters with shiny claws and scary faces. You remember. They’ll kill us both. 
 
    An image of a razorback flashed in his mind. He froze instantly. The animal’s body had been covered in silver quills, which fluttered and moved depending on what it was doing. He imagined those empty eyes staring at him, seemingly devoid of thought. A creature bred on instinct. He remembered the fight in the tunnel, back when Roland was killed by one of the monsters. Terry had tried to stop it, but he was too late.  
 
    What if there’s one down here? Asked Janice. 
 
    “There won’t be,” he said, softly.  
 
    You don’t know. 
 
    He found the base of the stairs and discovered a vast opening. What he’d assumed was a cave appeared to be a tunnel, expertly carved, stretching far into the earth. From what he could tell, it went on for at least a kilometer before curving to the north. Dozens of other paths branched off to unknown areas. 
 
    Scary, said Janice. What do you think this is? 
 
    “I don’t know,” he muttered. “Could be anything.” 
 
    We should go. It’s getting late. 
 
    He nodded. He’d return later when he had more time to explore. Besides, his stomach was growling. 
 
    Terry left the cave and entered the light of the two setting suns. He had about forty five minutes before nightfall. Plenty of time to get home, back to his shack in the glade.  
 
    Marching briskly through the woods, he found the abandoned dome with several minutes to spare. Upstairs, he took out several pieces of the fruit he’d found at the orchard and ate them freely. Since his arrival on this planet, his belly had never been full, but today would be different. With so much food in the orchard, he could afford to live a little, even if only for a day. 
 
    Afterwards, he took his knife and carved a map into the wall near where he slept. He marked the glade, the orchard, the pond, and the ridge. He also included the cave and the two huts outside, lingering on them for longer than he cared to admit. What was the point of this place? Had it been a mine of some kind? He’d never seen any machinery or carts, nor did the walls look like they’d been worked. In fact, they seemed more like the walls of the city back home, designed like the inside of a building. Did people once live down there?  
 
    He went to the other side of the room and carved the opening of the cave on the wall. He followed it with some stairs and the first major tunnel. Staring at it, he could not help but contemplate how deep the passages stretched. There must be something there, he knew.  
 
    A secret in the dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 289 
 
    Recorded: April 17, 2350 
 
    THISTLE: Anything to report, Sergeant? How’d the run go? 
 
    FINN: I spotted a few tracks to the north, about four kilometers out. Could be rabs, but I doubt it.  
 
    THISTLE: Any signs of a nest?  
 
    FINN: Not as far as I can tell. There’s no buildings or caves. It’s all just leveled plains.  
 
    THISTLE: And the tracks? What are they? 
 
    FINN: If I had to guess, I’d say we’re dealing with a heard of kits. They like to migrate this way during the early summer.  
 
    THISTLE: Kits? 
 
    FINN: Kitoboras, sir. They’re like goats, but uglier. I think these are the ones we usually see near Salamander Outpost.  
 
    THISTLE: Kits, eh? First time I’ve heard the nickname. Cost of working behind a desk, I guess. You miss out on the field slang. 
 
    FINN: Anytime you wanna suit up and join the squad, we’re always glad to have you, sir. As far as I’m concerned, it’s still your detachment. 
 
    THISTLE: Nice try, but you’re not pawning your responsibilities off on me. Besides, Central has other plans for my corpse.  
 
    FINN: You’re not that old, sir. 
 
    THISTLE: Enjoy the outdoors while you can, Johnny. Before you know it, you’ll be stuck in an office, same as me. You’ll hate every second of it, and it’ll take everything you’ve got not to scream or punch the idiot secretary they give you.  
 
    FINN: Aw, don’t punch Jerry. He makes good coffee.  
 
    THISTLE: Unless you want another promotion, I’d stow the sarcasm. I can make you a paper pusher this time tomorrow. 
 
    FINN: Whoa! Boss, you win. Let’s not do anything drastic.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 17, 2350 
 
    Terry planned on spending most of the day exploring the tunnel. He packed several pieces of fruit, knowing he had a long task ahead of him. As he hiked there, he contemplated which passageway he’d search first. There were so many, he recalled, going out in every direction. He didn’t know where to start.  
 
    When he arrived, he descended into the cavern below, following the main path about fifty meters. From there, he was able to get a clearer view of the various branching passages. He couldn’t tell how deep each one went, but some appeared to be fairly small, opening into larger chambers or connecting with other paths. He saw himself spending days or even weeks exploring these ruins. He decided to follow the first tunnel from the entrance and each subsequent one he encountered afterwards. It wouldn’t be long before he had the entire facility explored.  
 
    Terry followed the first path to a room filled with a slew of crates and bags. He had seen similar storage containers in the domes, but usually their contents had rotted beyond recognition. He didn’t expect to find anything different here, but it was worth checking. Many of the crates were already lodged open and apparently empty, but he spotted a few still closed, with thick metal lids sealed firmly across their tops. Terry tried to pry one open, but found it unusually difficult. After several futile pulls on the lid, he opted for the more aggressive approach and kicked it, knocking the box on its side.  
 
    The crate’s top came undone and its guts spilled onto the floor. Several metallic objects crashed against each other, echoing loudly. He ran to examine them. The objects were heavier than they looked, each one of a different shape and design. One appeared to have vents on its side, with buttons on the other. It looked like some kind of computer, but he couldn’t be sure. He’d never found anything like this in any of the domes, nor did he expect to. As far as he could tell, this civilization had never progressed beyond the bronze age, or so he’d previously believed. Maybe it’s time to revise that theory, he thought.  
 
    He grabbed the smallest of the devices and stowed it in his pack. He’d study it more in depth once he got home. In the meantime, he might as well check the rest of the crates, then scout a few more rooms.  
 
    Most of the containers broke apart the same as the first. A few had similar devices of the kind he’d found in the first box, while several others only spilled piles of dust into the air. Terry covered his face with a rag, but it was no use. He couldn’t keep the musky smell out, and he gagged, taking a few steps back as he waited for it to settle. 
 
    Once it had, he examined the pile of filth more closely. There was something buried in it, which he uncovered with the toe of his boot. The objects were round and fairly brittle. They cracked and disintegrated when he applied pressure. Food, maybe? If this was a storage area, it made sense for them to hold food and other essentials, but why so much? And why underground? He had so many questions. 
 
    After leaving the storage bins, if that’s what they were, Terry walked through the halls, exploring several other rooms identical to the first. He ignored them for the most part  and continued his search, hoping for answers. 
 
    At the end of another hall lay a set of stairs, which descended into a vast chamber filled with hundreds of other crates, most of which were sealed shut. Terry stood at the center of the warehouse. There didn’t seem to be any vehicles or machines to move the objects. How did these people manage to lift such heavy crates without assistance? 
 
    What was all of this for? Clearly, these aliens had been preparing for something, perhaps some kind of long term settlement. It reminded him of the history of his own people and how they’d left the surface behind to live underground. They’d done it out of necessity, because the outside world was no longer suitable for human survival. Had the same thing happened here? Did the gas kill them off the way it had his own people? 
 
    He went home with more questions than answers, but it didn’t matter. He wanted to know as much as possible about these people and where they came from. More importantly, he wanted to know where they went.  
 
    He sat in his new house, chewing on a piece of fruit and fumbling with the ancient device he’d stumbled upon. Using his machete, he pried open the side, revealing a slab of bronzed electronics. Was it a computer? He wished Mei were here to guide him, because he didn’t know the first thing about computers or engineering. 
 
    He put the machine away and ate his dinner. The weeks ahead would be filled with exploration, with plenty of time to find his answers. He didn’t know what to expect from any of this, but it was something to do. It was a way to stay busy. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 18, 2350 
 
    When Terry awoke, he reached into his bag and inhaled four pieces of fruit. Afterwards, he left for the cave, eager to continue his work.  
 
    This time he tried the opposite side of the main passageway. As he did, he discovered several bays as large as the cargo holds, many of which contained hundreds of bunks. It seemed as though he’d finally found the sleeping quarters.  
 
    Most of the beds were in the bays, lined symmetrically along the walls, but a few smaller rooms contained one or two bunks to themselves, possibly reserved for someone with authority. The mattresses were similar to the kind he’d seen in the domes on the surface—large, but flat, with no sheets or blankets to cover them. Was this some kind of military instillation? Perhaps they were planning for an attack of some kind. 
 
    At any moment, Terry expected to find the mummified remains of an alien being (or worse, dozens of them) lying somewhere in the dark, huddled in the position they’d died in, similar to the stories he’d read about Pompeii. He recalled standing in the Ortego building, stepping over two hundred year old corpses, gagging at the stink of rotting meat. Shouldn’t these ancient catacombs be ripe with the skeletons of the dead if they had, in fact, expired here? Yet there was nothing, no hint of struggle or panic. It was like the people here were suddenly swept away, their bodies taken to some far off place. Only their technology remained.  
 
    Only their ghosts. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 18, 2350 
 
    “What’s it called again?” whispered Mei, squatting next to John and Travis near the dirt cab. She was sitting at the edge of a lush field of blue grass, staring at an animal she’d never seen before. It was large, roughly the size of a small buffalo, though it looked strong enough to still be dangerous. Its red skin had patches of black hair, mostly along the spine and thighs. A long, jagged bone protruded from its forehead, reminding Mei of a rhinoceros or perhaps an ugly unicorn. 
 
    “A kitobora,” said John. “We call them kits for short. The herd’s nearby. I found them this morning.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really,” he said. 
 
    Travis nodded. “I’ve heard of these. There’s a biologist at Salamander who’s trying to study them. He’s only been messing with them for a few months, but he says they’re pretty tame.” 
 
    “Seems like we’re discovering new animals all the time,” said Mei.  
 
    “The more we explore, the more we uncover,” said Travis. “There’s a whole world out there.”  
 
    “You’d be amazed what I’ve seen,” said John, sounding prideful.  
 
    “He likes to brag,” said Mei. 
 
    John grinned. “I’ll share a few stories with you sometime, Trav. I’ve got tons.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” said Travis. 
 
    “So this animal,” said Mei, getting back to the matter at hand. “Should we be worried?” 
 
    “Why would you be?” asked John. 
 
    “What if they come into camp looking for food?” she asked. 
 
    “They’re herbivores,” said Travis, motioning to the nearby grass. “Look at this field compared to the camp. Pretty sure we’re safe.” 
 
    “Fair point,” said Mei. 
 
    Travis got to his feet. “Zoe would love this,” he said, looking at the animal.  
 
    “Too bad she left for Komodo this morning,” said John.  
 
    “She’s missing all the fun,” said Mei. 
 
    Travis sighed. “Yeah, it’s a shame. Maybe I’ll bring her here tomorrow when she gets back.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” said John.  
 
    Travis looked at him. “Why?” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen, they’re heading east. Yesterday they were a kilometer west of here. They move pretty fast when they’re not stuffing their ugly faces.” 
 
    “How’d you find them if they’re constantly on the run?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Part of my mission here is to scout the region and plant sensors. I spotted these guys using some I already set up, but pretty soon they’ll be out of range. By this time tomorrow, I won’t have eyes on them.” 
 
    Travis looked at the kit and frowned. “Damn.” 
 
    “Take a picture for her,” suggested Mei. “She’ll appreciate it.” 
 
    He scoffed. “A picture would only make it worse. She’d be mad she missed out.” 
 
    “Man, you’re really into this girl, huh?” snickered John.  
 
    “Don’t tease him,” said Mei.  
 
    “Why not? You do it to me all the time.” 
 
    “I’m allowed to make fun of you when you’re being all cliché and lame. It’s different.” 
 
    John clutched his chest. “Why can’t you let me love you?” 
 
    She grinned. “If it wasn’t a challenge, you’d get bored.” 
 
    “So true,” he said with a sigh. “What can I say? I’m a hunter. I must conquer.” 
 
    Mei rolled her eyes. “Yeah, okay. You couldn’t hunt a tree.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, Travis. Mei wouldn’t know romance if…” He paused. “Hey, where’d he go?” 
 
    Mei glanced around, but spotted him four meters behind John, creeping slowly toward the kitobora. He had a tuft of grass in his hand. “There he is,” said Mei, pointing. 
 
    “Hey!” called John. “What are you doing, man? Are you stupid?” 
 
    Travis shushed him. “Give me a sec,” he whispered. 
 
    Mei edged forward, but John grabbed her wrist. She looked at him, but he shook his head. Did John actually intend on letting Travis go through with this? It was a wild animal, completely unpredictable. Maybe it wasn’t carnivorous, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t violent. He was going to get himself killed. 
 
    Travis calmly approached the kit, reached with his hand and presented the food. Until now, the kitobora had been strangely oblivious to their presence, but only because John insisted they keep a dozen meters between them.  
 
    “Have you ever seen them attack someone?” asked Mei. 
 
    John kept his eyes on Travis. “No.” 
 
    It sounded like a lie, but Mei couldn’t be certain. She fought the urge to argue and instead kept quiet and waited.  
 
    The kit raised its head and blinked at the grass in Travis’s palm. Its little black eyes reflected the light of the sun as it set along the horizon. It sniffed at Travis, flaring its large nostrils and tilting its head slightly. “Hey,” whispered Travis. “Hey, boy, look what I got here.” 
 
    The animal took a step toward him, pausing to look around, and finally moved in to snag the food. It nibbled on his palm, snagging the grass with its tongue and grinding its large, flat teeth together as it ate. Travis touched the kit’s neck, flattening his hand and gliding it across the animal’s fur. He did this several times, whispering to it. “There you go,” he said. “Good boy. There you go.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” said John. “He’s actually doing it.” 
 
    “But why? Doesn’t he understand it’s dangerous?” asked Mei. 
 
    Travis stepped to the side of the kit and continued to pet it. Despite the attention, the animal bent down and took another bite of grass. Travis gave the signal for the others to approach.  
 
    Mei hesitated. “This is a bad idea.” 
 
    “Come on. I’ll protect you,” teased John. 
 
    Travis ran his fingers along the kit’s neck to its forehead. “He’s not so bad,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, but I’m not touching it,” she said, and finally joined them.  
 
    “I’ve never done anything like this,” said Travis, brushing the kitobora with his fingers. 
 
    “None of us have,” said John. 
 
    “What a weird animal,” said Mei.  
 
    The kitobora raised its head at this, grass hanging from its mouth. It stared at Mei, almost curiously.  
 
    She returned the glance. “What?” she asked it. 
 
    The kitobora said nothing.  
 
    “He wants you to pet him,” said Travis. 
 
    “How the hell do you know?” asked John. 
 
    Travis shrugged. 
 
    Mei held out her hand, reluctantly. She rubbed the kit’s neck. It dropped its head and continued eating. “You know, we might be the first people to ever touch one of these,” said Mei. “Have you thought about that? No one else in the world has ever done what we’re doing right now.” 
 
    Travis smiled and nodded. “Which is why we should absolutely take it home with us.” 
 
    John arched his brow. “Come again?” 
 
    “Travis, don’t be ridiculous,” said Mei.  
 
    “Why not? We know he’s docile. Look at his face.” 
 
    She did and saw a vacant expression and a mouthful of grass. “I don’t think so. We have enough to worry about without having to take care of a wild animal.” 
 
    John scoffed. “Besides, you’re only doing this because you wanna impress your girlfriend.”  
 
    Travis ignored the jab. “Doctor Curie, think about this for a second. We’re doing all this work with the coil and the excavation, but the board is still on your ass to deliver more research. I could send an invitation to the biologist at Salamander to see if he’s still interested in these animals. If he is, our outpost suddenly gains an extra project and an added scientist, one with some weight behind his name. It isn’t much, but it could help in the long run.” 
 
    “What’s this biologist’s name?” asked John. 
 
    Travis snagged his pad from his pack. “Hang on,” he said, searching. “Doctor Christopher Tabata. He’s a medical doctor…volunteered to work in the slums for…geez, twelve years. Did that until he got reassigned to Central where he…” 
 
    “What?” asked Mei. 
 
    “It says he got offered a job on the board,” said Travis.  
 
    “There’s no one on the board named Tabata,” said Mei. 
 
    “Yeah, he turned it down. It doesn’t say why. But this was before the Second Jolt. As soon as the outposts went up, he moved to Salamander. It says he’s the resident physician there.” 
 
    “Tabata,” muttered Mei. “And you think he’d say yes?” 
 
    Travis shrugged. “It couldn’t hurt to ask him.” 
 
    Mei knew Travis was only trying to do this in order to impress Zoe, but in doing so, he’d brought up a good point about Tabata. If the board liked this guy enough to offer him a seat, he could prove to be a valuable asset, even an ally. Mei would have to do her own research first, but she could certainly see the value in Travis’s proposition.  
 
    “Ma’am? How about it?” asked Travis. 
 
    “If you do this, you have to take care of it,” said Mei. “I’m talking about building a pen, feeding it, cleaning up after it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that.” 
 
    Mei held up her finger. “I’m serious, Travis.” 
 
    “Okay, I promise,” he said. 
 
    John laughed. “Looks like your mom said you can keep it. Isn’t that awesome?” He gave Travis a pat on the back. “Congrats, buddy. You deserve it.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 21, 2350 
 
     “What do we have?” asked Mei, staring at Zoe in anticipation. “Did they find anything? Is it stable?” 
 
    Zoe took a moment to answer. She was busy monitoring the flippies’ feeds as they traversed the newly uncovered sub-basement of the former Ortego building. “One sec.” 
 
    Mei fidgeted, tapping her thigh as she waited for answers. The flippies found the path to the basement less than an hour ago. This was expected, given the daily scans and a fundamental understanding of the building’s architecture, but there was no telling what awaited them beyond this point. Mei’s scans were limited in range to twenty meters, making them useless for anything long range, given how the basement actually extended several hundred meters below the surface.  
 
    She tried to manage her expectations. There was a solid chance most of the underground compartments were crushed or destroyed, which might mean weeks of tedious work clearing the path even more than they already had. For all she knew, this could be the end of her mission altogether. Only Zoe and the flippies could reveal the truth. 
 
    “It’s so dark under there,” said Zoe. “I had to turn their night vision on.” 
 
    “So you can see now?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Sort of. There’s still stuff in the way. Morty’s doing a scan right now to see how bad it is.” 
 
    After a few minutes, the monitor dinged, and Zoe read the report. “Okay, looks like five meters of collapsed hallway directly ahead.” 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Not yet, but we won’t know until we’re farther in.” 
 
    “How far can the flippies go before you have to pull them out?” asked Mei. 
 
    “You mean before the signal fades and I can’t reach them anymore? Not much longer. The piles of FlexCrete between us and the flippies doesn’t make it easy.” 
 
    “Start clearing the hall, then. We need to be able to walk down there.” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “You got it.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” asked Mei. 
 
    Zoe mouthed some numbers as she did the math in her head. “Two hours. Probably.” 
 
    “You don’t sound very sure.” 
 
    “Two hours,” she repeated, this time with more confidence. “No worries.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You might wanna call Travis, too. He should probably be here in case there’s a problem with the flippies.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Alright, if you think we need him.”  
 
    “I’m adequate at this, but Travis is the one who built the little bastards. If anything goes wrong down there, we’ll need him nearby.” 
 
    Mei agreed and made the call. When Travis answered, he was already talking to somebody else. “Go right ahead and see what happens,” he barked. “But I’m telling you, if you don’t use a better coolant, the coil’s gonna fry itself. Hey! You listening to me?” 
 
    “Don’t you have a goat to feed?” asked Bart. 
 
    “He’s a kitobora, not a goat!” yelled Travis. 
 
    “Looks like one to me.” 
 
    “Because you’re an idiot!” 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Mei. “Will you two stop bickering like a couple of children? You’re giving me a headache.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, sorry, Doctor Curie. I thought it was Zoe calling.” 
 
    “Nope, just me. I need you to drive here immediately. We accessed the basement and you need to be around in case the flippies get crushed by a collapsed wall and need fixing.” 
 
    “Whoa, seriously?” The frustration in his voice was instantly gone. “When did you guys reach the basement? Did you find anything yet? What’s the scoop?” 
 
    “What’s up? Did they hit the bottom level?” asked Bart.  
 
    “Hang on. I’m asking,” said Travis. 
 
    “Tell her I wanna go with you,” said Bart. 
 
    “Stop nagging me,” 
 
    Mei sighed. “Both of you can come, but you need to get moving. I’d like to start as soon as the flippies clear a hallway.” 
 
    “We’ll leave right away,” said Travis, frantically. “Hurry, Bart. We gotta go.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m driving,” he said. 
 
    ******  
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 21, 2350 
 
    Terry managed in a matter of days to map dozens of tunnels near the opening passage in the underground complex. Since his discovery of the bunks and the storage rooms, he’d also found many empty ones, a few half-completed tunnels, and what he could only assume was a mess hall.  
 
    Today Terry was going to travel farther through the main tunnel. He’d ignore the side passages for a while. He needed to know precisely how deep this particular rabbit hole went.  
 
    It became clear the tunnel was long, branching into hundreds of smaller paths along the way. It must lead somewhere, surely. Why else would they have built it? Terry could only guess.  
 
    He followed the path for hours. It curved and bent multiple times, pulling him deeper into the earth. How far would he go before turning back? It wasn’t as though he had anywhere to be, but spending a few days underground didn’t sound very appealing.  
 
    Late into the afternoon, right before he was about to head home, the massive tunnel opened into a large and daunting auditorium filled with dozens of round and rectangular tables, as well as hundreds of chairs.  
 
    “I guess this is it,” he said, casually moving between two of the larger countertops. There was a tall metallic door at the other end of the room, sitting atop a raised platform. The foundation appeared to be made of a different metal than the rest of the floor. As he stepped onto it, he heard a loud thud, as though the platform were hollow. 
 
    The actual door had several symbols carved into it, though Terry couldn’t make out what they were. He thought maybe they were a kind of writing, like Egyptian hieroglyphics. He touched the images, feeling the depth of the curves.  
 
    He’d never found anything like this in the domes. Whatever this was, it seemed to be unique. 
 
    Terry felt for the crack between the metal and stone, bent his knees and pulled. 
 
    It didn’t move. He’d have to concentrate for this one. Call on his strength. 
 
    Time to shine, big brother, said Janice. A light giggle echoed through his mind. 
 
    He closed his eyes and quickened his breathing to get his heart to beat faster. A short moment later, the heat in his chest swelled, as though his blood was boiling. When he opened his eyes, the room was slightly brighter, and he felt the urge to move. 
 
    Terry gripped the side of the door again, but this time when he tugged, it opened. He slid the block of metal like a piece of hollow wood. Once the door was wide enough to enter, he closed his eyes and calmed himself. 
 
    Don’t overdo it, said Janice. 
 
    Terry stepped through the massive doorway into the next room. The place was at least three times as wide as the tunnel had been, and twice as tall. There were machines nearby, covered in dust but largely untouched. He slid his finger along the casing of the nearest one, which he assumed must be some kind of computer, and found it to be quite cold. The consoles were littered with buttons and panels.  
 
    Looking around the facility, he spotted another archway, although it had no door. He walked through, more curious by the second. Inside were several more machines, many of which were double the size of the rest. His eyes passed over them, following the path of the room, and he saw it. 
 
    To his surprise, a tall circular object loomed near the far end, dwarfing everything nearby. Mostly hollow, a thick outer layer of black metal enveloped a raised platform. It looked like a giant ring.  
 
    What is it? asked Janice. 
 
    Terry’s first reaction was to say he didn’t know, but a thought occurred. Could this be another gate? The facility certainly reminded him of the one Ortego had built. Was it possible they’d made another?  
 
    No. He’d seen the vid where the scientists turned the machine on. They all died immediately, completely unaware of what they created. This world had Variant in it, so there was no way they could have come here themselves. It had to be someone else. 
 
    Maybe the aliens did it, said Janice. 
 
    Terry ignored her. The domes he’d found before had all been simple buildings with crude furniture in them. There were no signs of advanced technology at all. No electronics, vehicles, or anything to indicate these people knew how to build a bridge between worlds.  
 
    None of it made any sense. 
 
    He walked along the ramp leading to the empty ring, passing through to the other side of the platform. If this really was a gate, maybe he could discover how to use it.  
 
    Terry set his pack by the room’s entrance and went to the largest console he could find. He sat in the chair behind it and swept the dust with the heel of his palm, gathering a coat of grime and wiping it on the side of his seat. It could take him a lifetime to figure out this technology, maybe longer. Where would he even start? He doubted the computers were anything like the kind back home. Where was Mei when he needed her?  
 
    Terry stared at the console, debating whether to press the buttons or to leave well enough alone. After several minutes of sitting in the dark, he shrugged. “What the hell?” he whispered. “Can’t hurt.” 
 
    He flipped one of the dongle switches and waited. Nothing happened.  
 
    Do it again, said Janice. 
 
    He did, but got no reaction. He pressed several buttons on the machine, flipped every switch he could find, and went to the next one and tried again. “Nothing,” he said. “The power must be dead.” 
 
    Stupid aliens, said Janice.  
 
    A loud bang rang through the walls, vibrating the floor. Terry flinched and quickly turned around. He shot a look at the gate, uncertain. It didn’t move. Right then, another bang ran through the tunnel, only this time Terry could tell it was coming from the other end, somewhere back the way he came.  
 
    He could feel his heart racing. Something was happening outside. He’d have to leave for now…go check out this new disturbance. Could it be a lightning storm? Maybe an animal accidentally wandered into the cave. Either way, he had to make sure the door to this place was sealed. He couldn’t have a flood or a wild animal destroying anything, not so soon after he’d found it. 
 
    Terry ran through the first room and back into the hall. He turned and grabbed the side of the metal door, gathering his strength and pulling. The barrier slid along the floor, filling the ancient tunnel with a horrible, heavy noise before finally locking into place.  
 
    Wiping his dirty hands on his thighs, he paused and cursed. He’d forgotten his pack inside. “Dammit!” he snapped. He felt his side for the machete, letting out a sigh of relief when he found it. At least he didn’t have to worry about going out there unarmed.  
 
    Terry jogged through the empty tunnel. There was another explosive crackle, filling the space around him. Several others soon followed. Much to his surprise, each one was louder and more startling than the last.  
 
    It sounded like the end of the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 302 
 
    To: Mei_Curie 
 
    From: Christopher_Tabata 
 
    Recorded: April 21, 2350 
 
    TABATA: Dr. Curie, thank you very much for your letter regarding the kitobora you have in your possession. Rest assured I am very interested in visiting your facility. 
 
    It will take me a day or two to get approval from my superiors, but I expect no objections. My faculty here is more than capable without me, barring some disaster. 
 
    As for the trip itself, I’ll be staying a week with the possibility of an extension based on my findings. I trust you can make the living arrangements before I arrive.  
 
    In the meantime, I believe congratulations are in order. You and your team are the first people to tame a living animal in over two centuries. It’s quite the accomplishment.  
 
    You should be very proud. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 21, 2350 
 
     Travis and Bartholomew arrived shortly before the flippies finished their excavation of the tunnel, much to Mei’s annoyance.  
 
    “What took you so long?” she asked.  
 
    The two engineers entered the tent fully dressed in radiation suits and hurried to the monitor. “Did we miss anything?” asked Travis. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” said Mei. 
 
    Bartholomew bit the side of his lip. “Sorry, but we had to grab a few things before we left.” 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    “They’re outside,” said Travis, hunched over Zoe’s shoulder and staring at the monitor. “Looks like my boys are making good time. Not bad, kiddo.” 
 
    Zoe pursed her lips. “I take it you want to be smacked.” 
 
    He grinned. “Aha! You can’t do any smacking while we’re in these suits. Too dangerous.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You gotta sleep sometime.” 
 
    Mei looked at Bart. “What does he mean they’re outside?” 
 
    “Don’t get mad, but they kind of insisted,” said Bart. 
 
    “We sure did!” roared John as he opened the flap of the tent and stepped inside. Sophie followed closely behind. “Took me a while to get this stupid suit on, but here we are.” 
 
    Mei glared at Bartholomew. “Why would you bring him? Do you have any idea how dangerous this is? Sergeant Finn isn’t trained to wear a radiation suit. What if he didn’t seal it correctly?” She shuffled to John’s side and examined him. “How do you feel? Any dizziness or fatigue? Nausea?”  
 
    “Easy, spaz,” said John. “Sophie checked me before we left.” 
 
    Mei almost forgot about her assistant. “So what’s your excuse? You know policy states we can’t all be here at the same time.” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” said Sophie. “I was curious.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, is it?” asked Bart.  
 
    Travis poked his head up from the display. “I can take her back, but since she’s already here…” 
 
    Mei sighed. “Fine, stay. Watch the show.” 
 
    John clapped his gloves together. “Awesome! Glad you’re on board.” 
 
    It took another twelve minutes for the flippies to finish their work, but the “all clear” icon finally flashed to tell them it was over. Zoe pulled Jefferson and Stanley out of the hall before sending Mortimer ahead to scout.  
 
    The monitor to Mortimer’s feed showed an open room. “There’s some debris,” said Zoe. “A few computer consoles. It’s a small room, but I see a door. Hang on.”  
 
    Mortimer latched onto the handle with his tentacle and turned it, pulling the door open and leaving it cracked behind him. A second later, the flippy came to a stop, and Zoe turned to look at Mei. “Can’t go any farther. We could lose the signal.” 
 
    “Alright. Stay put for now, but try to look around. Can you see anything?” 
 
    “It’s a little fuzzy,” she said, messing with the controls.  
 
    Travis gave her a nudge. “You can focus the camera here.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she said under her breath. The camera focused immediately, and Zoe looked it over. There were several large black boxes ahead of the flippy, taller than the little robot, lining the walls of a surprisingly large room. It was a server farm. 
 
    “Jackpot,” muttered Travis.  
 
    “Did the blueprints show this?” asked Bart. 
 
    “They don’t go into detail,” said Mei. “The projects were all classified, so the best I have is a basic layout design.” 
 
    “Better than nothing,” said John. 
 
    “What’s the plan now?” asked Travis. “We can’t take Mortimer any farther.” 
 
    John clasped his gloves together. “We going in?” 
 
    Mei scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I called for Travis because I want him to install a repeater for the drones. We need to stretch the signal.” 
 
    John looked disappointed.  
 
    “Not a problem,” said Travis. “I’ve got one made already. We only need to get it set up.” 
 
    “Let’s see it,” said Mei. 
 
    Travis nodded and went to a nearby crate. He popped the lid and searched, pulling parts out, discarding most of them. After a short while, he uncovered a tiny box and presented it to Mei. “I’ve got a dozen more of these at home in my tent if we need them.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Alright. How long do you need to get this working?” 
 
    “Not long. We can place it right where Mortimer is now.” 
 
    “I’ll bring Stanley up,” said Zoe. “He can handle it.” 
 
    “Do it,” said Mei.  
 
    Zoe called the little robot to the surface. Travis gave him the repeater and took the controls. Stanley descended into the basement and as directed, made his way through the tunnel in Mortimer’s location.  
 
    “Be careful placing it,” said Mei. “I don’t feel like waiting for another repeater to get here.” 
 
    “No problem,” said Travis. He had Stanley set the repeater on the floor. It was already on, so nothing else had to be done. “Now we can take multiple flippies through there, and it shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    “Take whichever flippies you want, but leave one at the door where Mortimer is. We need at least one on this side in case something goes wrong.” 
 
    “What could go wrong?” asked John. 
 
    “She’s being safe in case Travis screwed up the repeater,” said Sophie. 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” said Travis. 
 
    “The plan for today is to observe,” said Mei. “Send the flippies everywhere and record what you find. Don’t touch anything. If it looks safe, I’ll send a team to retrieve whatever we can, like the data in those servers.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Zoe. 
 
    “Alright,” said Mei. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 21, 2350 
 
    Terry ran through the subterranean hallways as if racing for his life. The sounds overhead were unlike anything he’d ever heard. The bangs and cracks were like thunder but heavier and more frequent, shaking his chest and echoing in his ears. He had to know what they were. 
 
    It took over an hour to reach the mouth of the cave, and by then, the noise had dissipated. He climbed the stairs quickly, sweat pouring off him. He wiped his eyes, ignoring the sting and burn of the sweat as it slid along his pores.  
 
    He flinched as he emerged into the light. Once his eyes adjusted, the chaos before him took shape. There on the ground, a massive creature lay covered in blood, surrounded by several others of varying sizes. None of them seemed to be moving. As Terry approached the first corpse, he saw it was the very same species he’d encountered several days ago in the forest, the mother protecting her nest. He never expected to run into one of them all the way out here. 
 
    There were at least a dozen of them. An entire herd wiped out. 
 
    In the distance, he heard shallow breaths and wheezing. It was coming from a smaller animal near the tree line. Its chest rose and fell steadily, as though it were asleep. But its eyes were wide open, twitching like a fish on dry land. The creature didn’t seem to notice him, or if it did, it didn’t care. Terry kept his distance. What could have done this? Terry stared into the eyes of the dying thing, trying to understand. Several streams of blood gushed out of its thick hide. The holes didn’t look like teeth marks, but it was difficult to tell with so much blood. None of the flesh had been torn or ripped out. It was clean, as if the animal had been stabbed…or shot. 
 
    There was a loud pop in the distance, and the beast flinched. Terry snapped around, facing the woods. It had come from the direction of his glade.  
 
    He ran, wild and furious.  
 
    He passed the pond on his way, spotting several tracks in the mud around the water. They were average-sized, about the same as his own. If he didn’t know better, he’d think they were human. 
 
    When he made it to the glade, he didn’t enter. Instead, he climbed one of the trees to get a better view. For several minutes, he saw nothing—no signs of movement, no invading monster hordes. Then he closed his eyes and concentrated, opening his senses to the world around him, and he listened. 
 
    The jungle behind him erupted into a living orchestra of insects, animal calls, and a hundred thousand rustling leaves. He filtered them out immediately, focusing on the field before him. There was the grass, sweeping in the wind, the chirping of several birds on the other side of the glade, and a plethora of bugs along the ground and in the air, their wings humming and buzzing. One at a time, he let them go, searching for whatever felt out of place. 
 
    Finally he found it. A taunting voice, cackling in a stutter of what must be— 
 
    “Fe fe fe! Naav fisi. Gast, naav fisi! Rii shar?” 
 
    Language! These noises, they sounded like words. Real and beautiful words. 
 
    “Rajiali er nekelp fisi.” A different voice this time. Deeper and calmer.  
 
    “Riotf shi fayri!” 
 
    “Uir, res!” Several voices at once, nearly in unison.  
 
    I have to get a better look, thought Terry. He got down from the tree and hurried to get closer. He kept close to the trees, never leaving the shade of their branches. He advanced to the rear of the dome, watching for any signs of movement. The voices quickly became clearer. He barely had to concentrate.  
 
    “Haylq raji faaq elreqi.” 
 
    “Faaq? Fe! Shiu jyrc wi osaylq fisi.” 
 
    He watched the side of the dome, hoping to catch a glimpse of the speakers, but still he couldn’t see them. Were they inside or simply standing together in the front, out of sight? He debated briefly with rushing toward the building for a better view, but immediately rejected the notion. Those animals had died, he was certain, from some kind of weapon. He’d better play it safe. 
 
    Careful big brother, said Janice. 
 
    A shadow stepped out from the other side of the building, startling him. A dark figure with charred black skin, white hair, and purple eyes. These remarkable features were attached to a bipedal body with a nose, a mouth, a chest, two legs, and two arms—the makings of a human being. But they couldn’t be human, Terry knew. That was impossible.  
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    The man’s ears were long and pointed, stretching well above his head. He had a remarkably normal face, except for the nose, which was flat and long.  
 
    Terry backed away. He needed to find a better vantage point. Somewhere he could see these people clearly…maybe track them afterwards, too. He took several steps to his right, losing sight of the stranger in the process. As Terry came around to the other side of the dome, however, he caught a glimpse of someone else’s backside.  
 
    This one was shorter, thicker and had a blend of red and blond hair instead of white. He wore a piece of gray cloth around his waist, and above it on his naked back, a brown holster holding a long piece of metal tube with a wooden grip. It looked like a gun. 
 
    Terry tried to rationalize how primitive looking humans could have access to weapons like this but remembered the advanced technology in the underground city. Surely, whoever built such a place was capable of making something as trivial as a gun. If so, perhaps the men standing before him now were their descendants. Maybe they didn’t need to build their own weapons because their ancestors had done it for them. 
 
    It seemed the wounds in the animals had indeed been bullet holes. I should be careful. 
 
    We need to leave, said Janice. 
 
    A twig cracked behind him. He flinched and heard some heavy breathing. He turned, expecting to see one of the tribesmen, thinking he’d been found. Instead, sitting atop a fallen stump, he found a beavermite staring at him with an open mouth.  
 
    A sigh of relief overtook him. He edged his way toward a nearby tree and grabbed the branch. Beavermites were harmless, so long as he didn’t eat them. What to do now, though? He could either climb or run. Stay or go.  
 
    A soft moan came from under the branch he was holding. He peered down to see another, even smaller beavermite poke its head out of a hole. It held a piece of fruit in its tiny paws. The larger one on the ground behind him made a similar noise, though it was more like a chirp. Terry raised his brow. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, he thought. 
 
    A third beavermite appeared, joining the others, tilting its head to look at him. Then another. Suddenly, there were half a dozen of them, chirping and moaning, all of their eyes fixated on him. He let go of the branch and crept away from them. The big one let out a noise like a scream. Crap. 
 
    The voice of one of the men shouted. “B’foc bor shoc?” 
 
    “Shi Hassirc!” 
 
    The beavermites continued to scream. Terry felt a rush in his chest. He looked at the dome, only to see several men emerging from the other side. He counted four of them altogether, but who knew how many others there might be? There could be more inside. Maybe upstairs. What was he going to do? 
 
    Run, whispered Janice. 
 
    I can’t, he thought. This might be his only chance to talk to these people. He’d spent three years in the wilderness alone. What if he never saw another person for the rest of his life?  
 
    The man with the white hair took the weapon and readied it in his arms.  
 
    Run, repeated Janice. 
 
    Terry took a step back but paused. The man with the white hair scanned the edge of the forest with his violet eyes, finding Terry in the trees at last. The man stared at him, opening his mouth to smile. With a crooked finger, he pointed, calling to the rest.  
 
    Run! Screamed Janice for the third and final time.  
 
    And finally he obeyed. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 21, 2350 
 
    It was the late evening. Despite the excitement of today’s discovery in the Ortego ruins, Mei had told most of her staff, excluding Travis, to head home. Reluctantly, they agreed. From now on, everything else was on hold. They’d work in shifts with the flippies until such a time as Mei saw fit. Bartholomew was the exception, because the board would still want their coils. 
 
    “Anything yet?” Mei asked Travis.  
 
    “Not really. I’m still extracting data from those servers with Morty and Stan. I’m using Jeff to map the rest of the floor.” 
 
    “Keep working. We need as much as we can get from those systems.” Mei had no intention of establishing a long term twenty-four hour schedule, but she also wanted to have something significant to present to the board before her next conference call with Prescott. She took a seat on the table next to Travis. “How many Ortego Disks have we found so far?” 
 
    “Thirty-two, by my count,” he answered. 
 
    She smiled. “Fantastic.” 
 
    “What do you think we’ll get out of them?”  
 
    “Hard to say. It could be nothing more than personnel data. Employee history. Backlogs of email with nothing but gossip. A lot of what we’ve uncovered before now has been useless. But…” She raised a brow at him and smiled.  
 
    “This time could be different,” he said, grinning back. 
 
    “Exactly. There’s no telling what’s down there.” 
 
    Travis nodded slowly, turning to the monitor. “Makes you wonder.” 
 
    It sure does, she thought. “I need to lie down for a few minutes. Let me know if anything happens.” 
 
    “Will do, Doc.” 
 
    Mei stood and left, heading to the dirt cab. She opened the door and sat in the passenger’s side, stretching her legs out on the cushions. The rad suit was flexible, but not very comfortable. Still, she found lying in the vehicle to be slightly more tolerable than standing or sitting in the tent.  
 
    A light on her visor sparked, indicating a call. She accepted it, but before she could say anything, a deep voice boomed into her helmet. “Mei, this is God. Please respond. I have to talk to you about your personal life choices.” 
 
    She snickered. “Sorry, Mister Deity. I have work to do.”  
 
    “Don’t make me smite you.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Are you lonely, John?” 
 
    “Bored, maybe,” he said. “Why couldn’t you take the day shift?” 
 
    “I will after tomorrow. I wanted to stay here until the flippies mapped the rest of the ruins, just in case.” 
 
    “In case of what?” 
 
    She took a few seconds. “You remember when we were here? The things we saw?” 
 
    “Sure I do.” 
 
    “We found other things we never expected to find. The same could be true of the lower levels. There could be something special just waiting for us.” 
 
    “Okay, but there was also a doomsday device.” 
 
    “I know, I know. That’s why I have to be here…to make sure whatever’s there gets handled with absolute care.” 
 
    “I get it, believe me,” he said. 
 
    “I know you do,” she said softly. 
 
    There was a long pause. “On the bright side, Bart says he’s making progress.” 
 
    “Good. I have a call to make in two days. If he doesn’t have something to present, we could be in trouble.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry. Bart’s a smart guy. You got a good team, Mei.” 
 
    She smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m leaving tomorrow for a bit,” he said suddenly. 
 
    “Where to this time?” she asked, trying not to sound surprised. 
 
    “South.” 
 
    “The fourth leg of your mission. You’re nearly done.” 
 
    “I told you I’m taking some leave afterwards. I’ll stick around here for another month. Central’s already cleared it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to, but I certainly won’t object if you—” 
 
    A red light blinked in the corner of her visor, followed by a series of long beeps. It was the emergency channel. “Hold on a sec,” said Mei quickly.  
 
    “What did you say?” asked John. “I can’t hear you over this beeping thing on my screen—” 
 
    John’s voice cut off, replaced with an image in the upper right corner of her screen. It was black at first, but quickly faded into a pair of gloves resting on a metal desk. They were twitching and squeezing, light moans coming from somewhere nearby. The camera, which was attached to someone else’s helmet, tilted as the person struggled to move. There was a monitor nearby, displaying one of the video feeds from the flippies. “Travis,” muttered Mei.  
 
    She leapt out of the dirt cab, getting to the tent in time to see one of the flippies emerge from the crater, a box of artifacts in its tentacles.  
 
    Mei stepped inside and found Travis hunched over the desk, barely able to move. She lifted him by his chest, trying to see inside his visor. Vomit covered half his screen, sloshing around as she moved him. She gagged at the sight of it.  
 
    Grabbing his arm and shoulder, she signaled John. He answered right away.  
 
    “What’s going on?” His voice was a frantic. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Travis is sick. I’m taking him home.” 
 
    “You gonna be able to carry him?” 
 
    She lifted Travis over her shoulder. She wasn’t as strong as John, but her genes gave her the strength of a grown man twice her size. “I’ve got him.” 
 
    “Should I get the others?” he asked. 
 
    “Tell Sophie to grab a med kit and a radiation monitor,” said Mei.  
 
    “I’m going right now.” 
 
    One of the flippies—Stanley, by the look of it—was outside loading material into the back of the dirt cab. She latched Travis into the passenger side, then hit the gas. The flippy fell off the ramp and landed on its side, attempting to right itself but failing miserably. As Mei sped away from the Ortego worksite, she kept glancing at Travis, yelling his name. He wasn’t moving. 
 
    When she arrived at the outpost, John and Sophie were already there, waiting. Zoe and Bartholomew came running out of their designated tents in a wild panic.  
 
    Mei brought the cab to a quick and violent stop with the ramp still dragging behind. John opened the passenger door and grabbed Travis, pulling him to the ground. Mei took off her helmet and watched from the other side of the vehicle as Sophie attempted CPR.  
 
    What the hell was happening? Was he okay? It was Mei’s job to keep her team safe. Oh, my god, she thought. It’s happening again. I have to— 
 
    A sudden pain hit her in the temple, and she wavered. She felt a weakness in her legs, so she grabbed the side of the cab to right herself. Staring at her hand, everything began to blur. What was going on?  
 
    “Mei?” John was standing now, watching as she tried to keep her composure. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say she was fine, but it was too late. Her legs went numb, and she collapsed, kicking up a swirl of dust and knocking the wind from her lungs. In less than a second, John’s arms were around her shoulders. His lips moved, but he wasn’t saying anything. The entire world had gone quiet, and the light quickly faded into dark. 
 
    Soon she was alone, drifting in a sea of empty thought, surrounded by nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 333 
 
    Recorded: April 23, 2350 
 
    ROSS: Still no word on how the boy died?  
 
    THISTLE: They’re saying it was radiation poisoning. 
 
    ROSS: How? I thought Curie’s team had precautions in place. 
 
    THISTLE: They did. 
 
    ROSS: So what happened? 
 
    THISTLE: We aren’t sure. The labs say it could’ve been a breach in the suits, but the chance of it happening to both of them at the same time is pretty low. 
 
    ROSS: Maybe we should order them home. Is the girl stable enough to transport? 
 
    THISTLE: Sergeant Finn doesn’t seem to think so. 
 
    ROSS: He’s not exactly unbiased. 
 
    THISTLE: Maybe not, but he’s trustworthy. He tells me no one else is sick. They might be fine if they stay in the camp.  
 
    ROSS: I’m concerned this may get out of hand. The last thing we need is an entire outpost dying of radiation poisoning. 
 
    THISTLE: Moving the girl right now could be dangerous, or so I’m told. 
 
    ROSS: By whom? 
 
    THISTLE: I think his name is Tabata. He arrived there yesterday. 
 
    ROSS: For what purpose? 
 
    THISTLE: Something to do with an animal they captured there. In addition to being a doctor, he’s also some kind of wildlife expert. 
 
    ROSS: Sounds like we’re lucky he arrived when did. 
 
    THISTLE: Yes, ma’am. Should I keep you updated? I’ve ordered Finn to report in daily until this gets resolved. He’s volunteered to stick around if we need him. 
 
    ROSS: Keep him there. We could use the extra set of eyes. But as far as the rest of it goes, I trust you to handle things, Captain. All I ask is you let me know if the situation takes a turn for the worse. 
 
    THISTLE: Of course, Colonel.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 23, 2350 
 
    Terry wanted nothing more than to sleep. Two days running in the wild was almost too much to bear, even for a genetically engineered hybrid.  
 
    But he could not rest, not yet. Throughout both nights he could hear the faint rumblings of something in the distance, following him, shuffling through dirt and fallen leaves, spouting nonsense in a language he would never understand. The strangers with the metal barrels on their backs, tracking him like prey. 
 
    They aimed to kill him. He was certain of that. 
 
    He had considered going to his old home on the cliff, but decided to wait a few more days. If he was lucky, he’d lose them before much longer and finally get a chance to rest. Only when he was certain no one was after him would he make an attempt at returning to the cave. 
 
    Twin suns drifted through the morning as heavy clouds passed overhead, darkening the sky with threats of rain. Welcomed threats, since a shower right now might do him some good—not only to dampen his stench, which he could barely stand, but to drown his trail and put an end to this game once and for all. 
 
    He waited for a storm to ride in, but despite the hard winds, nothing came until the early evening when both suns were halfway through their descent.  
 
    Thunder cackled in the distance. Had he not been running for his life, he might have found it comforting. 
 
    Before the day was gone, a soft shower veiled the land, covering as far as the sky could stretch. The water dripped against his skin, waking him from his zombie state.  
 
    He tried listening for his pursuers but heard nothing. It was difficult with the rain, but after constantly running for so long, Terry was sure he’d put enough distance between them to make a difference. Maybe now he could finally stop and rest.  
 
    Keep going, said the little girl’s voice in the back of his mind. You can’t stop yet. The monsters will get you if you do. 
 
    “I need to rest,” he said. Rain drizzled down his cheeks and filled his mouth with the salty taste of his sweat.  
 
    It’s dangerous, she told him. 
 
    “I have to sleep.” 
 
    You’ll die if you do. 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    He cut through the field and entered a forest, taking refuge under the shade of a larger tree. He collapsed against its trunk, letting out a long and gentle sigh as he closed his eyes.  
 
    The rain grew louder over the next several minutes as the storm came into its own. Thick, swollen drops fell through the leaves high above his head, occasionally landing on his chest and legs.  
 
    But for most of the night he slept, and there in the dark, closed off from the world, deep in his tattered mind, he heard a voice, saying, “Come and see.”  
 
    Terry found himself walking along an empty road, searching for the source. He passed through a wasteland as vast as a continent, moving through ancient and long forgotten cities, belonging only to the dead. Despite this, he continued, always to the east. He went toward the echoing voice, which sounded like a flowing river, flowing rapidly to some unknown end. 
 
    “Come and see.” 
 
    He walked through stone and mud, until the ground ensnared him, and he could no longer move. He became a statue, frozen and still, waiting, until at last the dirt swelled and expanded, dragging him into itself and burying his body, consuming him entirely. He fell, far and away, deep into the bowels of the earth. 
 
    He emerged in a glistening city, standing on the corner of a street, watching as a crowd passed. A familiar woman tugged a child along, their voices garbled, their faces shrouded. They faded before his eyes, disintegrating into dust. Piles of ashes. 
 
    Now he stood in a classroom, children all around him. He was a child, too. There was a man with one arm, their teacher. The man smiled with empty eyes. Dead eyes. He opened his mouth, and with a voice identical to the last, he said, “Come and see.” 
 
    The world faded, replaced by a cave, dark and cold as the night. But he could still see. He could always see. It was a large room, a place he’d been before, with dusty computers scattered everywhere. No regard for upkeep. Where were the workers? Why did they leave? Didn’t they care about their work? 
 
    There was a pack in the corner. His bag. He’d left it there.  
 
    In the back, far removed from the rest of the consoles and their blackened screens, a massive circle stood forgotten, silent as the dead.  
 
    Light filled the place, spooling in from nowhere, taking the grime and dust away, making the machines look new again. They glistened, spotless and clean.  
 
    He looked at the metal circle standing before him, brilliant and real. It called to him. Not with words but with gravity. With force. 
 
    He walked forward and onto the ramp which extended through the center of the object. The metal of the ring trembled and quaked with each step he took.  
 
    The circle moved, spinning around repeatedly and with increasing speed. A black pool of liquid appeared. Terry took another step, and the void before him changed. It morphed chaotically, bending and pulling, until finally it came to a stop in the shape of something else. A living, pulsating void. 
 
    “Come…” whispered the voice from within. 
 
    Amid the darkness, a slit appeared, peeling back to white and then…purple. An iris. An eye.  
 
    And it blinked. 
 
    Terry stared into it, transfixed, unable to move. “What is this?” he finally asked.  
 
    But the eye of the void only answered, “Come and see.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 24, 2350 
 
    Mei opened her eyes to see an old man staring down at her, scratching his cheek. She tried to move but felt a tug on her left arm. It was an I.V. 
 
    “Good morning, Doctor Curie. I apologize for intruding on you like this, but it was urgent I speak with you. My name is Christopher Tabata. I’m a physician.” 
 
    Mei thought for a minute. She’d heard the name before. But from where? She felt so dizzy. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Salamander. One of your people sent a letter asking me to take a look at the animal you captured. I replied directly to you several days ago.” 
 
    “Oh,” she whispered, remember the kitobora. “Right, sorry.” She tried to sit up in the bed, but her arms were too weak and she collapsed. John rushed to her side and helped her to a sitting position. She moaned and it hurt. “Are you the one who did this?” she asked, nodding at the I.V. tube coming out of her arm. 
 
    “I’m assisting in your recovery, yes.” 
 
    She coughed and swallowed. “Thanks, but you can take it out now. I need to talk to my staff.” 
 
    “Actually, they’ve already brought me up to speed with what’s going on. I can fill you in now if you’d prefer.” 
 
    Mei stared at him, incredulously. Who did this person think he was? “They’re my people. I need to speak with them myself.” 
 
    Tabata held up his hand. “Before you do, let me brief you on your condition, will you?” 
 
    “Fine, but please hurry.” 
 
    He nodded. “I came here two days ago. You’ve been asleep for three. Since then, I’ve been monitoring your vitals consistently every few hours. As you may have guessed, you’re improving, but it will take time to fully recover. You need to take it easy.” 
 
    Three days? She could hardly believe it.  
 
    “You probably guessed it was radiation poisoning. But the suits didn’t fail.” 
 
    “What do you mean? If it wasn’t the suits, then how—” 
 
    “Because it’s increasing, Doctor Curie. Your team figured it out yesterday. The radiation levels are rising steadily, and it won’t be long before they overtake this entire area.” 
 
    Mei’s eyes widened. “How’s that possible?” 
 
    “One of your assistants—Miss Mitchell I believe—she’s working on it as we speak.” 
 
    Sophie? She was capable enough, but she couldn’t do this on her own. She needed Mei’s help. “Has she made any progress?” 
 
    “Not enough, I’m afraid. She’s tracking the radiation spikes, but she doesn’t know why they’re happening or where they’re coming from.” 
 
    Mei shot a glance at John, who was sitting in the back of the tent, staying uncharacteristically silent. “John, I need you to do something.” 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m sure Travis is still sick, but tell him he needs to show Zoe how to use the flippies to set up some sensors in the irradiated areas. We need as much data as possible if we’re going to solve this.” 
 
    John looked at the floor. 
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Doctor Curie,” interrupted Tabata. “I’m afraid I have some unfortunate news. The man you’re asking about—Travis Scott? I’m sorry to tell you he passed away.” 
 
    A sudden wave of panic swept over her, a cold chill in her arms and chest. “I don’t understand. I got him back here right away. I’m not that sick. How could he—in such a short amount of time—it’s not…” 
 
    John shook his head. “You’re not the same, Mei. You know you aren’t.” 
 
    “But…” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t know what to say. Travis was dead. He was part of her team. How could this happen? 
 
    “Doctor Curie, I’d like to run a few more tests on you, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    Her eyes darted around the tent. She had to do something.  
 
    “Doctor Curie,” repeated Tabata. 
 
    She looked at him. “What?” she snapped.  
 
    “Please, I need to examine you. It is important.” 
 
    She cringed, tightening her fists. “Why? Travis is dead. What good will it do?” 
 
    “You survived because—” 
 
    “Because of what I am,” she said.  
 
    Tabata nodded. “Yes. It may help us in some way. At the very least it will allow me to understand how to treat you more effectively.” 
 
    Her eyes drifted to her lap. There was a long pause before she answered. “Fine. Do whatever you want. But as soon as you’re done, I’m going back to work.” 
 
    “I’d advise taking it slow,” he said. “If not, you might—” 
 
    She snapped around to look at him. “If those radiation levels don’t stop rising, this project is over. You said it yourself. It won’t take long for it to reach us all the way out here. I didn’t work three years to get here only to give up and go home.” She motioned to John. “Tell the others to be ready. We’ll meet in a few hours.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to leave your bed for at least a few more days,” said Tabata. 
 
    She didn’t bother answering. “Forget the conference room. Bring them here instead. We need to get ahead of this thing before it gets worse.” 
 
    “You got it,” said John. He squeezed her hand, got to his feet, and left. 
 
    “Doctor, I’m sorry to be a pain, but would you mind if I slept for a while?” she asked. 
 
    “I was about to suggest you rest,” he said, standing. “I’ll be back to check on you in an hour.” He grabbed his bag, a gray satchel he carried on his shoulder, and left the tent. 
 
    Mei turned on her side and stared vacantly at the tent wall beside the bed. Her arm itched, and she scratched it.  
 
    Thoughts and images ran through her like an old movie. She pictured the look on Travis’ face when she’d found him, how she dragged him to the truck and watched as he lay there, motionless.  
 
    She continued to scratch her arm, harder and harder, until there was a sudden pinch of pain, and she flinched. A thin line of blood streamed out of the cut, gliding along her arm and into the bed. She pressed the cut against the blanket and tried to ignore the irritating itch as it ran along her arm, chest, and finally her scalp, like an insect moving below her epidermis, wriggling and squirming, gnawing from within. She pressed her fingers to the side of her head to scratch, but stopped when several stands of hair fell onto the bed. Mei stared at them in silence. She tugged her hair, barely feeling the pressure. Threads fluttered through the air and onto the sheet. In her palm she held the bulk of it. 
 
    A clump so large it could fill a child’s hand.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 340 
 
    Recorded: April 24, 2350 
 
    THISTLE: I’ll need some time with this, Colonel.  
 
    ROSS: How long? 
 
    THISTLE: A few weeks. Curie’s team is hard at work coming up with viable solutions, though to be honest, I’m more concerned about her than I am this outpost.  
 
    ROSS: How is she?  
 
    THISTLE: The girl is something else. She’s crazy strong, and I don’t mean her body. That kid’s got more drive in her than half of Central combined. If she weren’t already famous, she’d find a way to get there eventually.  
 
    ROSS: You won’t hear any disagreements from me.  
 
    THISTLE: Finn says she’s improving lightning fast. Doctor Tabata from Salamander Outpost arrived a few days ago, and he’s been looking after her. We already knew those kids had tough immune systems and some top notch regenerative abilities, but I don’t think anyone expected this. According to Tabata, the radiation she was exposed to should have killed her.  
 
    ROSS: You mean like it did the Scott boy. 
 
    THISTLE: Travis Scott, yes, ma’am. He died in minutes. Curie on the other hand…her fortitude is damned impressive.  
 
    ROSS: Those children are full of surprises.  
 
    THISTLE: We wouldn’t be able to survive on the surface without them. Their blood’s like a cure all. There’s no telling what else we can learn from them. Sorta makes you wonder if we should’ve made more of them. 
 
    ROSS: You think so, do you? Let’s not forget the reality behind their conception, Captain. All those other children... 
 
    THISTLE: Apologies, ma’am. I meant no disrespect.  
 
    ROSS: Relax. I won’t pretend those children haven’t helped us. We’d still be locked underground if it weren’t for them. I’m in no denial about that…but what Archer and Bishop did to those kids was unforgiveable.  
 
    THISTLE: Still, it brought us closer than we’ve been in two hundred years. 
 
    ROSS: Yes. They were right, in a way. Maybe in a century or two, professors and historians can sit around debating whether those decisions were justified. Who knows? It’s a lot easier to judge these things in hindsight.  
 
    THISTLE: So you believe you made the right call by shutting down the Amber Project? 
 
    ROSS: Make no mistake, Captain. I don’t doubt my actions for a second. My only regret was not doing it sooner. Maybe if I had, the other children we lost from those godawful experiments might still be alive. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 24, 2350 
 
    Terry awoke to the sounds of laughter. 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw four men towering over him, their rifles cradled in their arms, snickering as he lay against a tree.  
 
    “Naav oc ec,” said the one with the red and blond hair.  
 
    “Ec er ra r’jonn!” laughed another, who had a hair color that was something between teal and brown. There was a large scar along his neck. 
 
    “Fi jyrc wi o jycolc,” said the redhead.  
 
    There were two others standing close. One with solid black hair, grinning slightly, and another which Terry recognized as the purple-eyed man from before. 
 
    The one with the scar tapped Terry’s leg with the barrel of his gun. “Yg!” he yelled. 
 
    Terry held up his hands.  
 
    “Yg!” the man repeated.  
 
    The redhead pointed at Terry and raised his finger, motioning to the sky. “Yg.” He aimed his rifle at Terry’s face. “Yg.” 
 
    Yg, thought Terry. Did that mean up? He got to his feet, keeping his arms raised.  
 
    The scarred guy laughed. “Fi’r o jasal!” 
 
    The man with the purple eyes motioned to the others. The two who had been laughing grabbed Terry and pulled his hands around his back while the third kept a weapon on him. They wrapped his wrists in some kind of rope and pushed him a few steps forward. “Pa,” said the redhead.  
 
    “What?” asked Terry. Did pa mean move or go? “I don’t—” 
 
    “Pa, pa, pa!” shouted the man. He pushed him again, and Terry stumbled forward.  
 
    “Okay! Pa. I got it. Relax.”  
 
    The man laughed.  
 
    Terry walked beside one with the rest behind him. He had to find a way out of this. He could probably fight them, maybe run for it. Given his superior strength and speed, he’d have a fair shot at getting away. The guns were the real problem. If they’d been carrying spears, he might be able to dodge a few of those, but not bullets. He wasn’t invincible. Before they got to wherever it was they were going, he’d have to find a low risk opportunity to escape. If the chance never came, well…he didn’t come halfway across the universe to be somebody else’s prisoner. 
 
    He gave them names to pass the time. The first three were easy. Red, Scar, and Purple Eyes. The fourth was a little more difficult, however.  
 
    Call him Charlie, suggested Janice, and so it was decided. 
 
    They led him through the woods toward the field he passed on the way here. There was still water on the grass, and it smelled like nature, clean and filthy. It was hard to believe they could track him in this mess. 
 
    Terry stomped through the muddy countryside, and his feet sank into the mud with every step. It felt like he was being pulled into the dirt…as though he were being swallowed. 
 
    The image of the room with the ring flashed in his mind, and suddenly he remembered the dream. No, the nightmare. The desolate wasteland, empty cities, the rotting earth pulling him under…and the void. The Eye.  
 
    Come and see. 
 
    Red shoved Terry’s back, and he nearly stumbled. “Horcis!” he snapped. “Horcis!” 
 
    “Okay, man,” said Terry. “Whatever horcis means.” 
 
    Red yelled more gibberish and poked Terry hard in the side with his gun.  
 
    He didn’t flinch. The pain wasn’t much of a bother. It was more annoying than anything. He couldn’t help but wonder what it might feel like if he wasn’t genetically modified. Would it have broken a bone or two?  
 
    The strangers led him through the field toward the south. Terry had fled from the east, crossing the field to the western forest, but apparently the meadow went on for quite a distance, separating the two forests like a river of grass.  
 
    After a few hours, the group came upon a large stone where they stopped to sit and eat. Scar lifted a sack and distributed various pieces of what Terry assumed must be vegetables. They also lit a small fire and roasted an animal. The corpse reminded him of a fox, except it was bald and had no eyes.   
 
    He sat against the rock, which towered over them all. It was more of a boulder, fat and out of place. The black haired man, whose name was now Charlie, unbound Terry’s hands, then tossed him a piece of meat. “Ioc,” he said, putting his fingers to his own mouth. 
 
    Terry nodded. Ioc, he thought, repeating the word in his head. Eat.  
 
    So he did, chewing the flesh in his mouth and ignoring the dry, flavorless taste of the meat. When he was done, they gave him a sack made from animal skin. “Qselv.” Drink. 
 
    The hour passed as the group replenished their calories. They sat together, laughing and occasionally pointing at Terry throughout the conversation. All the while, the man with the white hair remained silent, sitting peacefully behind the others, observing the scene, and occasionally chewing on a piece of grass. His purple eyes blinked, and he watched Terry with a curious and unfiltered gaze.  
 
    You are not like us, the eyes seemed to whisper. Everything about you is wrong. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 24, 2350 
 
    Mei was going to miss her hair. The radiation poisoning would claim it all, Tabata said. But she wouldn’t let some stupid sickness take it. She’d see to it herself. 
 
    John stood over her with a buzzer, his image reflected in the mirror before them. “Are you sure about this?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t ask dumb questions,” she said. 
 
    He pressed the tip of the clippers to her scalp. They were cold and sent a chill down her neck. He gulped. “Here we go.” 
 
    The buzzer ran along her skin, and a shower of hair fell to the floor. Mei watched as the reflection in the mirror transformed, and she saw a girl she didn’t know.  
 
    “All done,” said John after a few minutes.  
 
    Mei’s eyes widened as she stared at herself. Is that me? “I look like a doorknob.”  
 
    “It’s not so bad,” said John.  
 
    “You wouldn’t say that if it was you.” She got up and went to the other end of the tent. She hated everything about the last few days. This illness, the work problems, and Travis. What else did the universe have in store for her before the week was out? 
 
    A soft hum came from behind. John must have turned the clippers on again, probably to clean them. The noise made her uneasy. She turned to look at him. Ask him to stop. But there, grinning like a child, stood John, holding the clippers clumsily in his hands, pressing them against his head.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked quickly.  
 
    “Hang on,” he told her. He swiped his scalp and clumps of charcoal hair glided down. “I’m almost done.” 
 
    She watched in awe as he ran the clippers side to side, front to back, until there was nothing left. He set the device aside and swept his hand across his skull, a look of satisfaction on his face.  
 
    She ran to him, touching his head. “You’re crazy! Why would you do that?” 
 
    “You know why,” he said. “We’re in this together, the same as we’ve always been.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” She punched him in the arm, then hugged him.  
 
    “Maybe so,” he said, kissing her forehead. “But now we’re both doorknobs.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 24, 2350 
 
    Terry watched as his captors built a fire, preparing to camp for the night. They re-tied the rope binding his wrists and attached the other end to a nearby tree. He couldn’t help but think they were right for taking such precautions. Too bad for them it wouldn’t do any good.  
 
    Throughout the day, Terry toyed with the idea of escaping, but chose to stay patient instead. The chance to run would come when most of them slept.  
 
    He watched them each lie on the ground, their backs on the dirt with only their clothes to cover them. Over the next hour, they each fell asleep, one after the other. Only one remained awake to guard him. Scar, who seemed less interested in making conversation or doing much of anything. Instead, he chose to sit in the darkness, staring into the wild valley before them, saying nothing.  
 
    Terry pretended to sleep, waiting for the right opportunity. A short time later, he opened his eyes, afraid he would pass out if he wasn’t careful, only to see the man still there, motionless. Terry’s eyes drifted to the sky. Based on the moon’s position, he gathered it must be close to midnight. Maybe now was a good time to— 
 
    They found you before, said the voice in his head. They’ll find you again. 
 
    No, not this time. He’d find a way to stop them if they came after him a second time. He could fight them if he had to…maybe set a trap. He’d head in the opposite direction they were going now. If he kept a good pace, they would have to give up eventually.  
 
    Wouldn’t they?  
 
    Terry fidgeted with the rope, nudging it loose. The knot was firm, but he eventually managed. Several minutes later he had one hand free, followed by the next.  
 
    He stared at Scar, who seemed to be ignoring him. The man only sat there staring, his eyes distant and empty. What could he be doing? Earlier in the day, this man and his friends had been so loud and energetic, ready to kick Terry’s face in. Here in the dark, however, he’d changed. He was like a stone, still and quiet, as though his soul had gone away, leaving only the body behind like some kind of hollow shell. 
 
    Terry shook his head. None of it mattered. He was about to leave, and he’d hopefully never see these people again. He’d have to pull on his power in order to make the run, but he could do it.  
 
    He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, and in a moment, he felt the change take him. The world seemed to slow around him, and suddenly the darkness turned to light, brightening as it had deep in those underground tunnels. He heard the other men’s breathing, listening to them suck the air in and finally release it, louder than if they were next to him. He looked at Scar and waited but was surprised to hear nothing coming from him. No breathing. No heartbeat. Nothing to indicate he was alive.  
 
    What the hell were these guys?  
 
    There was no time to delay, though. He couldn’t keep the focus for longer than a few minutes. He’d have to hurry.  
 
    Terry leapt to his feet and took a deep breath. He placed his heel against the tree behind him. With a burst of strength, he pushed himself off the trunk and dashed as fast as his legs could carry him.  
 
    Scar looked at him, suddenly alive. He snapped to his feet, calling to the others.  
 
    With each step, Terry ran faster. He turned to see the guard readying his weapon, while the other three stirred. 
 
    A bang went off behind him. The bullet whizzed by. He dashed into the nearby woods. 
 
    Another bullet exploded from the gun, striking a nearby tree, splintering chunks of bark into the air. 
 
    Terry didn’t slow down. He ran as fast as he possibly could. He knew those men would follow immediately, and they wouldn’t stop until they had no other choice. He’d have to push himself, summon every ounce of strength he had. 
 
    It was time to put his abilities to the test. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 24, 2350 
 
    The air felt cold against Mei’s scalp. It had only been a few hours since John had buzzed her hair. Had she made a mistake? Doesn’t matter, she thought as she walked toward Bartholomew’s work tent. I made the decision, and it’s done. Time to move on. 
 
    Today, Zoe was driving to Komodo to unload a cab full of research materials. Normally this only happened once a month, but thanks to recent developments, the process had to be accelerated. They didn’t have much time to get everything out, and Mei wanted to be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.  
 
    There was also the matter of Travis’s body, which had to be shipped all the way to Central so there could be a proper funeral. Mei didn’t like the idea of stuffing him inside a box and sending him away, but they didn’t give her much of a choice. The labs insisted on doing an autopsy. Tabata assured her it was necessary, saying they needed as much information about the effects of the radiation as possible, but none of it made her feel any better. 
 
    As she reached Bart’s tent, she could hear metal hitting metal as the engineer performed his work. Unzipping and opening the flap, she saw Bart standing there holding what appeared to be a section of a Fever Killer. The hulking object was nearly as tall as Mei, but in Bart’s arms it looked much smaller. He wheezed, hefting it onto the table and letting it slam down. “Oops,” he said, gasping. “Sorry, Doctor Curie.”  
 
    “No, no, it’s my fault,” she answered. “I should have called ahead.” 
 
    He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his shoulder. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Zoe’s about to take off for Komodo. Did you want her to pick up anything?” 
 
    “Some potatoes would be nice,” he said, reaching for the toolbox at the other end of the table. He grabbed a Philips and spun it around in his hand like a fan blade. “Any reason she’s got you asking me? Seems like you should be in bed.” 
 
    Mei waved her hand at him. “I volunteered. Tabata says I need to exercise.” 
 
    “As long as you don’t overdo it.” 
 
    “So potatoes?” 
 
    He nodded. “A few dozen, if she doesn’t mind.” 
 
    “Why so many?” 
 
    “I’ve had a craving for some diced potato bits, maybe grilled and seasoned. If she gets enough, I’ll fix a plate for everyone.” 
 
    Mei smiled. “Sounds pretty good. I’m not too sure if Komodo has any, but I’ll ask her to look. We might get lucky.” 
 
    “We could do with some luck if you ask me,” he said, unscrewing a piece of the Fever Killer.  
 
    “I noticed you didn’t have any shipments to send home.” 
 
     “Still in the process,” he said, pointing to the other end of the tent with his screwdriver. Several crates were resting in the corner. “Filled half of them last night. I’ll have something ready next time.” 
 
    “Not this piece?” she asked, motioning to the machine on the table.   
 
    “I’m getting ready to test something.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “This’ll be the twenty-sixth try. Can’t say I’m expecting much, though. Backward engineering is one thing, but reassembling a hundred pieces and then doing it is slightly more complicated.” 
 
    “Keep me posted,” she said, getting ready to leave. She had no qualms with listening to Bart, but standing was proving difficult the longer she stayed. “I’ll see you at the meeting in a few hours.”  
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    She left the tent and went to the edge of the camp near the fence. Zoe was there, hanging on the door of the dirt cab, one arm dangling through the window frame. She was talking with John.  
 
    “So you think you can get it for me?” he asked. 
 
    “Pineapple? I’ll see what I can do,” she said.  
 
    “Remember, it spoils pretty fast once it’s exposed to Variant. After that, you only get a few hours to eat it, so don’t break the seal.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, okay. I got it.” 
 
    Mei made her way to the dirt cab, trying her best not to look too exhausted. “Do you have everything you need, Zoe?” 
 
    “Packed and loaded, ma’am.” 
 
    Mei looked at the tail of the vehicle, at the box with Travis inside. “And the extra cargo?” 
 
    Zoe’s face sunk. “Safe,” she said after a short pause. “I’ve got him.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need me to go with you?” asked John. 
 
    “I might not look like much, but I make these trips every month. I know how to take care of myself. Besides,” she said, motioning toward Mei. “Your girlfriend looks like she might pass out any second now.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Mei. But she wasn’t. The energy in her legs had nearly given out. Her head was growing foggy. All she wanted to do was sleep. 
 
    “Uh huh,” said Zoe, unconvinced. 
 
    “Before I forget, Bart wants potatoes,” said Mei. 
 
    “Potatoes, got it,” she said.  
 
    John walked over to Mei and wrapped one of his arms around her shoulders. “See you when you get back, Zoe.” 
 
    Zoe nodded before climbing into the cab. A second later, the engines roared to life, and she drove off, kicking a small cloud of dust into the air.  
 
    John and Mei watched her leave. When she was far enough away, Mei let herself sink into John’s arms, relinquishing support. “I need to lie down,” she finally said. 
 
    John didn’t say a word. He simply swept her up and carried her into the tent.  
 
    Lying in her bed at last, Mei held his wrist, exhausted. “Wake me in a few hours.” 
 
    “I will,” he answered, stroking her arm. He smiled warmly at her.  
 
    A fog formed in her mind, pulling her to rest. She thought of Travis, imagining him standing beside her. She wished she could talk to him. Hear his voice. If only she’d paid more attention. If only... 
 
    “Mei, what’s wrong?” asked John.  
 
    She looked at him. “Nothing…” she whispered.  
 
    John tilted his head. “Are you sure?” 
 
    It’s all my fault. I killed him, the same as… 
 
    “Mei?” 
 
    …the same as Terry, all those years ago. Couldn’t see the answers. I’m always too late to see… 
 
    “Are you okay?” He felt her forehead. “You feel warm…” 
 
    …to see the truth…but I’m a fool, a stupid little girl trying to pretend, trying to be something I’m not… 
 
    “Can you hear me, Mei?” asked John.  
 
    …and it’s my fault…it’s all my fault…everything…because of me… 
 
    “Someone help!” shouted John. “Doctor Tabata? Somebody get in here!” 
 
    …my fault… 
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    Play Audio File 347 
 
    Recorded: April 25, 2350 
 
    PRESCOTT: I’m sorry, but what did you say your name was? 
 
    MITCHELL: Sophie Mitchell, sir. I’m Doctor Curie’s apprentice.  
 
    PRESCOTT: Why am I talking to you instead of your mentor? 
 
    MITCHELL: It’s as I’ve said, sir. She is currently occupied.  
 
    PRESCOTT: Occupied with what, exactly? She’d better have a good excuse for missing this call.  
 
    MITCHELL: As you are aware, sir, the recent tragedy involving Travis Scott has left a gap in work performance. Doctor Curie is busy overseeing the transfer of responsibilities. She has authorized me to speak with you on her behalf. 
 
    PRESCOTT: This is absurd. Doesn’t she know how important these assessment calls are? If I deliver a poor review to the board, she could lose funding.  
 
    MITCHELL: I assure you, sir, I am fully capable of delivering the report to you. Being Doctor Curie’s apprentice requires me to understand each and every facet of the project, regardless of— 
 
    PRESCOTT: Fine, Ms. Mitchell. Go ahead and give your report. Let’s get this over with.  
 
    MITCHELL: Thank you, sir. As you know, the subsections of the former Ortego compound have been uncovered. Upon excavation, the team discovered several intact rooms filled with servers, terminals, and other resources. Dozens of disks have been collected and are awaiting analysis as we speak.  
 
    PRESCOTT: And the radiation? 
 
    MITCHELL: Still spreading, unfortunately. It seems the radius of exposure is expanding, though the rate is slow.  
 
    PRESCOTT: How long before it reaches the outpost? 
 
    MITCHELL: A little under two weeks. Doctor Curie is actively working on a solution for containment and remains hopeful— 
 
    PRESCOTT: The board wants solutions, Ms. Mitchell. I have orders directly from Doctor Tremaine stating that if your team can’t figure something out by the seventh day, you’re to be pulled and relocated. Do you understand? 
 
    MITCHELL: Yes, sir.  
 
    PRESCOTT: What about the Framling Coil? Anything to share? 
 
    MITCHELL: I’ve attached the report from our specialist, Bartholomew Higgs. He has made significant progress since the last update.  
 
    PRESCOTT: The board will decide what is significant.  
 
    MITCHELL: Yes, sir. Do you have any other questions for me today? 
 
    PRESCOTT: No. Please inform Doctor Curie I’ll be contacting her in two days for another update. In the meantime, I hope you’ll express to her the importance of these calls. 
 
    MITCHELL: Of course, Doctor. You have my word. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 25, 2350 
 
    John watched as Mei stared vacantly at the wall of the tent, dazed from the drugs circulating through her bloodstream. Doctor Tabata had given her some painkillers in addition to the usual radiation treatment. This made her sleep often, allowing for only a few moments of lucid consciousness. When she was awake, her words barely made sense. Half the time, all she could do was moan.  
 
    John sat beside her, tending like a nurse to her bodily needs. He didn’t mind. Besides, better him than someone else. Her team didn’t need to see her like this. 
 
    She seemed to come and go, and so did the chills, the fevers, and the sweats. She vomited often, sometimes until nothing came. Until the dry heaves made her cry. 
 
    John rubbed her back and smiled. “Easy,” he whispered.  
 
    Her face was wet and pink, and her lip trembled below her runny nose. “W-Where am I?” she asked, darting her eyes around.  
 
    “It’s okay, Mei,” he answered, trying his best to stay calm. “You’re with me. We’re in our tent. Everything’s going to be fine.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes for a brief moment, a look of realization in her eyes. She nodded, lying on the bed and sleeping once more.  
 
    The whole thing terrified him. 
 
    John retrieved his pad from the floor nearby and called Doctor Tabata. “Where are you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m tending to the kitobora,” said the doctor.  
 
    “I need you here,” said John, rather insistently. “She’s getting worse.” 
 
    “It’s the fever,” said Tabata. “She’ll be fine. I checked her vitals a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Come on, Doc. Can you please get over here and take a look at her so I can relax? She’s been acting really strange.” 
 
    There was a short pause. “Very well, Sergeant Finn. Give me ten minutes to finish what I’m doing.” 
 
    John sighed. “Thank you.”  
 
    He ended the call and sat there, staring, watching her sleep. He’d only been here for a few weeks, but already he wanted to go home. Take her in his arms and leave for Central.  
 
    But he knew he couldn’t. Mei would never give up. She would never stop trying.  
 
    What can I do? He asked her silently. Tell me what I’m supposed to do. 
 
    Tabata arrived soon and checked Mei’s vitals, taking her temperature and giving her another injection. John wanted to ask how the old man could be so confident. But Bart had said he was one of the best physicians around, so certainly he had to know a thing or two.  
 
    “How is she?” asked John, once the doctor was finished. 
 
    “The delirium you’ve seen is from the fever and the drugs,” he explained. “I’ve given her something to help her sleep. You were right to call me.” 
 
    John frowned. “She seemed fine before, walking around the camp until she just fell over. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Her body is still reacting to the radiation poisoning. She was never fully recovered, despite being able to function and talk coherently. The fever could be a late symptom.” 
 
    “What if it’s an infection? Maybe she picked up a bug,” said John, who thought he knew a thing or two about that. 
 
    “Interesting,” said the doctor, tapping his chin. “It’s not unheard of for a patient who’s been exposed to radiation to develop an autoimmune disease. You could be right.” 
 
    “Can you test for it?” 
 
    “Not without a lab. We’d have to transport her to another outpost.”  
 
    “Isn’t there something we can do here?” asked John.  
 
    Tabata’s eyes dropped to the floor and stayed there for a while. “Do you know when she was last ill?” 
 
    John tried to remember, but couldn’t place it. He’d known Mei all her life or most of it, and aside from their exposures in the Chamber when they were children, he’d never seen her sick or displaying any symptoms. In fact, neither of them had. “No, she’s always been healthy, I think.” 
 
    “Interesting,” muttered Tabata. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The old man scratched his chin. “Apologies, I should be clearer. Neither of you have been ill, correct?” 
 
    John nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “I’m no William Archer, but if I had to guess I’d attribute this to your remarkable genes.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Normally, in response to radiation poisoning, one of the procedures is to perform a blood transfusion, which is typically done with Oxyblood, a synthetic blood replacement. They make it in the labs and store it at the various hospitals around the city as well as the outposts in case of emergencies. We have some here, actually, but I’ve been reluctant to use it.” 
 
    “Why?” asked John. 
 
    Tabata paused. “Because of what she is, frankly. The two of you…your bodies aren’t normal. There’s a fair chance a procedure like this could do more harm than good.” 
 
    John imagined Mei’s reaction to hearing this. She’d be annoyed as hell, probably insulted. She hated the idea of them being different from anyone else—of being nonhuman. It was a separation both she and John had largely chosen to ignore, but it was nonetheless true. Fundamentally, genetically, biologically, they were different. “So what do we do?” 
 
    Tabata thought for a moment. “Sergeant, do you mind if I ask what blood type you have?” 
 
    John shrugged. “No one’s ever told me.” 
 
    Tabata pulled out his pad. “Don’t worry. It’s no matter. I can pull it up on the medical database. All citizen files include blood type.”  
 
    “Oh, boy,” said John. 
 
    “Ah, here we are,” exclaimed Tabata. “Type O. You’re a universal donor.” 
 
    “What about Mei?” 
 
    He tapped the screen a few times. “Seems she’s AB positive.” 
 
    Are those good things?” asked John.  
 
    “Good enough for our situation,” he said, smiling a little. “It means you can make a donation.” 
 
    John cocked his brow. “What?” 
 
    “Like I said before, one of the treatments for radiation poisoning is a blood transfusion, but since Oxyblood is specifically made for regular humans, we have no idea how someone like Doctor Curie would react to it. As such, it would be safer to perform a traditional transfusion with a compatible donor such as yourself.” 
 
    “But what if she has an infection, too?” asked John. 
 
    “If she has one, getting rid of the radiation will help her body fight the infection. Additionally, you each possess genetic qualities allowing you to heal faster. There is an added chance the healthy blood you donate could improve her recovery rate even more.” 
 
    “So no matter what, this will help her?” 
 
    “Probably,” said Tabata. “But there’s always a chance it might not do anything. Your bodies are uncharted territory as far as medical science goes.” 
 
    John didn’t even have to think about it. “I’m in,” he said with absolute certainty. 
 
    Tabata nodded. “Very well. I’ll get my tools and we can begin.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John sat in his chair, watching the blood drain out of his arm and into a small box. A tube ran from the box into Mei’s arm. Imagining his blood circulating through her veins was a strange thought, but if this could help her, he didn’t mind. He only wanted her to be safe. 
 
    “The regulations on this say you shouldn’t do more than a single pint,” explained Tabata. “But we don’t have any other source to draw from, so if you think you can handle it afterwards, I’d like to try for two. Let me know if you feel sick or lightheaded.” 
 
    John nodded. The doctor had given him a sleeve of cookies and told him to eat. He was surprised, but didn’t ask questions. Food was food, and he wouldn’t complain, especially not about free cookies. 
 
    The transfusion was supposed to take approximately two hours. Tabata repeatedly checked Mei’s vitals and asked John how he felt. He said he was fine each time, but the words were slowly becoming a lie.  
 
    He decided it was better not to mention the fog forming in his head. He was no stranger to blood loss. He’d been stabbed and injured in the field several times, so he knew perfectly well how far his body could go before it gave out. Tabata was a doctor, though, and he’d probably stop the procedure if he suspected John felt sour. Better to shut up and deal, thought John, remembering the phrase Captain Thistle had often used. Shut up and deal, son. Ain’t no sense in complaining when the world’s all gone to Hell.  
 
    Ain’t that the truth? You always know what to say, boss. 
 
    Strap on your stick, and let’s go a-killin’. Hooah? 
 
    Hooah, boss. 
 
    John glanced at Mei. She was fast asleep, completely unaware of what he was doing. It was probably for the best. She’d call him an idiot for this and say he was being reckless.  
 
    Maybe she’d be right. Good thing I’m too dumb to know better. 
 
    His tongue felt numb, and he smacked his lips. He took one of the cookies and bit into it, chewing for a few seconds before the crumbs fell out of his mouth.  
 
    Tabata noticed his sloppiness and spoke up. “Sergeant Finn?” 
 
    John didn’t answer. He was getting sleepy.  
 
    The doctor snapped his fingers in front of John’s face. “Sergeant? Can you hear me? I’m disconnecting you from the device.” 
 
    John tried to tell him not to do it, to keep this ride going because it was important. He knew where his limits were. But when he tried to say it, the only thing he could do was moan.  
 
    Then he passed out. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John awoke in the back of Mei’s tent, an I.V. in his arm. When everything came into focus, he saw Bart, Zoe, and Doctor Tabata staring at him.  
 
    “You moron,” said Zoe. 
 
    John blinked a few times, opening and popping his jaw. “What did I do?”  
 
    “What was your big plan?” she asked. “You give all your moron blood to Doctor Curie so she gets as stupid as you?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be my worst idea,” he said, trying to force a smile. 
 
    Zoe threw her hands up, exasperated, and went to Mei’s bedside.  
 
    “Don’t mind her,” said Bart. “She’s upset for other reasons.” 
 
    John understood. Travis hadn’t been dead for more than a few days, so she was bound to be a little on edge. “What’s the diagnosis?” he asked.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” said Tabata.  
 
    “I meant Mei,” he said. 
 
    “We won’t know for a while, but I’ll tell you when I do.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc. You’re a lifesaver. Literally.” 
 
    Tabata nodded and walked away, taking a seat next to Mei’s bed.  
 
    “How you feeling?” asked Bart. 
 
    “Like someone hit me in the head with a pipe,” said John. 
 
    “Yeah, you look like it.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy. Don’t you have some work to do?” 
 
    Bart shrugged. “I’m taking a break.” 
 
    “Sounds like slacking to me.” 
 
    “Says the guy in the bed.” Bart leaned in. “Seriously, you okay?” 
 
    “No need to worry.” 
 
    “Good,” said Bart, smiling. “On the plus side, I’m making some solid progress with those coils. By the time Curie gets back on her feet, I might have something to show her.” 
 
    “What about the radiation?” asked John. 
 
    “Oh, uh, Sophie’s in charge of the radiation problem.” 
 
    “Right, sorry,” said John. “I forgot.” 
 
    “No problem. Your head must still be fogged up.”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Bart. “I gotta get back. Feel better.” He left the tent, and Zoe followed him. John turned to his side and closed his eyes. When he opened them, the daylight was gone and the tent was completely dark. Everyone had left.  
 
    Except Mei. She was still in the bed on the other side of the room. John sat up and twisted his feet around, touching the floor. He clumsily pushed himself off the bed and stumbled toward Mei’s side. When he found her bed, he eased himself onto it, sitting beside her waist.  
 
    She was fast asleep and breathing steadily. He watched silently, expecting her to open those gorgeous brown eyes at any moment and tell him everything was fine. She’d call him an idiot for the blood thing and he’d say she was a dork, and then they’d lie together and laugh about how silly the world could be. 
 
    He smiled and brushed her palm. She was so beautiful, but not for the usual reasons. She would never look like the girls in those old movies, covered in glamour and defined by her curves. Instead, it was her mind, her ideas, and her strength that set her apart. She was the girl who never gave up, who always had to understand the truth and get to the heart of things. She never asked for his protection, never cared for girly things. There was no shame in her, not for who she was or where she came from. She was beautiful for her brilliance, for the way she saw the world. 
 
    She was beautiful because she loved him.  
 
    He wondered when she would wake. Perhaps tomorrow? The day after? If things didn’t improve, would they have to move her to Komodo? Was she ever going to get out of this bed? He didn’t know if he could do this without her.  
 
    He trembled at the very idea, and after a moment, his face grew warm, and he wept. The tears dripped onto Mei’s waist, and he tried fruitlessly to wipe them from her sheet with his hands.  
 
    She was his best friend and the love of his life, and while he’d told her as much on multiple occasions, it never felt like enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs  
 
    Play Audio File 351 
 
    Recorded: April 26, 2350 
 
    THISTLE: Thanks for getting back to me, Doc. 
 
    TABATA: Certainly, Captain. What can I do for you? 
 
    THISTLE: I need you to update me with the status of the Ortego Research Outpost and its crew. We’ve been receiving conflicting reports. 
 
    TABATA: Wouldn’t you prefer to speak with Sergeant Finn? He’s been here longer than I have. Besides, I understand you know him. 
 
    THISTLE: I had a call with Finn this morning. He’s mentally fried. Kid tells me it’s nothing, but I’m no idiot. I know my man well enough to see when something’s got him by the ear.  
 
    TABATA: And the other researchers? I imagine one of them would— 
 
    THISTLE: You said it yourself. You’re new, and you don’t know these people. It makes you more impartial to what’s going on. 
 
    TABATA: I see. Alright, how can I assist you? 
 
    THISTLE: First, what’s happening with Doctor Curie? No one’s been able to reach her, but everyone’s saying she’s fine.  
 
    TABATA: I’m afraid the young woman has taken ill. Rest assured, though, it is nothing serious.  
 
    THISTLE: You mean she’s sick? That’s all? 
 
    TABATA: A slight flu. She’s prone to overworking herself, so I’ve restricted her from making any calls or performing any stressful tasks. I apologize for the confusion.  
 
    THISTLE: Why didn’t anyone report this? 
 
    TABATA: From what I have seen, Doctor Curie elicits a great deal of respect from her subordinates. They likely didn’t want to arouse any concern.  
 
    THISTLE: I understand, but they need to stick to protocol. It’s there for a reason. 
 
    TABATA: Certainly. 
 
    THISTLE: Is this why Finn’s so out of it? His girlfriend’s sick? 
 
    TABATA: I’m afraid I wouldn’t know anything about that. I spend the bulk of my time studying animals and reading medical papers. I’ve hardly the time for gossip. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 26, 2350 
 
    Terry was relieved and exhausted all at once. On one hand, he no longer heard the sounds of his pursuers trailing behind him. On the other, he could barely keep his eyes open, and half of his body felt numb.  
 
    He’d been running for nearly two days toward the north. Along the way he passed through three forests and five fields without any sign of his former captors. As far as he could tell, they’d long since stopped looking for him.  
 
    He let himself rest. Hopefully, this time he wouldn’t wake to find a bunch of aliens laughing and poking him. Fingers crossed. 
 
    After four or five hours—he wasn’t quite sure—he opened his eyes and felt a swell of relief when he saw no one there. He concentrated and listened, waiting for any indication of the strange men, but he could only hear the forest. At last, he was finally safe. 
 
    He got to his feet and continued walking, not knowing what to do next. If he returned to the glade with the dome, he might get caught again. If he abandoned his new home, it would mean losing an easy source of food. Would he have to go back to sleeping in caves or the dirt while trying to survive? He’d almost starved a few times before, and he wasn’t apt to repeat the experience. 
 
    There was also the underground city and the ring inside. If he walked away, he’d have to give up on discovering its secrets.  
 
    Don’t do it, said Janice, deep in the back of his mind. She’d been quiet for so long he’d almost forgotten she was there. They’ll catch you, big brother. They’ll catch you, and you’ll die. 
 
    He ignored her, though she had a point. Maybe it was better to keep going north. Find some food, rest a few days. After a while, he could always return. They’d only spotted him because of the beavermites. The next time he’d stay hidden. Maybe live in the tunnels instead of the dome. They’d never find him there. 
 
    In the meantime, he could explore more of the countryside and hopefully get some food along the way. Maybe even a bath. Terry had never traveled more than a few days in any direction. He had no idea what to expect. 
 
    The possibility of danger and death were suddenly so very real. For the first time in three years, he had discovered a threat beyond any animal.  
 
    He had found intelligent life. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 27, 2350 
 
    In the afternoon of the third day of his aimless journey, Terry came upon a path deep in the heart of the woods.  
 
    The winding trail came from the northeast and continued southwest. His first thought was to leave it altogether. If those strangers were any indication of what the people on this planet were like, he wasn’t sure he wanted to meet any others. At the same time, following this path might reveal something important, like the location of a town. If he knew where it was, he could avoid it in the future.  
 
    Bad idea, said Janice.  
 
    Terry didn’t think so. He could follow the path from a distance. Stay hidden in the woods. If anyone were nearby, he’d hear them coming and hide. He’d be fine. 
 
    Terry put about two hundred meters between himself and the road. This seemed like enough space in case something happened, and he had to run.  
 
    He walked carefully through the woods, minding the direction of the path and keeping his distance. Over the next several hours, Terry noticed a change in the air, a different smell beneath the Variant. Almost like saltwater.   
 
    The winding road led him out of the forest and into a valley, a wide alluvial plain stretching several kilometers. On the other side, tall cliffs surrounded the expanse. Between the ridges, far to the north, Terry saw an ocean, thousands of waves dancing to the direction of the wind. He could hear them crashing on the shore.  
 
    He never dreamed of seeing such a thing. 
 
    He heard a sudden laugh, and his eyes receded from the water to the vale. He looked toward the sound and saw what lay at the end of the road. A large building, surrounded by a fence and fields of agriculture—tall plants, lined like the orchard from before, maintained and organized.  
 
    Near the fence, a child threw rocks into the air and giggled. He had the face of a boy.  
 
    Terry stared toward the farm with anxious curiosity. He was also starving. It had been days since he last ate. If he could sneak in during the night, he might be able to steal some food. 
 
    The child raised his head and looked in Terry’s direction. He stood there, gawking and unmoving. Then he waved.  
 
    He wants to play, said Janice. 
 
    Dammit. He was spotted. The parents wouldn’t take kindly to a stranger near their home. They might see him as a threat. He had already experienced the pain and frustration of dealing with the natives on this planet. He could do without a repeat encounter. 
 
    But the boy was smiling now and calling to him. He wasn’t hostile or screaming. There was no indication of fear or rage. But he was only a kid. Adults were always different.  
 
    Adults did terrible things to children.  
 
    No, he wouldn’t trust them. He’d leave and not come back. There had to be food elsewhere. The cliffs in the distance were another option, but they were at least an hour’s hike from the farm. Could he make it there without being caught?  
 
    Terry ran back inside the forest behind him, hiding under a large tree. He shot another glance at the farm, looking for the boy. He was gone, but to where? Was he getting his parents? 
 
    The door to the house swung open, and a thick man appeared wearing a set of brick red clothes. His hair was black and fell well below his shoulders close to his waist and tied in a series of knots, laced with intricate design patterns. He left the house and stepped into the meters, scanning the fields. His eyes found Terry almost immediately. 
 
    Shit, he thought. Hiding behind the tree had done nothing. These people must have incredible eyesight. Just like me.  
 
    The man walked briskly toward him, waving an arm and smiling as he did. It would take some time before he arrived. The farm was over half a kilometer away. Terry could run and get away. He still had time. 
 
    Leave, whispered Janice. Leave. Leave. Leave. 
 
    He looked at the ocean, considering his options. He took a step back toward the woods, wavering a moment. The stranger’s eyes arched. He began to jog, waving his arm in the air. “Boec!” shouted the stranger. “Boec o jajilc!” 
 
    He’s going to kill us, whispered the girl in his brain. 
 
    Terry shook his head. There’s only one of him. 
 
    It’s too risky, she argued. 
 
    He knew she was right. Terry barely understood anything about this planet or its native people. So far he’d seen their violence and temperament. Staying here was risking more of the same. But if he ran, it would mean living alone in the wilderness, living in a state of— 
 
    Freedom, said Janice. 
 
    Isolation, he corrected, and he knew it was true. If he ran now, he’d never stop. He’d die in the woods or on a mountain, alone or with a dozen voices screaming in his head. He wouldn’t last, not for long, and in the end, he’d crack and do the thing he said he’d never do. 
 
    Or he could stay…try the other path. What if— 
 
    A loud roar erupted behind him, filling the silent field and shaking his chest. Terry twisted around, but found nothing there. He stepped from the tree and into the glade. “What the hell was that?” he asked. 
 
    “Boec!” yelled the man, who was now running in a full sprint. “Boec! Boec!” 
 
    Another roar this time, high-pitched and violent. In the forest, a tree suddenly twitched. A moment later, a second one shook, and another. Something must be moving between the branches, he thought. 
 
    Terry felt for his knife but cursed when he remembered how the four men had taken it.  
 
    Whatever the hell was in those trees let out another cry, and Terry took another step into the field. He searched the branches for the animal, but found only a vague fluttering of leaves. He watched as the shaking grew closer, one tree at a time. 
 
    Terry concentrated and squeezed his hands, breathing rapidly. His chest grew warm as his heartbeat skyrocketed. The muscles in his arms and legs tensed. The man behind him continued screaming, but Terry ignored him. Instead, he focused on the leaves, slowing them in his mind and waiting for whatever came. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    The leaves burst open, scattering in the air, and a pair of white claws shot toward him with the speed of a bullet.  
 
    He dove to one side, barely escaping the attack. The animal hit the ground on its hind legs and bounced a few times, finally digging its massive claws into the dirt to right itself.  
 
    The creature was nearly two meters tall, a coat of white encasing most of its body, with a thick tail as long as the distance between its face and hips. It snarled at him, revealing a set of yellow, jagged teeth. 
 
    Great, thought Terry. 
 
    The beast leapt at him, claws outstretched like daggers. Terry ducked and fell on his back, kicking the monster in the stomach and knocking it off balance. The animal let out a sharp yelp and landed a few meters away, tumbling in the grass. It wheezed, staring at Terry, drool leaking from its mouth. Sawing its claws against one another, the animal planted its heels and sprang into the air.  
 
    Terry slowed his perception and slid to the side. The beast’s claws came within a few centimeters of his chest. Terry kicked the beast in its ribs, knocking it to the side. He watched as the animal hit the grass and slid, squealing as the impact took the air out of its lungs.   
 
    The beast struggled to stand, but kept its eyes on Terry. With a snap of its jaw, the animal roared, pressing its hind legs into the dirt, preparing for another go.  
 
    As its feet left the ground, a small shard of metal pierced the monster’s neck, causing a spurt of blood into its white coat. The animal gasped for air, drowning in garbled screams before collapsing on its side, no longer moving.  
 
    The stranger from the farm stood several meters away, another knife in hand, breathing heavily to catch his breath. He leaned on his knees, looked at the animal, and smiled. “Jaak,” he said after a few more heavy breaths.   
 
    Terry gave a slow nod, staring at the blade in the man’s hand.  
 
    The stranger seemed to notice his concern and tucked the knife in a scabbard on his thigh. He held both his hands in the air. “Wnaaq,” he said, pointing at Terry. 
 
    “Right,” muttered Terry. “Thanks for the help.”  
 
    The stranger tilted his head, a confused look on his face. “Bfec?” He pointed at his own chest and again at Terry. “Wnaaq!” 
 
    Terry opened his mouth to say he didn’t understand, but paused when he felt something warm sliding down his chest. He glanced down and saw a patch of blood expanding beneath his shirt. He covered the gash with his hand, trying to put pressure on it. But the blood washed over his fingers, dripping to the ground.  
 
    Suddenly, he was dizzy. He wanted to lie down. The light of the valley was growing darker, as if a thick cloud had passed overhead, blocking out the suns. He stumbled back, then fell on his side.   
 
    The man in red rushed to him. He muttered more nonsense before reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small vial of purple liquid. He showed it to Terry and pointed at his chest. Terry nodded, and the man poured half the bottle on his wound and motioned for him to drink the rest. Terry did, and it tasted like fire, burning his chest and igniting his throat. He coughed and screamed. The pain filled every piece of him. This wasn’t medicine. It was poison. He should have listened to Janice when he had the chance.  
 
    Terry gripped the man’s sleeve and pulled him close. “What did you do?” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “You bastard! You’re killing me!” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 27, 2350 
 
    Mei drifted in the night like a ship lost at sea, immersed in the void for what felt like an eternity. 
 
    She wandered in it for a while, alone. There was a fog there, too, invisible, but thick and choking the air from her lungs. She cried desperately for some relief, feeling for a hand but never finding one.  
 
    Buried in the night, however, she thought she saw a figure, always at the edge of her sight. He eluded her, a child with a shrouded face. “Abandoner,” he said with a voice like running water. “You killed me in that tower. Left me there to die.” 
 
    “No…” she said, knowing it was a lie. 
 
    The figure appeared before her now, a blurry face in an old school uniform. Next to him, another child, this one with blood on his chest, oozing out and dripping on the ground. “Mei the Killer,” they said together. “Murdered us both and now we’re dead.” 
 
    She ran toward them, but no matter how fast she went, she never got any closer. “I can save you,” she said, trying to scream. 
 
    The boy with the blood in his chest laughed. “Bullet for the bitch,” he cackled. “Stabbed me in the chest and threw me off a rafter.”  
 
    Alex, she thought, but before she could say his name, he disappeared, leaving the other boy alone. “Who are you?” she begged to know. 
 
    The boy with the blurry face laughed, and suddenly the darkness behind him opened, and the machine from the Ortego building appeared. “I have to go away,” he told her. He walked to the console at the base of the machine and flipped the switch. 
 
    Mei’s eyes widened. She screamed at him to stop. “I can fix it,” she cried. “Terry, wait!” 
 
    But it was no use. The rift expanded and consumed him, filling the sky and eating the world. She had killed them all. 
 
    Mei awoke, drenched in sweat. The blanket and the bed were soaked, and it smelled foul and sour. She looked down to see a puddle of urine in her lap. Fantastic.  
 
    She climbed out of the sheets and gathered them together, along with the clothes she was wearing. She hadn’t peed the bed since she was six.  
 
    How embarrassing. 
 
    But at least she felt better now. She rolled the sheets and blankets along with her clothes, then placed them in a laundry bag. She’d wash them after she showered. Hopefully no one would find out about this.  
 
    She slipped on some fresh clothes and flipped the mattress to hide the stains. First stop was the latrine tent. She couldn’t wait. 
 
    With a robe on and a towel in her hand, she walked briskly across the camp to the showers. As she approached the tent, however, Sophie emerged.  
 
    “Doctor Curie!” exclaimed her assistant. “When did you wake up? Doctor Tabata was supposed to keep me updated.”  
 
    Mei stopped cold in her tracks. “I’m okay, thanks,” she said quickly.  
 
    Sophie examined her. “You look much better, ma’am. I’m so relieved.”  
 
    “Thank you,” said Mei, trying to keep her answers short and to the point. Let me by, Sophie, please.  
 
    “We were about to have a meeting, actually. I was getting ready to head there now. Did you want to join us?”  
 
    “Go ahead without me. You and I can go over the details later. Right now I need to shower and use the bathroom.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Sophie, looking her over. “I apologize for keeping you. Please go ahead, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Mei, sliding past her. “We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Mei ran into the shower and turned the water on. She didn’t bother waiting for it to heat up all the way. The sooner she got rid of this filthy stench, the better. She pressed the soap dispenser button and a small glob eased onto her palm. She clasped her hands and scrubbed her body. Consumption policy stated each person was only supposed to use an ounce of soap per shower, but Mei didn’t care right now. She used the dispenser half a dozen more times before she was finished. Even then, she didn’t feel clean. 
 
    After the shower, Mei grabbed her towel and returned to her tent. She dried and dressed herself, then sat in the chair facing her bed. She could still smell the piss. It filled the entire room with its pungent musk, a persisting reminder of what she’d done. 
 
    She grabbed her pad and called Sophie. It only rang twice before her assistant answered. “Ma’am, is everything alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” said Mei. “What time are we meeting to go over everything?” 
 
    “How does 1700 sound?”  
 
    Mei glanced at the clock in the upper right-hand corner of the screen. It currently read 12:57. “Make it 1330. I’ll meet you in the conference room.” She ended the call before Sophie could answer, placed the pad on the small table nearby, and covered her face with her hands.  
 
    A brief moment later, John came running into the room. “Mei?” he said, barreling in. He spotted her in the bed. “It’s true! You’re awake!” 
 
    He ran to her side and embraced her tight, squeezing her so hard she could barely breathe. She patted his back. “Okay, okay,” she managed to say. 
 
    He released her, but kept his hands on her shoulders. “I’m so glad you’re okay!” He had the widest smile she’d ever seen on his face. 
 
    It made her laugh. “Thanks, dear.” 
 
    He hugged her again.  
 
    “What’s the deal with everybody today? You’re acting like I disappeared.” 
 
    He frowned. “You were sick. You had a fever, and it got kind of bad.” 
 
    This was news to her. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “A few days,” he said. 
 
    Her mouth fell open. “Seriously?” 
 
    He nodded. “Tabata suggested a blood transfusion, but he wasn’t sure if it would work, but it looks like he was right. You seem great!” 
 
    A blood transfusion? Had it really been so serious? Mei grabbed her pad and looked at the date. April 24, 2350. She could hardly believe it.  
 
    “One sec,” said John, still grinning. He ran outside and returned a few moments later with Doctor Tabata. “Check it out, Doc.” 
 
    Tabata nodded. “Good. Let’s have a look at you, Doctor Curie.” He retrieve a digital thermometer. “Open wide.” 
 
    She grabbed the thermometer out of his hand. “I’ll do it, thanks,” she said, placing it under her tongue. A few seconds later it beeped. She handed it back to him.  
 
    “Ninety-eight degrees. Looks good. I’ll have to run a few tests on the rest of you, but overall you seem to be doing much better.” 
 
    “I should think so, since I’m no longer in a coma,” she said. 
 
    “It was hardly a coma,” said Tabata.  
 
    A loud thunderous boom shook the ground, startling everyone.  
 
    “What was that?” asked Mei. 
 
    Another identical sound followed. Mei nearly fell out of her bed.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” she yelled, getting to her feet.  
 
    She and John ran outside, and there was another sound, which shook the ground. It seemed to be coming from Bart’s workshop. Sophie soon emerged from the conference tent, where she had presumably been waiting for Mei to arrive. “What was…” said Sophie, but her words were drowned out by further noise.  
 
    “Sounds familiar!” yelled John. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Huh?” she asked.  
 
    “Listen to it! Don’t you remember?” 
 
    Mei tilted her head, trying to think. Thump. Thump. Thump. Ksst. The noise had a rhythm to it, like a machine. Yes, of course. It was the same sound she and John had heard when they first discovered this field all those years ago. “It’s a Fever Killer!” 
 
    John nodded. “Come on!” He grabbed her hand and led her to the back of Bart’s tent. Sophie followed behind them, a clueless look on her face.  
 
    They found Bart standing before the Fever Killer. It stood several meters tall, towering over them, pounding repeatedly into the ground. Bart kept his distance, wearing a pair of protective goggles. He didn’t seem to notice the others’ arrival.  
 
    “Bart!” yelled John. 
 
    He flinched at the sound of his own name before turning to see them. Clenching his teeth and clearly embarrassed, he grabbed his pad and powered off the machine. “Sorry! I didn’t think it would be this loud.” 
 
    “You nearly gave us all a heart attack,” said Sophie. 
 
    Doctor Tabata came jogging toward them. “Is everything alright?” he asked.  
 
    “Everyone’s fine, slow poke,” said John. 
 
    “I’m not as spry as you kids,” said Tabata.  
 
    “Always full of excuses,” said John. “Tsk tsk.”  
 
    “Are you sure it works now?” asked Mei. 
 
    Bart shrugged. “Maybe. It was only on for about thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds too long if you ask me,” muttered Tabata.  
 
    Mei examined the Fever Killer. Standing about four meters tall and towering above her, she could see how the rough metal casing was still worn from the events of three years ago. The coils themselves looked fairly new, which wasn’t surprising. She’d seen the originals shatter into pieces. Bart had scavenged what he could, but some parts had to be built from scratch.  
 
    This device had been the perfect excuse Mei needed to convince the board to let her bring a team here. Did this mean her work was finished? The mission certainly had other goals besides the Fever Killer.  
 
    Mei touched the device, sliding her hand against its rough surface. The radiation levels were rising, and they would soon swallow this entire area. With such a risk in sight and with the coil now secure and operational, the board might decide to recall her team sooner than expected. There was a very good chance she’d be on her way home tomorrow, all because of this machine.  
 
    “What is it, Mei?” asked John.  
 
    Sophie pointed to the coil. “She’s worried we’re going home early, because of this.” 
 
    Bart removed his protective goggles. “Hey, don’t blame the machine. It’s not the coil’s fault.” 
 
    “Yes, but the Framling Coil was the main reason Central greenlit the mission,” said Sophie. “With the rising risk of radiation, they’ll undoubtedly call us home.” 
 
    Bart frowned. “I worked really hard on this, and now you’re making me regret it.” 
 
    John put his arm around Bart’s shoulder. “It’s okay, buddy. I can break it if you want. We can throw it on the ground and smash it together.” 
 
    “Or wait a few more days to tell them about it,” suggested Sophie.  
 
    John nodded. “Sure, sure,” he said, agreeably. He looked at Bart again. “Think about my offer and get back to me.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” said Tabata. “Has anyone solved the radiation problem? Because if not, there’s not much use in stalling the board.” 
 
    “We’re delaying in order to find a solution, sir,” said Sophie.  
 
    The doctor stroked his chin stubble. “My point is that even if you somehow manage to find one, you still need to implement it, which takes time. How long until the radiation reaches this campsite?” 
 
    Sophie pursed her lips. “Another ten days, maybe.” 
 
    “He’s right,” muttered Bart. “There’s not enough time.”  
 
    Nobody said anything for a few seconds. No doubt, their brains were hard at work trying to come up with an answer. Mei couldn’t help but do the same. Stalling. Maybe he’s right. Maybe there’s not enough time, she thought. The words swirled around in her mind. There was never enough time. If only she had a way to slow it down. If only she could halt the spread of the radiation for a while. She glanced at the coil again, saying nothing. The Fever Killer was a marvel of technology, capable of absorbing and redistributing energy more efficiently than anything to date. All it needed was heat energy and—  
 
    Her mouth fell open. Heat was part of the electromagnetic scale, just like gamma radiation. Depending on how the machine worked, it might actually be possible to…    
 
    John nudged her side. “Hey,” he whispered. “Got anything?” 
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before,” she muttered.  
 
    “Ma’am?” said Bart. 
 
     She cast a sideways look at him. “Tell me, would it be possible to reconfigure this device to absorb something other than heat?” 
 
    He seemed confused. “I don’t know what you…” He paused, a look of realization overcoming him. “Yes…yes, I think so. It only depends what kind of energy we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Would high frequency electromagnetism work?” she asked. 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Yeah, it should,” he said.  
 
    “What the hell are we talking about right now?” asked John. 
 
    “The solution we’ve been looking for,” said Mei. “Only it’s been here the whole time, staring at me and my big, stupid face.”  
 
    She flicked the case of Fever Killer, and it dinged. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Doctor Mei Curie’s Personal Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 145 
 
    Recorded: April 27, 2350 
 
    CURIE: After hashing out the details, Bartholomew thinks my plan to use the Framling Coil to absorb gamma radiation instead of thermal may actually be sound. Given how they’re both electromagnetic energy, albeit on completely different ends of the spectrum, I’m honestly surprised I didn’t think of it sooner. I guess I’ve been a little distracted with everything that’s happened lately.  
 
    Regardless, Bart seems confident enough. I’m a little worried he’ll have trouble getting the coil to go from absorbing non-ionizing to ionizing radiation, but it might not matter at all. Right now it’s unclear whether this difference will affect how the coil operates. For all I know, it might not do anything at all. 
 
    I’ve asked the entire team to assist with the project. We only have a few more days before the board pulls us, and we’re forced to vacate the camp. We don’t have a lot of time here, which makes this our only shot. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 27, 2350 
 
    Terry awoke in the dark, tucked in a bed and unable to move. The pain was gone, but he could barely move his arms and legs. Sweat covered his forehead and cheeks, but it was somehow freezing cold.  
 
    He scanned the area and found he was indoors, alone in a small room with only a bed, a stool, and a window. Where the door should be, there was nothing but an open hallway. 
 
    He tried to speak, but coughed instead as he struggled to catch his breath. He cleared his throat and swallowed. “Hello?” he asked in a raw, hoarse voice that surprised him.  
 
    A small light appeared far in the distance. It moved along the hallway walls, bouncing and flickering while drawing closer to his room. “Who’s there?” he asked as the figure approached the archway. 
 
    The light bent and reflected off its wielder’s face, revealing the curves of a woman. She appeared to be bald.  
 
    “Where am I?” asked Terry. 
 
    She didn’t answer. Instead, she took a piece of dripping wet cloth from under Terry’s bed and dabbed his forehead. She worked her way along his neck and pulled the blanket down. There was a bandage covering the wound, which she avoided with the cloth, wiping the skin around it and returning the blanket to where it was before. She avoided looking at him, so he stared at her scalp. To his surprise, there were markings all over—tattoos by the look of them. None of the men had anything remotely similar, nor were any of them bald, so why this woman? Was it customary for the females of this world to shave their heads and wear such elaborate markings? The more he learned about these people, the stranger they seemed.  
 
    Once the woman finished cleaning him, she grabbed the small pail from under his bed and left him alone. Terry watched her go, not knowing what to say. He had to find a way to communicate with her, with all of them. 
 
    He closed his eyes, inviting sleep. It was the first time he’d been in a bed in three years. He might as well enjoy the experience while it lasted. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Unknown 
 
    April 28, 2350 
 
    Terry slept late into the morning. The light from the open window struck him hard as he opened his eyes. He squinted and flinched, turning on his side toward the wall next to the bed. He could hear what sounded like dishes clanking in the room down the hall, and amid the noise, a man’s voice speaking nonsense.  
 
    He planted his feet on the floor. He expected his chest to hurt from the wound when he moved, but nothing happened. Not even numbness from the medicine. When he touched the bandage around his wound, he felt it. Only the pain was gone. Remarkable. 
 
    He already knew his body could heal rather quickly, but it usually took a few days, and the pain always lingered for a while. A wound this size never healed overnight. Whatever the Man in Red had given him must have really done the trick. What else could it have been? 
 
    A burly laugh filled the hall and echoed into Terry’s room, followed shortly by the stomping of someone coming his way. He watched the archway as the Man in Red popped his head through the gap and gasped delightfully upon seeing him. “Obovi!” shouted the stranger, chuckling. “Obovi oc norc!” 
 
    Terry stared blankly, saying nothing. Didn’t he realize Terry couldn’t understand him? 
 
    The man pulled the stool close to the bed and plopped down, sending a loud thud throughout the house. “Bfa?” He pointed at Terry.  
 
    “Bfa?”  
 
    The man slapped his chest. “Ludo.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Lu-do!” he bellowed, hitting himself a second time. “Ju loji er Ludo.” He grinned.  
 
    Terry paused. “Is Ludo your name?” He pointed to him. “Ludo?”  
 
    The Man in Red smacked his chest three times.  
 
    Okay, so your name is Ludo. Terry pointed at own his face. “Terry.” 
 
    Ludo repeated the word slowly under his breath with a thoughtful expression. “Terr-ee. Terr-ee. Terry.” 
 
    Terry stared at Ludo with disbelief. Was this really how first contact with alien life was supposed to happen? He had watched a few science fiction vids as a kid—leftover films from before the Jolt. Some dealt with close encounters, space exploration, making first contact. They made it seem so calculated and methodical, like there was some sort of guidebook for situations like this. Most of them ended with a massive intergalactic war, but a few never made it so far.  
 
    “Terry Terry Terry,” said Ludo. He laughed and smacked his chest again. 
 
     “You got it,” said Terry, knowing his words meant nothing.  
 
    “Terry,” said Ludo. He motioned behind him to the hall. “Hannab.” 
 
    “Hannab?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Terry hannab Ludo.” He stood and faced the door, took three steps, and returned to his original position. “Terry hannab Ludo.” 
 
    “You want me to go with you?” 
 
    “Hannab,” said Ludo, rather insistently.  
 
    “Okay,” said Terry.  
 
    Despite not knowing English, Ludo seemed to understand. He led Terry through the hall, passing four other rooms along the way, each with an open doorway. Two of them appeared to be bedrooms—each with a bed, chest, and several mats on the floor. The second bedroom was smaller than the first with a handful of blocks scattered at the base of a much smaller bed.  
 
    The third room contained assorted chests. A table stood nearby holding several tools. A few of them had metal tips, but didn’t look like weapons. Were they for farming? 
 
    In the fourth section, Terry saw a large stone with fire in it, crackling and wheezing behind a thin grate. A boy stood nearby, the same one Terry had seen playing outside before the attack. Next to him, some raised slabs held a variety of plants. The child was smashing one of them with a stone. He looked at Terry for a moment, smiled, and quickly returned to his work. 
 
    Ludo brought Terry to the largest room in the house: the foyer. It was similar in design to the other domes he’d explored, but while the others had couches, chairs, tables, and even decorative art, this one only had cushions, rugs, and a small fire pit in the center.  
 
    A few meters from the dome’s entrance, the woman stood watching them. She had blue eyes and a small nose, with an almost regal composure. She wore a red gown with blue patterns on it, and a metallic headdress which kept her bald head and strange tattoos completely hidden. 
 
    Ludo looked at the woman and his voice went surprisingly soft. “Jou bi ioc?” he said to her. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Ludo smiled and went to the fire pit and sat on the rug next to it, motioning to the other side. “Rec,” he said. 
 
    Terry joined him on the floor. “Does rec mean sit?” he asked. 
 
    Ludo grinned. He retrieved the lid of the metal pot and took a large spoonful of the brown liquid inside, pouring it into a bowl and handing it to Terry. He then took a second one and drank from it, letting out a whoop of satisfaction as he smacked his lips.  
 
    Terry took the hint and drank from the bowl. It tasted surprisingly similar to eggs with a hint of sweetness—something like apples, perhaps. He wasn’t sure. 
 
    He lowered the bowl from his face and smiled politely at Ludo. “Thank you,” he told him. He drank the rest of the soup, trying not to gulp it down too quickly. 
 
    When they were finished, Ludo put the bowl to his side. “Talo!” he yelled. 
 
    Terry stiffened at the sudden call, but before he could respond the small boy appeared from behind the back wall. He approached Ludo with his arms extended and his hands flat. In both of his little palms he held a rather large knife. The hilt had several glyphs carved into it, while the blade was littered with specks of glistening stones of various colors.  
 
    Ludo took the knife, which looked rather small in his own hand, and showed it to Terry. “Rotsiq,” he said in a low, almost respectful voice.  
 
    “Rot-siq,” muttered Terry.  
 
    Ludo handed the knife to the boy and touched his forehead. The child smacked his chest and retreated from the room, passing the woman with the blue eyes as he opened the door and disappeared.  
 
    Terry watched as his new friend poured a second bowl of soup for each of them. They drank it together, and this time Terry had no problem drinking slowly. His belly was filling with a warmth he hadn’t felt in years. When was the last time he’d had soup? The academy? He could no longer remember. 
 
    Ludo’s presumed wife left through the door where the boy had disappeared and closed it behind her, saying nothing. Terry wondered if she disapproved of his presence. Was she angry at him for coming into her home? Or was it customary in this society for wives to ignore guests? And what was the deal with the kid and the weird knife? Who were these people and why were they sitting in the middle of nowhere? Terry wished he could speak this stupid language so he could figure out what the hell was going on.    
 
    Ludo got to his feet and motioned for Terry to stand. “Hannab,” he told him. Follow. 
 
    He did, and Ludo led him outside. The suns had begun their descent, hovering above the horizon. Ludo led Terry around the side of the house to the edge of one of the fields. The plants reminded him of corn stalks because of how tall they were, but the resemblance ended there. They were blue and contained pieces of red vegetables, though of course he had no idea if they were really vegetables, fruit, or something else altogether. For all he knew, the red things were poison and the only edible part of the plant was the root.  
 
    Ludo grabbed a cloth sack near the base of one of the stalks and handed it to Terry. “Fanq,” he told him. 
 
    Terry looked at the bag, confused.  
 
    Ludo grabbed one of the red vegetables from its stem and placed it in Terry’s bag. “Holp,” he repeated. 
 
     “Okay,” he said. “Holp.” 
 
    Ludo took another sack and began filling it with the red vegetables.  
 
    Terry did the same. It seemed he’d have to earn his keep here. Not that he minded. It had been a long time since he had the chance to work with someone else. Besides, the bed was nice and the food had been better than raw fruit. He would help however he could. 
 
    He took one of the red things and placed it in his bag. He wondered how long he’d be here with these people. Probably no more than a day or two. They didn’t know anything about him, and it wasn’t like they could communicate properly. If this place proved to be safe, maybe he could set up a camp nearby. He’d have to scout around, make sure he didn’t pick an exposed area. He had to be able to run if things went bad. 
 
    Terry looked at Ludo, who was nibbling on one of the plants. He might be able to make this work after all. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    April 28, 2350 
 
    Mei waited patiently for Bartholomew and John to hoist the Fever Killer into place. Tabata, Zoe, and Sophie were all standing nearby, watching in silence. Poor Bart had spent the bulk of two days working on it, only taking a few hours to rest. Mei asked the others to assist where they could, but Bart wasn’t having it. He kicked everyone out except Zoe. Mei almost objected but ultimately let it go. She trusted Bart to know what he was doing. 
 
    Now came the time to see how good an engineer he truly was.  
 
    “Hold it there,” shouted Bart.  
 
    John gripped the sides of the coil with both of his bulky arms. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll just be here, hugging this stick.” 
 
    Bart rushed into his tent. A second later, Mei heard a soft crash from inside. Bart cursed, then reappeared with a drill.  
 
    “Everything alright?” asked Mei.  
 
    He grunted and went to coil.  
 
    “Now what?” asked John, his arms still wrapped around the device. 
 
    “Hang on,” said Bart. He used the drill to pull one of the panels off the side of the coil.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Sophie.  
 
    Bart fumbled around with several wires inside the machine, shifting them to the side. He touched the back portion of the outer shell and snapped something into place, then grinned. “Forgot to hook a fuse back in. Close call.” 
 
    “You idiot,” snapped Zoe. “The last thing we need is for the coil to overheat.” 
 
    “No harm done,” said Bart.  
 
    Zoe glared at him.  
 
    “Alright, John,” he said. “Hold it steady.” 
 
    John nodded with a look of hesitation. “You’d better know what you’re doing.” 
 
    With his pad, Bart called up the control screen for the Fever Killer. He tapped the pad, and the coil let out a loud boom and the ground shook. 
 
    John flinched, but held on tight. “When can I let go?” he yelled, his voice distorted by the vibrations.  
 
    “Hang on,” said Bart. He tapped the pad a few times. The coil let out a loud snap, startling everyone. John seemed especially panicked. “Okay, you can let go!” 
 
    John released the machine and scurried back.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked Tabata. It was the first time he’d spoken in a while. Mei nearly forgot he was there. 
 
    Bart tapped the pad again, and the coil powered down. “I activated the locking mechanism for the coil. It shot a rod several meters into the ground, then expanded in nearly every direction, sort of like the roots of a tree.” 
 
    “Or a bush,” added John. 
 
    “Which is why he was holding it in place,” said Bart. 
 
    “Moving on,” said Mei. She wanted to get this show on the road. “Can we see if it works?” 
 
    Bart nodded. “Give me a second.” He tapped the pad once more, turning the coil back on. It was loud for a few seconds, but quickly shifted into a gentle hum.  
 
    “Well?” asked Mei. 
 
    Bart studied the pad. “As far as I can tell, it’s working. I don’t think we’ll know until the radiation hits it, though.” 
 
    “So we’ll have to move it,” said Sophie. 
 
    “Right,” said Bart. “It won’t do us much good sitting in the middle of our camp.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked John, frowning.  
 
    “It has to be within the radiation zone,” said Mei. “Once we’ve got the coil set up, we’ll monitor it for a while, see how it does. If we get some worthwhile results, we can put more of them up and gradually push our way forward.” 
 
    “Like an army moving the front line,” said John. 
 
    “Something like that,” said Mei. 
 
    Zoe furrowed her brow. “How are we supposed to transport this thing closer to the radiation, especially after what happened before?”  
 
    “It’ll work,” said Mei. “The radiation isn’t very strong until you’re in the heart of the Ortego complex, closer to the ruins. We can put it up near the edge of where the radiation is hitting. A normal rad suit should be enough to protect me while I get the coil into place.” 
 
    John looked at her. “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he said, waving his arms around. “I think you’ve lost enough hair for one month, lady. Let someone else handle this.” 
 
    Tabata nodded. “He’s right. Your health may have improved since your initial exposure, but your body is still recovering. Another dose of radiation could kill you.” 
 
    “Good point,” said Zoe. “There’s no way you’d be able to lift the coil on your own.” 
 
    Mei hesitated to answer. She knew they were right, but having someone else do the job could result in another accident. It could mean another Travis. 
 
    John stepped forward. “I’ll do it.”  
 
    Mei scoffed. “No.” 
 
    “Hold on,” muttered Tabata. “Sergeant Finn’s genes are the same as yours, Doctor Curie. He’s a hybrid, so his body would be resilient enough to withstand some of the radiation. If anything happens to the suit, he should still survive as long as the exposure is marginal. Having him go makes sense, objectively.” He glanced at John. “Though, I imagine it’ll hurt, if you actually encounter such a situation.” 
 
    “I can handle it,” said John.  
 
    Mei’s heart was pounding. She pictured John on the ground, dying the same way Travis had. She didn’t know what to do.  
 
    John went to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said, as if to answer her concerns. “I risk my life for a living. This won’t be any different.” 
 
    “A gun can’t protect you from radiation,” she muttered. 
 
    Zoe cleared her throat. “I’ll monitor his suit. We’ll know he’s in danger before he does.” 
 
    John smiled. “You heard the lady. I’ve got nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “If you can carry the coil on your own, I can activate it remotely from here,” said Bart.  
 
    John clasped his hands. “Great.” 
 
    Bart turned the machine off. “There’s still plenty of daylight left. If we hustle, we can get the coil moved in less than two hours.”  
 
    “Back to work, then,” said Zoe, sighing.  
 
    Everyone dispersed rather quickly, leaving Bart, John, and Mei behind.  
 
    “You gonna be okay?” asked John. 
 
    She glared at him. “I didn’t need you to step in and save me, John.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Why, then? And don’t say you’re protecting me.” 
 
    He considered her question. “Because someone has to, and it couldn’t be you. I’m the only one left.” 
 
    Her gaze fell to the ground. She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, she felt a pair of thick arms wrap around her, gently squeezing her chest. John nuzzled the top of her bald head, and she felt a gush of relief.  
 
    By the time he pulled away, she no longer felt like arguing.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Mei watched through John’s eyes as he brought the Fever Killer to its new home, dangerously close to the edge of the irradiated zone.  
 
    He’d driven a dirt cab for half an hour, talking with her for most of the way. She considered asking him to come back, tell him to forget about the job, and they’d go home together, but the danger was real, and it wouldn’t stop because of her childish fears. 
 
    The rain came when he was halfway there, beginning with a soft patter against the cab windshield before turning hard and violent. The wind roared so loudly it sounded like a scream. A few minutes later, the storm had manifested, covering everything from the Ortego site to their camp.  
 
    John parked a quarter kilometer from the where the radiation levels were at their weakest, no danger as long as he stayed in the suit.  
 
    Or maybe there was. She suddenly wasn’t sure. A dozen questions rattled in her head, giving her pause. Had she really sealed his suit properly? What if he accidently loosened it in the cab or while carrying the coil? John could be clumsy…what if he tripped and fell? A chill ran along the nape of her neck, and her tongue went dry. She smacked her lips, clearing her throat.  
 
    John opened the door of the cab and walked to the attached rear trailer. The bed was drenched with rain. He lowered the gate and snagged the coil, sliding it to the end and hoisting the tube on his shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t drop it,” said Bart. He was right behind Mei, peering over her shoulder. “If you do, there’s not enough time to make another.” 
 
    “Relax,” said John. “You’re acting like I haven’t done this before.” 
 
    “You haven’t,” said Mei.  
 
    He scoffed. “As far as you know.” 
 
    John lugged the Fever Killer several meters from the dirt cab, pausing now and then to reposition himself or switch shoulders. His visor showed the way, indicating which direction to head with a digital green line imposed on the screen. A set of numbers in the bottom right corner counted down the distance to the installation site. Mei had programmed in all of this, hoping to make things as easy as possible for him. Right now, the visor said he was less than a dozen meters from the spot.  
 
    He stopped, wavered slightly. A sharp whistle filled his helmet. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Mei. 
 
    “The wind’s getting worse,” he said, but she could barely hear him. 
 
    “You’re almost there,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can you hear me, John?” she yelled. 
 
    “Barely. Hang on!” he shouted. The whistle grew until she could no longer understand him.  
 
    Instead of talking or screaming, she pulled the keyboard out and typed a message. It appeared a second later on his visor.  
 
    KEEP GOING. ALMOST THERE. 
 
    If he said anything, she wouldn’t know. The counter on the visor indicated he was getting close. Twenty meters. Fifteen. Ten.  
 
    He stopped a few more times, moving progressively slower as he neared the goal. The rain fell harder, and the wind blew the drops into his visor so hard they slid sideways. 
 
    There was a clap of thunder outside the tent, and several people jumped. Sophie yelped, knocking a few tools off the table she was sitting on. Bart gathered them and motioned for her to stay where she was. She nodded, chewing on a tuft of her hair, an embarrassed look on her face. 
 
    Mei kept her eyes on the monitor. John was nearly at the mark. Five meters. Three. Two.  
 
    He stopped. He seemed frozen, so she typed a quick message. 
 
    SOMETHING WRONG? 
 
    He shook his head, and the camera in the visor moved with him. He lifted the coil from his shoulder and set it on the ground. Now came the digging. He unlatched a small shovel from his side and pointed at the dirt directly before him.  
 
    YES. RIGHT THERE. 
 
    The shovel was barely eight centimeters long, but could be extended with the press of a button near its center. John touched it, but nothing happened. He tried a few more times with no success. At last he clasped both ends and attempted to manually extend it. Nothing worked.  
 
    Mei began typing a message to him, but stopped when she saw him drop to his knees and begin digging with the tiny shovel. He flung clumps of soil to his side, one after the next, never slowing. Thunder cackled as the rain beat down on him. Flashes of yellow and white ignited the ground as lightning flashed overhead, reflecting off the hilt of the shovel as well as his silver gloves. Mei fought the urge to close her eyes. It’s okay, she told herself. Nothing can hurt him. She repeated the words in her mind, mouthing them a few times. Nothing can hurt him. Nothing can hurt him. Nothing can hurt him…  
 
    She didn’t care if it was a self-imposed delusion. Sometimes lies were better than the truth.  
 
    John dug a hole half a meter deep before stopping. He tossed the little shovel at the freshly made pile of earth and glanced at the coil at his side. Pressing his hand against his knee, he pushed himself to his feet, stumbling a few steps in the process. 
 
    He wavered there a moment, doing nothing.  
 
    JOHN ARE YOU ALRIGHT? 
 
    He raised his hand, giving her a thumb-up. The glove glistened in the rain, shaking slightly as he kept it there. Why was he trembling? Could it be the wind? Maybe the rain was too cold.  
 
    John lifted the Fever Killer and set it gently in the ground. Several clumps of mud slid from the peak of the hole like chocolate pudding, dripping into a soup of brown slime and shredded blue grass. 
 
    He tossed shovel loads of dirt back into the tiny pit. By the time he had finished, a small puddle was already forming at the base of the coil.  
 
    Bart touched Mei on the shoulder. “Don’t forget the switch. He needs to activate it.” 
 
    She nodded, and typed the message to him. John gave her another thumb-up. This time, his hand was noticeably slow. He flipped the coil’s latch open, revealing a control pad. Every Framling Coil required a digital numerical code in order to activate. This was a remnant of the original design, created for obvious security purposes that were now obsolete. Bart intended to get rid of them in the future, but right now there was no time.  
 
    The activation code was simple. Mei had requested it herself, knowing John would remember it. She watched as he typed the numbers in, nodding each time the glowing green digit appeared on the screen.  
 
    04-14-2332 
 
    The day they’d been born. 
 
    John took a step back, and the Fever Killer rattled with a loud hum as it roared to life. A moment later, the casing shuddered, and the drill inside plummeted into the ground, letting loose a wild CRACK and securing its place.  
 
    Lightning ignited the northern sky like a spider’s web. The flash was so bright it could have been a sunrise. 
 
    John turned and headed back toward the dirt cab. When he reached the front of the vehicle, he touched the hood and stopped. He bent forward, bobbing his head, like he was out of breath. Mei was about to ask if something was wrong when he let go and got into the driver’s seat. 
 
    He pressed the ignition button, and the dashboard lights came on. As he pulled around and began the drive back, Mei noticed his gloves sliding, almost drooping, as he loosely gripped the steering wheel.  
 
    When he finally arrived, she was already outside, standing in the rain, dripping wet and waiting to greet him. The cab slowed, but didn’t stop. Instead, it plowed directly into the nearby fence, bowling the hood to reveal the engine inside. The metal warped instantly. Steam filled the air around the guts of the cab as the cold rain hit the exposed engine. Mei ran to the door. The rainwater was flowing over the window, too thick for her to see. Panic took hold as she quickly opened the door.  
 
    Inside, John was hugging the wheel, his face against the visor. There was a rip in his suit where the shoulder met the neck, and his face had turned a bright red. 
 
    Bart and the others came running from the tent. “Holy shit, did he crash the cab?” he asked. 
 
    Mei wanted nothing more than to scream, but she tried to stay composed. “John?” She touched his shoulder. “Are you alright?”  
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    Her eyes swelled and her throat closed. “John?” She shook him. “Say something, please.” 
 
    He let out a soft groan. “…Mei?” 
 
    “Oh, God!” she shouted, clutching his sleeves with both her hands.  
 
    “Sorry.” He raised his head, his strained eyes blinking and half-opened. He had the look of exhaustion on him, like he’d been sleeping for days. He smiled, but his lips were shaking. “Hope I didn’t worry you.” 
 
    She hugged him close, wrapping her arms around his chest. “John, you idiot,” she said, and all at once she was crying, warm tears mixing with the cold rain. 


 
   
  
 

 Part 2 
 
      
 
    Facing it, always facing it, 
 
    that’s the way to get through. 
 
    –Joseph Conrad 
 
      
 
    Everything is theoretically impossible, 
 
    until it is done. 
 
    –Robert A. Heinlein


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance 
 
    Open Transcript 616 
 
    Subtitled: The Memoires of S. E. Pepper – Chapter 5 
 
    March 19, 2185 
 
    PEPPER: There is something to be said about the stars, I think, which doesn’t get mentioned as much these days. Most of the people living in this city were born sometime after the Great Calamity, but still a few of us attempt to pull the images out whenever the mood strikes, and we surrender ourselves to nostalgia. I often lay awake at night, immersed in mental slideshows, recalling the night sky…twinkling dots amid the dark, begging me to dream. We used to give them stories, playing connect-the-dots with the cosmos. “There goes Orion, the hunter, chasing Taurus with his mighty steel. Look at how proudly he stands.”  
 
    Little did we know how truly mighty our blinking specks could be. If only we could see their true beauty, these mammoth balls of burning plasma a thousand times the size of Earth, floating gently in a vacuum, igniting the fabric of existence. Among them, orbiting planets, as varied and complex as any our imaginations could conceive. What would we have said to justify such wonders? This is common knowledge now, of course, but at the time it remained a distant realization. 
 
    Studying the stars is a humbling experience, many astronomers used to say. Sadly, they’re all dead now. All are gone and forgotten, their collective knowledge a lost and unusable truth. After all, what good are the stars when we cannot even look at them? What’s the point? 
 
    I do not know the answer to those questions, and I am certain someone will say it is a waste of time…a valid argument, I suppose, when one considers our current predicament.  
 
    Still, I know the stars exist. Our ignorance about them will never change this fact. They will go on, regardless of whether or not we acknowledge them. They will live, expand, explode, and shatter across time and space until all the void is black again, and we are nothing but a shadow of a thought.  
 
    Perhaps in this sea of endless possibilities there exists another world like ours, capable of supporting life. Such a place may be far removed from us. For all we know, it may very well be outside of what we call existence. But on that rock, wherever it is, floating in the light of another sun, perhaps there is a thinking thing with eyes and wonder in its heart, staring at its own sky, naming dots of lights, and dreaming.  Like so many things, I do not know if this is true.  
 
    But I hope. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Unknown 
 
    October 21, 2350 
 
    Terry raised his head from the river, taking a deep breath of the fresh Variant air. The suns drifted high above him, and the midday heat blazed against the cool, rapid water as it collided gently with his cheeks. He took a deep breath and sighed, not to indicate his frustration or boredom but rather his content. He could not imagine himself in any better place. Not on this planet anyway. 
 
    It had been six months since Terry found the farm and the family who lived there. Since then, he’d moved into the cliffs beyond the valley and made a home for himself near the place where the river met the sea. With Ludo’s help, he’d built a small house into the side of the rock-face, using the flattened stones as the back wall and crafting the rest from the bark of over a dozen trees. As it turned out, Ludo was a man of many talents, including farming, hunting, cooking, and carpentry. He offered these skills freely to Terry, asking nothing in return. The man was the kindest person Terry had ever met, with John perhaps being the rare exception. Someone who gave his devotion freely without reservation. A true friend. 
 
    In their eagerness, both Terry and Ludo had made learning the other’s language a priority. Much to his disappointment, Terry quickly discovered he had no talent for linguistics, so his progress was slow and clumsy. He’d managed to learn a great deal, however, fumbling through sentences and conversations, determined to improve. By contrast, Ludo went from knowing nothing of English to speaking with some impressive adequacy. Terry only had to tell him a word once or twice for Ludo to memorize it. Within the first week, he had already mastered basic phrases and most of the common nouns. By the second month, he spoke with the fluency of a small child, knowing many of the words while struggling with proper grammar. After six months, he’d mastered the bulk of the language in the time it took Terry to ask where the bathroom was. 
 
    Still, Terry had looked forward to learning how to speak to Ludo and his family in their native language, so he forced himself to work on it and adapt. He’d need the skill if he were to ever encounter more people like this quaint little family, and he imagined he would, given what Ludo had told him. “The world is big,” Ludo explained, motioning to the space around him. “Many people live here. You’ll see soon. I’ll show you.”  
 
    It was through these conversations that Terry learned a great many things. For starters, the name of the planet was Kant, while the region—or country, depending on how Ludo chose to talk about it—was called Greenwater. Kant rarely came up in conversation, except when Ludo needed to compare Greenwater to something bigger. “Not many live in Greenwater, but it borders Xel and Everlasting.” 
 
    “Xel and Everlasting?” asked Terry.   
 
    “Other countries. Xel is smaller. Everlasting is much bigger.” Ludo scratched his ear.  
 
    “Who lives there?” 
 
    “Xel is a lot like Greenwater, but more villages. The men you saw in the jungle were probably from there. We’re close to the border.” 
 
    The way Ludo had talked about them, the four strangers from the woods had likely been slavers. There was a prison near the Xel border, and they would often send small groups out in search of new people. “And Everlasting?” asked Terry. 
 
    Ludo’s eyes lit up, and he grinned. “Big place,” he said, spreading his arms out. “The people are all beautiful and everyone flies very high. Much higher than us. I’ve never gone but others says so.”  
 
    More nonsense about flying, thought Terry. Ludo often talked about people flying, including his own family, but the context never made any sense. None of them had wings. But Terry was still learning the language, and mistranslations were bound to happen. Maybe Ludo was talking about something else, and there simply wasn’t a word for it, so he called it flying. There was no way he really believed they all had wings, right? 
 
    Terry needed to learn how to communicate better so he could discover more about Kant. It was tempting to leave right now and see what else was out there, but he couldn’t go running off, even with an adequate knowledge of the language. There was always time for more adventures later. For now, he was content, perhaps even happy, living under a cliff by the sea. 
 
    He decided to eat lunch alone today. Ludo had given him some fishing supplies, which he had quickly learned to use in an effort to become as self-sufficient as possible. While he enjoyed the meals he ate on the farm, he always felt like he was imposing. Ludo never seemed to mind. In fact, as far as his friend had explained it, the simple act of eating someone else’s food was a sign of great respect, bringing honor to the household. Terry didn’t know if the sentiment were true or if Ludo was simply being kind, but he certainly appreciated the gesture.  
 
    For the most part, Terry found, the differences in his and Ludo’s cultures to be far less than expected, though there were a few things which he found strange and at times truly alien. For example, Ludo’s son Talo did most of the cooking and cleaning, which he attended to throughout the afternoon. In the morning, the boy would study under his father’s tutelage, though as far as Terry could tell, they mostly focused on family history, botany, and an hour of meditation. The last one appeared to be the same sort of meditation the scarred man had used in the middle of the night while the others slept. Like the other men had done, Ludo and his son sat on the floor with their eyes open, slowing their heart rate as well as their breathing to the point where they hardly seemed alive. The practice must have been a widespread one, probably part of the culture, but he still didn’t understand the purpose of it. 
 
    Terry remembered learning in history class how some civilizations once used meditation as a form of emotional management or spiritual fulfillment. Those people sought a sense of stillness, humility, and oneness. Throughout the millennia, a variety of groups had adopted the practice and integrated it into their religions, while many more used it as a means of relaxation. Plenty of people back home still used meditation as a relaxation technique. As far as Ludo’s people were concerned, this could have gone either way. When Terry had asked his friend about the meditation sessions, the answer only brought more questions. “We do this so we may fly,” he had said. “You must touch chakka. Chakka is very important. One day I will show you.”  
 
    Terry had no idea who or what chakka was, or what flying had to do with any of it. When asked, Ludo simply grinned and said, “Don’t worry! I will teach you soon.” 
 
    Finally, there was Ludo’s wife Ysa, who never spoke. For a while, Terry thought this was because she didn’t approve of him, but the more time he spent in the house, the more convinced he became that it was part of her demeanor. Aside from this, Terry still didn’t understand the meaning of her tattoos or why she was bald, or her complete lack of general responsibilities, but he was certain he would discover those answers in time. What he found truly fascinating was how she appeared to have complete and utter authority over the other two males. Whenever Ludo wished to leave the house, he asked his wife for permission, usually with his head bowed. It was as though she were some kind of farmhouse royalty, worshiped only by her son and husband, never required to lift a finger. When Terry tried to ask why his wife acted in such a fashion, Ludo dropped his head, closed his eyes for a moment, and said, “We do not speak badly of Ysa. She…” he paused, searching for the words. “She flies the highest. Yes! High above to Everlasting.” He hugged himself, smiling. “Ysa does so much.” 
 
    Perhaps what Ludo had said made sense to him, but it left Terry with only more questions.  
 
    Still, he was certain he’d understand eventually. Given enough time, he had to figure it out. For now, he’d try to relax. He’d swim in the river, eat with his new friends, and maybe catch a nap if time allowed.  
 
    This place was good for him.  
 
    More than anything, however, the voice in his head was gone—the little girl pretending to be his sister. He hadn’t heard her in all the time he’d spent with Ludo, and perhaps it was a good thing. She had asked him to run, he remembered, months ago in the field at the edge of the woods. Leave, she’d begged, but he refused her, and in an instant she was lost. In exchange, however, he’d found another friend, and surely it was better to talk with someone real, a person made of flesh and bone, than a thing of make-believe trapped inside his brain.  
 
    Because Janice wasn’t real, he reminded himself. 
 
    She never was. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ludo’s Farm, Kant 
 
    October 30, 2350 
 
    Terry sat between Ludo and Talo, eating dinner after a long day in the fields. Ysa sat across from him, saying nothing. He had tried on several occasions to make conversation with her, but found she wasn’t one for small talk. The most he’d ever gotten were short and to the point responses. In the beginning, he’d taken this as a sign of hostility, but after some months had gone by, he came to understand it was simply her way.  
 
    Ludo motioned for Talo to retrieve the Sacred Vessel, which he did immediately. Talo handed the box to his father, who opened it and presented the knife to the family. “We ask for protection. We ask for guidance. May the Eye watch over us that we might fly together someday.” He put the blade back in the box and handed it to Talo.  
 
    It had taken Terry several months to understand the words Ludo spoke each night before dinner, let alone the deeper meaning behind them. From what he’d gleaned, the knife held some sort of religious significance and had been acquired by Ludo in the years before he became a simple farmer, around the time he met his wife. The prayer itself was a request to someone called the Eye, undoubtedly the local god. The Eye watched over every living thing on Kant, according to Ludo, and only through it could a person learn to fly. But of course Terry had never seen anyone flying on this planet, so he took it as a metaphor. 
 
    Indeed, Ludo and his family meditated daily, always at the exact same time. This occurred no matter what, even at the cost of other activities, including eating and sleeping. They never missed a session. They often stopped in the middle of a task to go meditate, sometimes without a word. Terry would be standing there with Ludo one moment, only to turn around and find the man gone the next. The meditation hour was the highest priority of their lives, Terry found, but he still barely understood it. 
 
    Ludo poured a bowl of soup and handed it to Ysa, Terry, Talo, and finally himself. The order of delivery had been this way since the week following Terry’s arrival. At first, the food had been given to Terry, because at the time he’d been a guest. Since he was now considered a member of the family, according to Ludo, he ate second. Talo was next, because he was the youngest, and finally Ludo, because he was the one preparing the food. Talo usually cooked the meals, but Ludo occasionally stepped into the role of homemaker. He seemed to enjoy taking care of people. Such a ritual was a far cry from the cafeteria line of the academy but not completely dissimilar. People still waited their turns, depending on their positions within the society. The idea of respect, it seemed, was not unique to Earth.  
 
    After dinner while Talo cleaned, Terry helped Ludo put together some supplies for the upcoming hunt in a few weeks. This would be the eighth such hunt for Terry, so he was fairly accustomed to the routine.  
 
    As Ludo prepared one of the many traps they would be using, Terry stuffed a bag with several small knives and some rope. “Will you join us tonight for meditation?” asked Ludo when he finished wrapping the trap. He often asked this question, never deterred by Terry’s repeated declination.  
 
    In truth, Terry had been meaning to try the practice out for a while now, but the prospect of getting involved with another culture’s religion felt unsettling. He didn’t want to offend his friend by doing something wrong or expressing his lack of faith. But he also didn’t want to keep declining him. “I don’t know, Ludo,” said Terry at last. “I’ve never done it before. I wouldn’t know how.”  
 
    Ludo smiled. “It‘s okay! I will show you. It’s easy to start.”  
 
    Terry considered this. It wouldn’t kill him to give it a shot, he supposed. And after everything Ludo and his family had done, he owed it to them. “Alright, I’ll try.” 
 
    Ludo’s smile grew wider, and he beat his chest three times. “Wonderful!” he exclaimed. “You will learn to fly very soon, my friend. Wait and see!” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry, Ludo, and Talo sat together, preparing for the meditation.  
 
    Ysa had gone to a separate room per usual to carry out her own version of whatever was about to take place.  
 
    Terry never had the opportunity to watch them do this, mostly because he didn’t want to risk insulting anyone by staring and not participating. He’d seen the practice once before back in the woods when the redheaded man had closed his eyes and stopped breathing. Looked like he was dead. 
 
    No way I can do that, he thought.  
 
    Terry waited as Ludo lit a small fire in the center of the room. It burned with a blue flame, a result of the type of leaves. The three of them sat close, facing each other, their legs crossed. “The fire is our guide,” said Ludo. “Let it lift you. Let the heat carry your wings.” 
 
    Terry didn’t have wings, but he nodded anyway.  
 
    “Next we must close our eyes and focus our breaths. Look at how Talo does it. See the way he is calm and still? His breathing is steady; his mind is at peace.” 
 
    “What’s the goal here?” asked Terry. “What are we trying to do?” 
 
    “The goal is that there is no goal,” explained Ludo, smiling. “When the mind is quieted, we are free of worry, free of anger and fear. Only through peace can we experience true happiness. This is how we fly.” 
 
    Terry was pretty sure the term flying didn’t mean what Ludo thought it did. Oh, well. Chalk it up to translation problems. 
 
    Terry followed Talo’s lead in the exercises, trying to copy the way he breathed. Occasionally, they would perform soft chants, repeating certain sounds which carried no real meaning.  
 
    According to Ludo, the purpose was to clear one’s mind of all thought, concern, worry, stress, and emotion. “Be like the tree,” said Ludo, his eyes closed. “The tree does not worry, nor does it weep, nor is it quick to anger. Instead, it simply is, and nothing more.” He took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. “Let your skin become your bark so that it might shield you.” 
 
    Terry spent the rest of the hour copying what he saw, but he found it difficult to remain still. His mind was all over the place, and he wasn’t used to sitting in such an awkward position. Whenever he shut his eyes, his thoughts wandered. He pictured his friends and imagined what they might be doing. Whether they were safe. He thought about the men from the woods. The redheaded man and the one with the purple eyes. He thought about the abandoned city under the mountain and the machines still there. He thought about his sister and how old she must be. 
 
    In trying not to, he thought about everything. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ludo’s Farm, Kant 
 
    November 29, 2350 
 
    Terry sat with Ludo and Talo, taking breaths and trying his best to focus on the meditation practices. He’d been at this for several weeks but hadn’t made much progress.  
 
    Ludo spent the hour teaching him a new mantra, which he then recited many times while focusing on his breathing exercises. Terry wondered if he would ever move beyond breathing and chanting. Ludo and Talo could each do the same as the redheaded man, slowing their heartbeats to an almost dead state.  
 
    When Terry asked about this, Ludo told him to wait and see. “Soon you will go with us,” he told him. “We will build a palace for you, too.” 
 
    Again, Terry was at a loss. A palace? What was this? They lived on a farm in the middle of a valley. “Wait and see,” he told him again. “Soon.” 
 
    So Terry breathed and chanted, waiting until he saw whatever Ludo saw, waiting for his chance to learn about the palace. 
 
    Until today, when he sat there in the meditation room, chanting a phrase for the thousandth time. This was when it happened. The entire world went dark. 
 
    An empty sea of thoughtlessness. 
 
    In a fraction of a moment, Terry entered the state in which he drew his strength, where time slowed, and his senses were magnified. In each of the other instances where he had done this, he’d felt a thrill of exhilaration, a power so intense it drove him to take action, to nearly want to scream.  
 
    Now, it was different. Now, he felt nothing. All of it was gone, replaced by empty stillness, a void of his own making. There were no sounds blaring in the distance, no need to drown them out or pull himself back. He was simply there, quiet and indifferent, trapped inside a sea of nothing, floating gently, and waiting… 
 
    Floating… 
 
    Floating… 
 
    Floating… 
 
    Brother… 
 
    His eyes snapped open, a surge of energy filled him, and he gasped, falling backward and hitting the wall.  
 
    Ludo ran to him, grabbing his shoulders and holding him. “Are you alright?” he asked.  
 
    Beads of sweat poured down Terry’s face, filling his eyes with a sharp burn. His chest was heaving. His heart felt like it was going to explode. “What the hell was that?” he said quickly.  
 
    “What did you see?” asked Ludo. 
 
    Terry licked his lips. He was suddenly so thirsty. “It was so quiet. Everything was so…it was like I was empty…” 
 
    Ludo nodded. “This is very good!” he exclaimed.  
 
    “What?” asked Terry. 
 
    “You have cleared your mind. This is the first step to finding chakka. The first step to flying. This is a great moment for you, my friend!” He let out a roar of laughter. “It takes others years, but you have done it so quickly. This is a great day!”  
 
    Once Terry was relaxed, Ludo helped him to his feet, and together they went to the main foyer. There, they feasted in celebration of Terry’s accomplishment. Ludo and Talo recounted the experience to Ysa, who smiled and nodded, a rare sign of approval.  
 
    But while the night was good and filled with joy, Terry’s thoughts circled the few seconds he’d spent in the dark. There had been a moment, right before he woke. He’d heard something, a voice, but he couldn’t remember. He couldn’t— 
 
    A cold chill ran through him, and his stomach turned into a knot. Why did he feel this way? What was he missing? 
 
    It’s nothing, he told himself, repeating the words like his own personal mantra.  
 
    It’s nothing. 
 
    It’s nothing. 
 
    It’s...


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 373 
 
    Recorded: January 05, 2351 
 
    CURIE: I’m sorry, Doctor Prescott, but what you’re proposing simply isn’t possible.  
 
    PRESCOTT: Of course it is, Curie. Have your mechanic package one of the Framling Coils and send it home to Central. We’ve given you plenty of time, and the board is tired of waiting. 
 
    CURIE: In case you haven’t noticed, we’re dealing with a containment issue at the moment. My entire team is working nonstop to get this taken care of. We don’t have time to—  
 
    PRESCOTT: You’ll have to make time. I’m not giving you an option here. This is an order straight from the board, including Doctor Tremaine. 
 
    CURIE: I’m telling you it’s not possible. Didn’t you read the reports? We’re building coils as fast as we can, but we need every single one to keep the radiation in check. If you really want us to work faster, I suggest you send me a few more engineers to assist Bartholomew. Otherwise, you’ll just have to wait. 
 
    PRESCOTT: What was that? Are you getting an attitude with me, Curie? Don’t forget I’m your superior, and I can—   
 
    CURIE: Go tell the board. Yeah, I know. Go ahead. Play them this tape. I don’t care. I’ve got more to worry about right now than you getting pissed at me. Or haven’t you been paying attention? 
 
    PRESCOTT: Now, you listen to me, you little—  
 
    CURIE: I don’t have time for this. 
 
    PRESCOTT: Curie! Don’t you hang up on— 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 05, 2351 
 
    Mei and her team sat in the conference tent getting ready to have their evening meeting. Zoe, Bart, Sophie, and John, who had fully recovered by now from his radiation exposure, were all in attendance. Dr. Tabata, as usual, had opted to study the domesticated kitobora instead.   
 
    Mei brought up a map of the Ortego site and the surrounding radiation zone. Several dots littered the grid to indicate where each of the Framling Coils had been placed. As of today, they’d managed to construct and install sixteen of them with increasing ease and success. “Before we get into it, can I get a status check on coil three?” she asked. 
 
    Sophie nodded. “Up and running, ma’am. We resolved the problem a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Great. Any updates on your end, Bart?” 
 
    “I should be done with coil seventeen tomorrow afternoon,” he said. “I’ll start the next immediately.” 
 
    “No hiccups on this one?” 
 
    “So far, none, but we’re running low on parts. I put in a request to Komodo today for more. Walters told me he’d have what I needed in three days.” 
 
    “Just in time for Zoe to make her supply run. Perfect.” 
 
    “Yay,” said Zoe, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “What about the flippies?” asked Mei. 
 
    “They’re good. They installed the last coil in under an hour. Can’t get much better than that,” said Zoe. 
 
    John stretched out his arms. “Better not let those little guys break. They’re all we got.” 
 
    “Relax,” said Zoe, waving her hand at him. “I check them every night.” 
 
    Mei was thrilled to have the flippies back. After John successfully installed the first coil, Zoe was able to get close enough to remotely activate a few of the robots and call them home. Unfortunately, not all of them made the trip. 
 
    Since the radiation hit Mei and Travis without warning, they didn’t get a chance to power any the flippies down. The batteries eventually died, leaving them in their various places, including the underground ruins. Even if Zoe’s signal could somehow reach them, the robots couldn’t power on, making them little more than fancy hunks of metal until someone could retrieve them.  
 
    Thankfully, two rarely used flippies remained in hibernation mode inside the work tent. After activating them and getting the pair back to camp, Zoe repurposed them to carry and install all of the coils. Since the robots took no damage from the radiation, it made the job much easier and far less dangerous. However, these particular flippies were early alpha models and largely incomplete. Unlike Mortimer and Jefferson, Travis had never retrofitted them with FlexCrete, nor had he completed their programming. Zoe spent much of her time working on them, but she wasn’t Travis. She ran into problems constantly. Maybe this was why Zoe had chosen to call them Dee and Dum after the famously stupid twins from Alice in Wonderland.  
 
    Mei turned to her assistant. “Sophie, anything to add?” 
 
    Sophie nodded slightly and went to the large map, resting with her hands behind her back. “As you can see, the coils have actively halted the spread of radiation. With the installation of every new device, we reduce the ambient radiation significantly. However, the levels near and inside the Ortego site remain unchanged. I had hoped the flow would slow or stop by now, but it seems the problem only persists. It is entirely possible that the radiation will increase to the point where the coils are no longer adequate enough to stop the flow.” She glanced at Mei. “I strongly suggest we begin looking for new solutions, ma’am.” 
 
    “And I agree,” said Mei. She looked around the table. “Any suggestions?” 
 
    Zoe scratched her neck. “If we can get access to the site again, we can reactivate Mortimer and retrieve the rest of those Ortego Disks from the basement. We might find something there.” 
 
    “How long before we can go there again?” asked Bart. 
 
    Sophie checked her pad. “We’ll need several more coils. I’d suggest eight. Ten to be safe. We’ll probably have to keep erecting new ones as the radiation levels continue to rise.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “Bart, can you fill the order?” 
 
    He took a moment. “It’s doable, but I’ll need another week.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Mei. “Keep me posted.” Mei tapped her pad, and the large screen turned off. “We don’t have a lot of time, just so you all know.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Zoe. “Is the radiation spreading faster than—” 
 
    Mei waved her hand. “Nothing like that.”  
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I pissed Prescott off pretty bad this morning. There’s a good chance he’s going to report me. I don’t know what will happen, but I thought I should tell you.” 
 
    “Are you saying you could get kicked off the project?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “It’s one possibility. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Screw that guy,” said Bart. “We’ll go above his head if he tries anything.” 
 
    “I’m already planning on it,” said Mei. “I promise. They’ll have to drag me kicking and screaming before I abandon this mission.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 06, 2351 
 
    Mei stood with Zoe a quarter kilometer from the Ortego site. They set up a transmitter on the bed of the dirt cab in order to stay in contact with Dee and Dum as the two robots installed another coil. Given their close proximity to the radiation zone, Sophie had insisted they wear rad suits. Neither of them complained. 
 
    “Dee’s planting the coil now,” said Zoe, hovering over her computer.  
 
    “Good,” said Mei. She leaned against the side of the cab and stared in the direction of the excavation site. It wouldn’t be long before she had access to the ruins again, but the radiation would still be there. As Sophie had pointed out at the meeting a few days ago, the coils were only a temporary fix. Since then, she’d spent fruitless hours trying to think of a solution, all without success. The gamma rays seemed to come from nowhere with no clear defining source. If she didn’t solve the puzzle soon— 
 
    “Done,” said Zoe.  
 
    “Good work,” said Mei.  
 
    “Calling the twins back now.” 
 
    “Hopefully, Bart can have another one ready in a day or two,” said Mei. 
 
    “With me helping him, he’ll get it done,” she said, closing the computer case.  
 
    An incoming call lit up Mei’s visor. “Doctor Curie,” erupted a voice in her ear. It sounded like Sophie.  
 
    “Yes?” she answered. “We’re about to leave. Can this wait?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, ma’am. There’s a call for you from Central.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    A pause. “It has Prescott’s ID attached, but I can’t open the channel. Looks like it’s restricted to you.” 
 
    Mei silently cursed. Not Prescott again. She wagered this couldn’t be good. “Fine. Put him through.” 
 
    The line went dead for a few seconds as the call connected. A nervous tickle ran through Mei’s stomach as she anticipated the different scenarios she was about to witness. After several seconds, she heard a soft click followed by a swarm of background noise. At its forefront, heavy breathing.  
 
    “Hello?” said Mei. “Doctor Prescott?” 
 
    The person on the other end smacked their lips together. “Not quite, honey dear.” It was a woman. Her voice was scratchy, almost tired. 
 
    “Who is this? Where’s Doctor Prescott?” 
 
    “He’s occupied,” said the woman. “This is Doctor Abigale Tremaine.” 
 
    Mei froze in place at the sound of the name. Abigale Tremaine, head of the Science Division. She replaced Doctor Byrne a year ago, but Mei never had the opportunity to meet or talk with her. The woman ran a third of the government, sat at the head of the board, and rarely made public appearances. What on Earth could she possibly want with Mei? 
 
    “Young lady, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mei, forcing the word. She suddenly felt like a child preparing for a parental lecture. “I’m sorry. I…I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, dear,” she said. “You’ll pardon me for calling you under Prescott’s ID. I’d rather your subordinates not know about this. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    Mei noticed her mouth was hanging open. She closed it promptly. “No, of course not, ma’am.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Now, do you know why I’m calling you today?” 
 
    “I assume it’s because of my last report,” she said.  
 
    “You mean the one where you yelled and hung up on poor little Prescott?” she asked. “That certainly has a part to play.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Doctor Tremaine, but I’ve been under a lot of stress lately and—”  
 
    “Oh, honey dear, don’t you worry about it. Nobody likes that egotistical ass, anyway. In fact, I’ve had him reassigned to the Chameleon Outpost until further notice. Poor boy needs a break from all these silly politics before he gives himself a heart attack.” 
 
    Mei didn’t say anything. 
 
    “In the meantime,” continued Tremaine. “You’ll be reporting to me directly. I’ll need full disclosure on everything you’re doing, and I do mean everything. And yes, I’m including your little bout with radiation poisoning and near death experience. Understand?” 
 
    Crap. How did the old woman know about that? Mei hadn’t filed a report on it. Did someone on the team let it slip? A flutter ran through her chest before landing in her stomach. “How did you—” 
 
    “Relax. If I wanted to shut you down, I would have,” said Tremaine. “I don’t want to get rid of you, and I don’t care if you lied to Prescott about being sick. I get why you did it. The man is shortsighted and he probably would’ve tried to get you transferred. But you’re reporting to me now, and I’m no fool. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Thank you,” said Mei. 
 
    “You’re quite welcome. Now, let’s get down to business,” said the old woman, clearing her throat. “You’re going to tell me everything from front to back. Don’t leave anything out.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Mei sat in her tent after an extended conversation with Doctor Tremaine. The old woman had asked her to call as soon as she returned to camp, and to do so privately. Mei obliged her request and spent a solid hour telling her everything she wanted to hear. Mei explained the entire situation, beginning with her early excavation work, followed by the radiation bloom and Travis’s death, and finally the decision to use the coils as a means of controlling the spread. For the most part, Tremaine seemed to already know the bulk of the story, including events Mei neglected to report on, probably by monitoring her team’s emails and personal reports. She may have even gone so far as to plant a few bugs around the camp. Such a thing was not unheard of. It didn’t matter if spying were illegal. People with power rarely played by the rules. 
 
    Thankfully, Mei’s true goal remained a secret. She’d never revealed her actual motives or plans to anyone, not even John, for fear of discovery. If the board ever found out that the only reason she’d proposed this project in the first place was to study the original portal in order to find out what happened to Terry, there’s absolutely no way they’d let her continue. They’d call it reckless and a waste of resources, say her perspective was warped by her own personal feelings. Hell, maybe they’d be right. But Terry was gone and probably dead, Mei knew. She had to know why. 
 
    She wondered what Tremaine would say if she knew the truth. Would she yank Mei from the team and reassign her like she did Prescott? The Science Division favored objectivity, teaching against personal investment, no matter what. The moment someone’s individual motivations began affecting the experiment, the results could no longer be trusted.  
 
    But department philosophy and practicality were not always parallel. There were instances in the past where noted scientists had acted on behalf of personal motives only to achieve exceptional results. Doctor Archer, for example. He’d single-handedly reshaped the entire division and created the Amber Project, all because of his personal history with Variant. He worked in secret, broke laws, and walked the moral line, because in his mind he knew the end would be justified. 
 
    Mei shuddered at the thought of comparing herself to Archer. Was she truly like him? Had she let her personal issues lead her down this path toward some awful conclusion? Was she also on her way to a barred cell, scribbling notes to pass the time as she deluded herself into thinking she was still relevant?  
 
    No, of course not. She had no intention of following in those footsteps. Archer sacrificed the lives of children to get what he wanted. All Mei needed were answers. She’d never be so cruel. 
 
    Her stomach turned at the thought. Of course you would, she heard herself say. You killed Alex with your own hands, drove that piece of metal right through his chest. She remembered the look on his face and the terror in his eyes as he realized she’d killed him. But that was different. He was trying to hurt her friends. It was self-defense.  
 
    She wanted to understand the rift and to find out what happened to Terry, but she wouldn’t risk anyone’s life to do it. She was trying to save people, to end the threat before it found them in the first place. The radiation problem couldn’t be ignored. I can’t stop now, she thought. If I do, more people could die.  
 
    The radiation was coming from somewhere, and she had an obligation to fix it, to end the spread and see this mission through to the very end. If she could somehow find a way to fix it, maybe no one else would have to die.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Sky Forest, Kant 
 
    January 15, 2351 
 
    Terry sat on a thick branch, perched high in one of the silver-leafed trees deep in the forest. Ludo had asked him to stay there and wait while he set a few traps. It had been an hour, but Terry could hear his friend working and moving in the distance. The man was thick and tall, yet light on his feet and graceful. He hardly rustled the grass when he ran, never broke any twigs or branches. Useful skill, thought Terry, and made a note to ask about it later. 
 
    Terry held a knife in his hand, small and narrow like the kind Ludo had used to kill the wild animal on the day they first met. Ludo called the blade a Killing Metal, saying they were never to be used for anything but hunting and personal defense. Terry couldn’t help but wonder if Ludo had ever used one to defend himself against an actual person. After all, the man was so docile and kind. Was he really capable of such violence? It was hard to imagine. 
 
    Ludo arrived after several minutes, clinging to one of the branches of a nearby tree. He swung around and motioned to Terry. He crossed two fingers and displayed them—a sign Terry had learned meant “quiet.” Terry returned the sign, and Ludo grinned. 
 
    They waited for a while. Terry concentrated on the sounds of the forest, scanning with his ears and eyes for any signs of movement. He filtered out the insects and the birds, focusing on whatever remained. 
 
    Ludo seemed to do the same, waiting patiently on his branch. When anything made a noise, Ludo’s pointed ears would twitch, almost instinctually, but the man himself would remain unphased.  
 
    After several minutes, two of the traps went off. Ludo checked on them, keeping to the treetops, but returned empty-handed. One had sprung accidentally, while the other had been triggered by a beavermite.  
 
    Shortly thereafter, Terry heard stomps coming from the south. He raised his hand to get Ludo’s attention, but he was already moving. Terry was amazed by Ludo’s hearing at first, but as he quickly discovered, this was not the only trait they shared. Ludo’s strength was on par with his own, and he could even see in the dark. Terry suspected the Variant atmosphere had something to do with it, but he didn’t know why.  
 
    When they arrived at the source of the noise, they found an average-sized creature digging its hooves into the soil, shredding the weeds and sticking its long tongue into the ground. This animal was called a cheche, named for the sound it made as it grazed. The cheche yanked its tongue in and out rapidly, sending little clumps of dirt into the air around its face. It did this in an effort to find and eat insects. Sure enough, a few seconds later, it pulled a fat bug from the soil. Terry watched the process, intrigued at the sight of an animal operating naturally in the wild.   
 
    Ludo motioned at Terry, holding one of the knives in his hand and pointing to the creature on the ground. He seemed to be telling him to attack. Terry nodded, grabbing the blade as he prepared to deliver the kill.  
 
    He pressed his thumb to the butt of the knife and twisted it in his fingers, staring at the beast. With a flick of his wrist, he threw the blade at the animal, watching as the metal cut through the air like a slow bullet, passing by the beast’s leg and plummeting into the ground. The animal flinched, jerking its head up to scan the area. Terry took another knife and aimed a little higher. He threw it again, this time with some success, hitting the creature in the neck and severing an artery. Blood exploded from the wound, spraying and covering the nearby plants with a red blanket. 
 
    Ludo launched two other knives, piercing the animal in the belly and ankle, causing it to buckle and fall. Guts spilled from its side, mixing with the shredded grass beneath its hooves. He leapt from the branch, landing a meter from where it lay. He took the scruff of its neck and quickly slit its throat, holding it there to let the blood drain. “We thank you,” he told the beast as its breathing came to an end. “Sleep now and be at peace.” 
 
    Terry jumped from his branch and joined him. There was a large pool of blood surrounding Ludo and the carcass, sinking into the dirt. “Messy,” he said in Ludo’s native tongue. 
 
    “This one was full of life,” replied Ludo in English. “We must make good use of its gift.” 
 
    Terry nodded. Before meeting Ludo, he’d killed a few animals to survive, but this was different. It was almost spiritual in a way. 
 
    Ludo tied the animal’s feet together and hoisted it on his back, splattering blood on himself. He’d need to bathe in the river once they were finished. “Time to go home. We shall eat well tonight.” 
 
    Terry beat his chest, a sign of agreement. 
 
    Together, they left and found the road—the same one Terry had discovered while wandering aimlessly alone several months ago. They followed it towards the valley.  
 
    “Ludo,” said Terry, after they had gone a short distance.  
 
    Ludo gripped the leg of the dead animal around his neck, repositioning it. “Terry.” 
 
    “I wanted to ask if I could meditate with you and Talo tonight.” 
 
    “Truly?” he asked, wide-eyed and smiling.  
 
    “Yes, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Still grinning, Ludo beat his chest. “I am honored.”  
 
    Terry didn’t join them often for the meditations, but he enjoyed the occasional session. He found them relaxing, and the more he practiced, the better he became at calming his mind.  
 
    As they neared the edge of the woods, Ludo stopped in his tracks, his eyes distant and focused. His nostrils flared, and he licked the air, something he’d done many times when they were out tracking an animal.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Terry.  
 
    Ludo didn’t answer. He only stood there, facing the direction of the farm, his eyes empty and distant. He was listening to something far away. 
 
    Terry closed his eyes and did the same, focusing his attention towards Ludo’s home. He heard some crackling sounds, followed by laughing. But not from Talo or Ysa. No, the voices were too deep and masculine.  
 
    Ludo dropped the carcass from his shoulders. “Danger,” he said before looking at Terry. “We must go!” Suddenly and without warning, Ludo exploded into a dash through the woods. 
 
    Terry followed after him, trying his best to match his speed, but never managing to catch up. “What’s going on?” he yelled, calling after his friend. 
 
    But there was no answer.  
 
    A moment later, the two of them broke through the tree line and into the wide valley. In the distance, like a beacon in the field, a stack of gray smoke rose steadily from a burning farmhouse, the rising cloud blending with the red sky.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry arrived shortly after Ludo, but the fight had already begun. The farmer had three men surrounding him, each of whom Terry recognized. They were the same individuals he’d met in the woods on his way to Ludo’s farm. 
 
    Red aimed his gun at Ludo. “Give us the woman,” he said. “You do not have to die today, traitor.” 
 
    “He is too afraid to speak,” said Scar. 
 
    Ludo responded by stomping the ground. “This is not your land. Leave here at once!” 
 
    Terry rushed the strangers, coming up behind Scar, unleashing one of his knives. But the man turned to see him, lifting his rifle, and deflecting Terry to his side and knocking the blade into the grass. “Look!” Scar shouted to the others. “The foreigner is here, too!” 
 
    Their eyes fell on Terry as he tumbled into the grass, righting himself in the process. “Take him if you can,” said Red. “But our priority is the priestess. Do not forget!”  
 
    Charlie kept his rifle on Ludo while Red and Scar charged at Terry, stopping a few meters from him with their guns raised.  
 
    Terry dove forward between them, clutching one of the rifles and swinging it free, smacking the other’s gun as he fired. The shot missed, hitting the dirt behind him. With both of his hands on the barrel, Terry hit Scar in the face with the gun, causing him to stumble and almost let go.  
 
    Ludo grappled with the man with the black hair, each of them fighting over the rifle above their heads. Ludo seemed to be handling himself, but there was no reason to wait and see how things played out. The last thing Ysa and Talo needed was for Ludo to get himself killed. 
 
    Red and Scar tackled Terry together, knocking him down. As his back hit the ground, he pressed his boots into both of their guts and kicked them away. The two men flew several meters to each side, and Terry launched himself to his feet. As Scar hit the dirt, he finally released the rifle, flinging it into the window of the farmhouse, shattering the glass and releasing a cloud of smoke.  
 
    With both men still on their backs, Terry dashed at Red, leaping high and crashing down on his chest with both his knees. Several of the man’s bones snapped and he let out a mad shriek. Still clasping the gun, Terry slammed the butt of the rifle into the man’s face, breaking his nose. Blood gushed as he screamed. 
 
    “Stop him!” cried Red.  
 
    Before anyone could respond, the door to the house exploded open, shattering to pieces and knocking Terry down.  
 
    From the depths of the fire, the man with the purple eyes came flying through the air on his back. The old man twisted so his feet hit the ground first, and he rolled. A second later, he was standing, breathing steadily and waiting.  
 
    A loud cry came from inside the house, high-pitched and terrible. A gray cloud burst out of the doorway, and a figure stepped forward, small flames covering her clothes. It was Ysa, holding a staff in her hands and marching toward the purple-eyed man.  
 
    Terry gasped as he saw the flames on her body. She didn’t seem to notice or care. He ran toward her, hoping to put the fire out, but one of the men tackled him, wrestling him to the ground.  
 
    Ysa raised her bo staff at the old man and charged, but he did not flinch. Instead, he held his arm up and touched her bo with his palm, flicking it aside. She slid her hand under his arm and stabbed him in the stomach with her fingers. He exhaled slightly and moved beside her, kicking her in the back of the knee and knocking her down. As she rolled, pieces of her burning clothes fell away, revealing her naked flesh.   
 
    Scar threw himself on Terry, pinning him with his knees and hands. Terry squirmed to get free.  
 
    A shot rang out from where Ludo had been fighting.  
 
    Charlie fell to his knees, a hole in his neck. Ludo stood before him, gun in his hands. He kicked him on his side, sending his face into the mud.  
 
    Terry looked at the gun in Ludo’s hand, which was now pointed squarely at Scar’s face. “Get up,” said Ludo.  
 
    Scar eased off Terry’s chest and took several steps back. 
 
    “Ludo, what’s going on?” asked Terry, standing at last. 
 
    Ysa screamed and brought her staff down on Purple Eyes. He deflected it, thrusting his fist into her chest. She remained unfazed.  
 
    “They are here for Ysa!” shouted Ludo. “We must get the sacred Vessel!” 
 
    Red struggled to his feet, blood dripping from his broken nose. Terry ran and kicked him in the face, knocking him down.  
 
    “Where is it?” asked Terry, looking back at Ludo.  
 
    “A box inside,” he said.  
 
    Terry remembered the day he’d first awoken here at the farm and the jewel-encrusted knife they showed him. He didn’t know what it was at the time, nor did he understand its purpose now, but it was the only thing he could think of that might fit the description. “I’ll be right back!” 
 
    Terry ran to the rear of the house, knocking open the rear door, and heading inside. The fire was largely restricted to the front of the building, but the rest of the house was filled with smoke and heat. He had to be fast. 
 
    He went into Ludo’s bedroom, scanning for any signs of the box. He found several chests in the corner, far from the bed. He opened them and sorted through the contents. The first chest was mostly clothes, so he tossed it aside, cursing under his breath. The second had a bunch of handcrafted accessories in it. He kicked the chest away and cracked open the next one. More clothes, of course, as well as a few precious stones. “This is crazy,” he said.  
 
    He moved the chest, hoping to find a smaller one tucked behind it. No such luck. He was about to get out of there when he noticed an indent on the floor, cut into the wood like a handle. He gripped and pulled, and a small hatch lifted.  
 
    “Terry!” shouted a voice from under the floorboards. The person screaming lifted the hatch, revealing a hidden storage compartment. It was Talo, covered in dirt and staring up at him. He seemed to be clutching a small box in his hands.  
 
    “Hey, what the hell are you doing down there?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Mother said to stay here,” he said in English. 
 
    Terry beat his chest to show he understood. He grabbed the boy’s arm, pulling him from the hole. Terry snagged the blanket off Ludo’s bed and wrapped it around both of them.  
 
    The fire swelled near the room in the hallway. Burning wood screamed as the fire engulfed the home. Terry and Talo rushed out of the master bedroom, shielding themselves from the heat, then flew through the rear door into the open yard. Terry threw the blanket off of them and carried Talo to the fence at the far back of the farm. “Stay here.”  
 
    Talo beat his chest. 
 
    Terry motioned at the box in the boy’s hands and Talo gave it to him. Terry opened the lid and found the dagger, jewels and all. He gave the box to Talo and left to return to the battlefield, running hard and fast. 
 
    As everything came into view, he saw the fight had changed. Ysa was on her backside with the old man looming over her.  
 
    Ludo stood with his knee on Red’s back, pinning him. He waved the rifle at Terry. “Use the metal!” he shouted. “Help Ysa!” 
 
    Terry glanced at the dagger in his hand, then at Ysa and her attacker as he pressed the heel of his boot against her throat. Purple Eyes stared down at Ysa with a placid look on his face. “You will come with me,” the old man said. 
 
    Terry dashed toward them, kicking dirt behind him as he moved. When he drew close, he clasped the hilt of the knife with both his hands and raised it high above his head. As the blade was about to make contact, the old man bent slightly to the side, avoiding the jab. His face retained the same, seemingly bored expression.  
 
    Terry tumbled forward, landing face-first into the earth. He slid several meters, shredding grass.  
 
    Ysa screamed.  
 
    Purple Eyes smiled.  
 
    Ludo ran to Ysa and aimed the gun at the man with the white hair, shouting words Terry didn’t know. Purple Eyes did not bother to look at the weapon.  
 
    “Ludo!” shouted Terry as he got to his feet.  
 
    Ludo squeezed the trigger, and the muzzle flamed. The bullet hit the old man, deflecting from his temple. The flattened piece of metal landed a few meters from the target, who remained unphased. 
 
    Terry could hardly believe his own eyes. Was this guy bulletproof? How was it possible? 
 
    “Terry!” shouted Ludo, snapping him out of it. “The knife!” He fired a second round, hitting Purple Eyes in the chest and accomplishing nothing. 
 
    Terry grasped the dagger. This was it. He ran toward Ysa and Purple Eyes, leaping a second time, but aiming with his whole body rather than the knife alone.  
 
    He landed on the old man’s back, wrapping his arm around his wrinkled neck. Purple Eyes shook him, stepping off Ysa in the process. He grasped Terry’s arm with his own and dug his fingernails into his skin.  
 
    Terry grit his teeth, trying to ignore the pain. He raised the dagger high above them with his other hand.  
 
    The dagger came down, its rainbow jewels glistening in the light of the nearby flames. It slid into the old man’s chest with ease, tearing his skin and ripping his flesh.  
 
    For the first time, Purple Eyes screamed, his face contorting in pain. He staggered, flinging Terry free and backing away, the knife still in his chest.  
 
    Ysa and Terry both got to their feet and stood alongside Ludo. 
 
    Purple Eyes clutched the dagger and ripped it free. He took several heavy breaths as blood drained from his body, fixing his sight on Terry. He lifted the dagger high into the air. “Occotv!” he shouted. Attack! 
 
    Terry looked at Ludo. “Now what?” he asked. 
 
    Ludo shook his head. “Problem.” 
 
    A loud hum filled the valley, growing steadily.  
 
    Terry gripped Ludo’s shoulder. “What is that?” 
 
    Before Ludo could answer, a vehicle appeared from behind one of the distant cliffs, heading in their direction. Fighting the pain in his wrist and arm, Terry managed to focus long enough to see a band of men hanging off the sides and riding atop the metal monstrosity. Three of them seemed to be blowing horns, their faces adorned with paint and bones.  
 
    Ludo’s mouth dropped. “No!”  
 
    The vehicle arrived within moments, and half a dozen men unloaded, weapons in hand.  
 
    Ysa attacked them immediately. She disarmed two of the men with ease, kicking their weapons to the ground. She planted her fist on another’s jaw, shattering bone and teeth. Terry and Ludo joined her, each of them taking on an individual fighter.  
 
    Purple Eyes moved in, the dagger in his palm. He clashed with Ysa, pummeling her into the dirt and holding the blade against her neck. She didn’t move. 
 
    At this, Ludo paused, which gave the man he was fighting the opportunity to knock him in the back and onto the ground. Terry kicked his opponent away and made a break to help his friend. As he did, he felt a sharp pain rip through his leg, and he fell.  
 
    A bullet had ripped through his calf, taking a chunk of his flesh with it. The pain filled his body, and suddenly he felt every punch and every wound all at once.  
 
    He collided with the yard fence, breaking apart the wood and rolling towards the burning house. He tried to get on his feet, but collapsed immediately, screaming in pain. He looked to see Scar, standing with a gun in his hand. 
 
    Terry watched helplessly as the men took Ludo and Ysa into the vehicle, binding their hands.  
 
    The flames spread around him, jumping onto the dying earth and broken wood surrounding the house. The heat was almost too much for him to bear as he lay there on his stomach, covered in mud.  
 
    What was he supposed to do? How could he be so helpless? He’d searched for years to find a home, and now it had been ripped from his arms. He didn’t want to be in pain. He didn’t want to die or be alone. Why couldn’t he simply be happy for once? Why couldn’t he be free? 
 
    He turned on his back, staring into the fire. Was this the end? Would he— 
 
    A laugh echoed in the flames, light and sweet.   
 
    Terry jerked his head around, but saw no one. “Who’s there?” he asked. 
 
    Another laugh. It was a girl. Terry, she said. What are you doing, silly? 
 
    “Janice?” He touched the side of his face, shaking his head. “No, not right now. I can’t deal with this again!” 
 
    Why are you playing in the mud? 
 
    The flames crackled, wavering like tides in a yellow sea. A shadow flickered between them, distorted and fanatic. 
 
    I told you to run, whispered the voice, and the figure seemed to move with it. But you didn’t listen. 
 
    “Go away,” he gasped, breathing in the heat and coughing. “Please.” 
 
    Not this time, she said. This time I’ll stay. You need me. You always will. 
 
    The cloud of smoke hovered in the midst of the fire and quickly evaporated into the air. As it did, Terry saw the body of a small girl, pristine and untouched by the flames. Her long brown hair fell below her shoulders as she walked through the chaos of the crumbling structure, calmly approaching him with her hand outstretched. Her face was peaceful and full of youth, exactly the way he remembered it.  
 
    “Janice,” he managed to gasp. 
 
    She smiled, reaching out to him. He felt the touch of her fingertips against his skin. “Soon,” she told him.  
 
    And then the world went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 381 
 
    Recorded: January 16, 2351 
 
    THISTLE: You ever coming home, kid? 
 
    FINN: I’m starting to wonder. Seems like we’ve been here a while.  
 
    THISTLE: Well, I take responsibility for that. I turned your vacation into an assignment. Now I’m regretting it.  
 
    FINN: It’s okay, boss, really. I like being here. Feels like we’re doing something important, you know?  
 
    THISTLE: You’re just saying that because your girl is there. 
 
    FINN: Heh, maybe I am. 
 
    THISTLE: No big deal, Finn. I get it. But don’t get too comfortable. As soon as the job’s done, and those scientists get the radiation fixed, you’re heading back out into the field. Your team needs you.  
 
    FINN: Doesn’t sound like them. 
 
    THISTLE: You know they’d never admit it, but I can tell when they ask about you.  
 
    FINN: The next time you hear from them, say I’ll be back soon.  
 
    THISTLE: Sure, but until then, don’t do anything stupid. We don’t need another radiation accident. I don’t care if you think you’re Superman or not. Don’t risk it. 
 
    FINN: Come on, boss. You know me.  
 
    THISTLE: That’s exactly my point. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    January 16, 2351 
 
    Terry opened his eyes, only to find he was unable to move. He’d been strapped to a bed. He wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    He tried lifting his head, pressed against the straps but only managing to move a few centimeters. Peering down at himself, he saw a fresh set of clothes beneath the straps. Not his. Someone had dressed him.  
 
    He shot a glance to his side, his arm locked in place by a piece of leather. He still ached with pain, but it was much more tolerable now. The broken bone had been set and wrapped in a splint. Whoever his captors were, they didn’t want him dead.  
 
    Be thankful for the little things. 
 
    He scanned what he could of the room, but there was only stone. Tall rock walls and a rough ceiling. Light came from a window somewhere behind him, but it was too far for his neck to bend. If he could only get free, maybe he’d find a way out. 
 
    “Don’t worry, brother,” said a voice. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he snapped, but he already knew the answer. It was Janice, only her voice was off. She didn’t seem to be inside his head anymore. She was… 
 
    A flutter of laughter filled the room. Terry struggled to break free of the straps, twisting and turning, left and right, back and forth. As he did, he saw a quick blur, and he stopped.  
 
    Rolling to his side, he focused his eyes, staring at the strange distortion. For a moment, it seemed to fade, but quickly came together, materializing before him. It was like watching a rock shatter into dust, but in reverse. 
 
    As the figure materialized Terry’s eyes went wide, and he held his breath in disbelief. 
 
    Janice stood before him, smiling and twirling her chocolate hair. “Why’re you in bed?” she asked. “This is no time to be napping.” 
 
    He tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t form. “I…” 
 
    Janice pranced around the room, giggling as she skipped and bounced. “What a neat place!” she exclaimed.  
 
    This can’t be happening, he thought. This isn’t real. 
 
    “Don’t be so mean!” said Janice. “I’ll tell Mommy. I will!” 
 
    What is she talking about? I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Yes, you did. You said I’m not real! What a mean thing to do.” 
 
    “You...” he paused, not knowing if he should answer.  
 
    “I am so here!” she snapped, stomping her foot. “Stop saying such mean things.” 
 
    There was no use in arguing with her. Not right now. He had to get out of this place, find Ludo and Ysa. He’d worry about his sanity later. “Okay,” he muttered. 
 
    She grinned, instantly dropping all apparent signs of anger. “I’m sorry I left, but I had to. I didn’t trust that silly old farmer. Not one bit.” She shuffled to his bedside and beamed a cheeky smile at him. “I’m here now, though. I knew you needed me.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
    The door to his room swung open, sending a breeze of hot air toward him, ruffling the edges of his shirt. A man appeared, nearly as tall as the archway and dressed in metal armor.  
 
    “You’re awake,” said the stranger in the alien tongue. “Time to eat.”  
 
    At least he could understand these people now. Eight months of studying the language, and he was wasting it on a guard. “Okay,” said Terry, going along with it.  
 
    The man went to Terry’s bedside and silently examined the splint. Terry watched him leave, keeping the door wide open. A moment later, he returned, carrying a steaming bowl of what smelled like soup. Terry felt his stomach growl.  
 
    The stranger unstrapped Terry’s head, then poured the warm liquid into his mouth. “Drink,” said the man. 
 
    Terry did, ignoring the bitter taste. He drank until it was gone. 
 
    The man stood and left again, closing the door.  
 
    “Hello?” called Terry, but there was no answer. Was anyone going to tell him what the hell was going on? Not that it’d do him any good, of course. Whoever these people were, they’d abducted him, taken him prisoner. Strapped him in this bed like some kind of animal. 
 
    Is that it? He asked himself. Am I an animal to these people?  
 
    “No way,” said his sister’s voice.  
 
    He turned to look at her, this time with the full range of his neck. The guard had apparently forgotten to strap him back in. Another little victory. 
 
    Janice stood once more in the middle of the room, twisting her waist and flailing her hands playfully. “What do we do now?” she asked. 
 
    Hell if he knew. What options did he have? He could only move his head, and what good did it do him? 
 
    “Good point,” she said, tapping her chin with her finger. “Got any bright ideas?” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “Don’t be such a stinky-face.” 
 
    He fidgeted, wriggling beneath the leather. If he could somehow manage to loosen the straps...  
 
    Janice scuttled to his side. She tapped his wrist. “Start with this one. It looks the easiest.” 
 
    He did as she suggested, thumbing the strap and pulling his hand. Much to his surprise, the band was looser than it looked. After trying a few different angles, he managed to slide most of his wrist through the leather. Almost there.  
 
    “You’re doing great!” she said. 
 
    He jerked his palm the rest of the way through and finally freed it. With an open hand, he made short work of the other strap. In less than two minutes he was out of the bed and limping. His accelerated healing could only do so much. He’d have to wait a few days before he could walk around. 
 
    “I knew you could do it,” said Janice. 
 
    “If you know so much, find me a way out,” he muttered.  
 
    “Too easy,” she said. “Wait for the guard and beat him up!” She playfully jabbed the air with her fists, pretending to fight. “Pow pow pow!” 
 
    He ignored her and scanned the room. There was the bed, a small barred window, and the door. No other way out. He’d rather avoid a confrontation, but there might not be any other option.  
 
    “Maybe you can bust through,” said Janice.  
 
    He pressed both his palms against the door and pushed. When nothing happened, he closed his eyes and tried again, pulling from his strength. But nothing happened. 
 
    What good was being superhuman if he couldn’t even break down a single door?  
 
    “I thought for sure you could do it,” his sister said, frowning. “Oh, well.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” he said.  
 
    “Don’t be so mean!” she snapped. 
 
    “I said get away from me!” he yelled. “You’re not real. Look at—” 
 
    Someone coughed, and the sound pulled Terry out of his delusion. He blinked and found his little sister gone.  
 
    The cough came again, this time from the wall near his bed. He leaned against it and listened. Whoever it was, they were sitting less than a few meters away. “Hello?” said Terry in the alien tongue. “Who’s there?” 
 
    Another cough. “Who is it?” asked the voice.  
 
    “My name is Terry. Can you hear me?” 
 
    A short pause. “Terry? Is that really you? It’s me, Ludo.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked. “You sound hurt.” 
 
    “I’m tired. I need to rest.” His words were soft and his voice a whisper. 
 
    “What did they do to you?” asked Terry. There was a long pause. “Ludo?” 
 
    But an answer never came.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    January 17, 2351 
 
    Terry sat with his back against the wall adjacent to Ludo’s cell. A day had gone by without so much as a word from him, and no one had opened the door to Terry’s cell. He wondered if anyone ever would. Had they put him here to die? Why not just shoot him and get it over with? 
 
    The light coming from the window told him it was midday. Earlier, a man had tossed a piece of rotting fruit through a slit in the door. Terry chose not to eat it, but now he regretted it. His stomach ached, and it made him sick.  
 
    I’ve gone longer than this without food, he reminded himself. But while it was certainly true, his stomach had apparently forgotten. The last several months spent stuffing himself with fresh meals every day on Ludo’s farm had spoiled him.  
 
    Janice visited him with erratic frequency, appearing and disappearing at random intervals, taunting him with her childishness. He knew she wasn’t really there, but sometimes it took a bit of convincing. He could see her now, the body of the girl from his youth. His baby sister.  
 
    Damn her. 
 
    The afternoon brought a chill as an outside breeze found its way into the cell. If it hadn’t been so cold, he might have found it refreshing. Not long afterwards, Terry heard the door of Ludo’s cell swing open. 
 
    “Is the traitor dead?” came a stranger’s voice. 
 
    “The wound is wide and deep,” said another.  
 
    “You will fix him,” said the first. 
 
    “I will try,” agreed the second.  
 
    “We need him awake. The Lord has questions.” 
 
    Terry pressed his ear against the wall. He could hear someone scuffing the floor, bumping into things. After a moment, the door slammed shut and the men made their way down the hall. It was quiet for a long time. 
 
    Night came. Terry crawled under the window and stared into the darkened sky. The clouds were clearing and he managed to catch sight of the stars. Ludo had shown him a few of the constellations during their months together. There was Gorodos the Great Fish, Keeda the Mother, and Talo the Hunter, for which Ludo’s son was named. Talo chased an animal called Windu, which as far as Terry could tell was some kind of wolf, but probably not. Windu was from stories, Ludo had said. As for Gorodos, he swam in the eastern sky this time of year, hovering over the horizon. Terry wished he knew about these characters when he was alone in the jungle.  
 
    Looking at Windu, Terry closed his eyes and allowed himself to sleep. 
 
    In the early hours of the morning, before the first of the two suns had risen, a sound erupted from the other cell, followed by the voices of the guards. 
 
    “He almost lost the ghost,” said one. “The Lord would have been angry.” 
 
    “Put him there,” said the other.  
 
    Terry crept to the wall, waiting for the guards to leave. They slammed the door, shaking the stone floor, and finally left. He listened closely, focusing his mind, filtering out whatever he found unimportant.  
 
    After a moment, he heard breathing, slow and steady, fused with the beating of a healthy heart. There was someone there, but was it Ludo?  
 
    “Hello?” whispered Terry to the wall. “Ludo, can you hear me?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    He raised his voice a little. “It’s Terry. Are you there?” 
 
    The body on the other side let out a soft moan. He’s alive, thought Terry. “Ludo!” 
 
    “Terry…” muttered his friend.  
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I must…” His voice trailed a bit, like he was about to pass out. “…Ysa…” His breathing slowed again, this time replaced by a light snore. He must have been exhausted.  
 
    The night crept by, but Terry couldn’t sleep. His thoughts were on his friend, and he burned at the possibility of what those men had done. What reason did they have for doing any of this? What had Ludo ever done to them? Why had they called him a traitor? He was only a simple farmer, living peacefully with his family…wasn’t he?  
 
    Right, of course he was, Terry told himself. Anything else was absurd.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    January 18, 2351 
 
    Much to Terry’s relief, Ludo was still alive the next day. He did not wake until the midafternoon, however, and so Terry waited, listening from inside his tiny cell.  
 
    When Ludo did awaken, he let loose a series of violent coughs. Between outbursts, Terry asked him questions. “What is this place? Where did those men take you? How do we get out?” 
 
    Ludo gave short answers. This was a Xel prison. The men had taken him to a healer because of his wound. There was no escape. Not yet. 
 
    “What do they want with us?” asked Terry. 
 
    “They have Ysa,” said Ludo, clearing his throat. “They will make us slaves or kill us.” 
 
    “What about Talo?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I don’t think they caught him,” said Ludo. “I taught him to go to the cliffs behind the valley, to the cave near the water. He will wait for us there.” 
 
    “How long will he wait?” 
 
    “A few weeks. If we do not meet him, he will go to my sister’s home in West Lake. She will look after him.” 
 
    “I don’t understand any of this, Ludo. Why did they take Ysa?” 
 
    “Ysa is a priestess. She flies higher than most. She is sacred. You saw her in the field. You know.” 
 
    Terry remembered the fight at the farm between Ysa and the purpled-eyed man. They were unstoppable, the both of them, fast and strong like gods. Each of them put Terry to shame. Was that what flying meant? To do what Ysa had? “How do I fly?” asked Terry. 
 
    Ludo coughed and spat, gurgling phlegm in a desperate attempt to breathe. It took him a while before he was able to continue, and when he did, his voice was hoarse and dry, cracking between words. “It takes a long time to fly like Ysa,” said Ludo. “Many years are needed. Meditation and study. All the days must be filled with study, but most can never achieve it. Ysa was born already flying. This is why she is special.” 
 
    “But you meditate all the time,” said Terry. 
 
    “Everyone has it in them to fly. Some are natural fliers, but each of us is capable. Until the ghost is gone, we must try to touch the sky.” 
 
    Terry thought of the meditation sessions. If only he had more time to study the practice. He was getting so close to understanding.  
 
    “Ludo,” said Terry, pressing the corner of his forehead to the wall. “I’m sorry we’re here. I’m sorry this happened to you and your family.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” said Ludo, and then he was quiet.  
 
    A few minutes later, Terry heard snoring from the other side, and he dared not wake him. Ludo deserved his rest.  
 
    Terry crossed his legs, put his hands atop his knees, and closed his eyes. He performed the breathing exercises he’d learned from Ludo and Talo, and attempted to clear his thoughts. 
 
    He didn’t think this would accomplish anything meaningful. After all, sitting quietly with his eyes shut hardly seemed proactive. It was something to do, he figured—better than talking to a make-believe four-year-old. More productive than dwelling on problems for which he had no solution.   
 
    Better this than going mad. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 18, 2351 
 
    Framling Coil twenty-three was finally up and running—the first piece of the final set of installs surrounding the Ortego site. If Mei’s calculations were correct, and she wasn’t sure they were, this would bring the radiation levels down enough for her team to get in there and find the source.  
 
    Whatever that entailed. 
 
    Mei and her people had driven to within a few hundred meters of the Ortego facility. They waited, geared and ready for the flippies to finish installing the final coil. John and Bart stood beside Mei, while Zoe remotely operated Dee and Dum from the back of the Dirt Cab. “How’s it coming?” called Mei. 
 
    Zoe poked her head over the side of the cab. “Any second. Hold on.” 
 
    “Think this’ll work?” asked John, glancing at Bart. 
 
    “You questioning my craftsmanship?” 
 
    John held his hands up. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    “Good,” said Bart with half a grin.  
 
    “Remember, when the coil goes live, don’t rush in,” said Mei. “Let the flippies run their scan. We need to make sure—” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Doc. We’ll do this by the book,” said Bart. 
 
    “There’s a book for this kind of thing?” asked John. 
 
    Bart cocked his brow. “I’ll send you an autographed copy when I’m done writing it.” 
 
    “No accidents,” reiterated Mei. 
 
    Bart nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” said Zoe. “A few seconds and...we’re good! Fever Killer twenty-three is up and running!” 
 
    “Do a radiation test as soon as you can,” ordered Mei. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Zoe. “This will only take a minute or two.” 
 
    Mei took the time to recheck the seals on her suit, then John’s. He didn’t argue. No more accidents, she told herself.  
 
    After ten minutes passed, Zoe called for the others to gather at the rear of the vehicle. “So there’s a few things.” 
 
    “Is this a good news and bad news kind of situation?” asked John. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “First, the radiation levels are low enough for us to re-enter the area. The only problem is they’re fluctuating.” 
 
    “Is that the bad news?” asked John. 
 
    “Depends,” said Zoe. “I don’t know what it actually means.” 
 
    “It means it’s not stable,” said Mei.  
 
    “Maybe, but it could be nothing,” suggested Bart. 
 
    “We’re not taking the risk unless we’re certain. Zoe, continue monitoring the radiation levels. Give it a few hours. If they stay within an acceptable range, we’ll move in.” 
 
    Zoe didn’t argue.  
 
    It killed Mei to wait. She wanted nothing more than to get back to work—her real work—but she’d do it the right way. The safe way.  
 
    She was done taking risks. 
 
    ****** 
 
    They waited three and a half hours before Mei was satisfied with the readings. They stood in the afternoon sun, baking in their suits. She gave the go-ahead to enter the Ortego site, but ordered everyone to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. Zoe would stay with the Dirt Cab, monitoring the rad levels in case there was a change. The rest of them would work, and they would do it quickly. 
 
    The primary mission for now was to determine where the source of the radiation was coming from. She and Bart had used the Framling Coils to triangulate the flow of radiation. They finally believed it to be somewhere in the basement level of the destroyed facility. They’d have to go there themselves to investigate, since the coils on the surface couldn’t read anything underground.  
 
    Bart had to craft a more efficient sensor using some spare Fever Killer parts. These new scanners would allow Mei and her team to detect local radiation levels. They could also indicate which direction the flow was coming from. Handy little machines, to say the least.  
 
    Zoe also worked at outfitting the rad suits with night vision and infrared. John had suggested using parts from military-grade goggles as her foundation, which turned out to be a good idea. The suit’s visor now displayed the different visual choices. Like the goggles, switching between the different sights required the use of a physical switch. This made the suits look a little awkward, but Mei would take functionality over aesthetics any day of the week. 
 
    Zoe soon activated as many flippies as possible, including Mortimer and Stanley. She stationed them throughout the grounds in an attempt to track the radiation levels. It was difficult, because the flippies weren’t built to perform precision scans. They wouldn’t do the whole job, but they could still detect any major spikes, should they occur. Mei hoped to use some of the flippies to continue excavating the site while her team worked on their current task, but she couldn’t afford the risk. Until she had a better handle on this situation, safety would remain her top concern. 
 
    John tied the end of an extendable ladder to a spike, which he nailed into the ground. He checked its stability with his own body weight, then waved the others to him. “Ready when you are,” he said.  
 
    “Let’s go,” said Mei, and grabbed hold of one of the ladder’s metal bars. She took the lead and descended into the cavernous basement of the Ortego facility. It had been several years since she and John had been inside these walls. A lifetime ago. Yesterday. Talk about déjà vu.  
 
    The others followed shortly afterwards, climbing one at a time to ensure the ladder held. When everyone was on the floor and ready, Mei and Bart retrieved their scanners.  
 
    John insisted the trio stay together through the mission. This place was a tomb, filled with the dead and ready for more. There were so many things that could go wrong in a place like this. The radiation levels might spike at any moment. The walls could collapse and bury them alive. “Sticking together means there’s less of a risk we’ll run into trouble,” he had said. “Progress might be slow, but it’s safer this way.” 
 
    The scanners detected the flow of the radiation through the corridors. They indicated the general direction of the source, but the range was severely limited. While the coils outside could handle roughly fifty to sixty meters, a handheld scanner couldn’t detect more than a few dozen meters. It gave them an idea of which direction to go, but not which hallway to use. This caused a lot of backtracking as they discovered several collapsed or blocked passages. 
 
    Throughout the afternoon, Zoe radioed Mei with updates on the radiation levels. There had been a few spikes, but nothing to worry about. Not yet. 
 
    “This way,” called Bart from inside one of the rooms. Mei followed, checking her own device as she moved. The flow of radiation was definitely coming from this direction, growing marginally stronger.  
 
    This room was yet another server farm.  The flippies had scavenged part of it before things got out of control. Roughly a third of the basement levels were filled with places like this—ancient data hubs filled with a litany of potential secrets.  
 
    On the other side of the servers, a set of double doors stood waiting. The left side had taken some damage, cracked and unhinged. Bart opened the right door, swinging it wide and holding it for the others.  
 
    The next section appeared to be an office, roughly one thousand square meters. The ceiling was lower than the server room, but higher still than others. If not for the massive cluster of cubicles and supplies sitting in the center of the room, crushed together like a massive ball of metal and plastic, Mei might have thought nothing of the place.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” asked John. “All the furniture’s been moved. Did the flippies do this?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” muttered Bart. He looked at Mei, as though he doubted himself. Perhaps he hoped he was wrong. 
 
    She shook her head. “They haven’t touched this one yet.” 
 
    “What’s the scanner say?” asked John. 
 
    Bart held the machine, taking a moment to analyze the readings. “Hold on a second…” 
 
    “What is it?” asked John. 
 
    Mei looked at her own scanner. The radiation in this room was higher than anywhere else. It was barely within safety parameters. “Crap,” she said.  
 
    “Crap is right,” said Bart. “If there’s even a slight spike, we’re toast. These suits can’t take anything higher.” 
 
    “What do we do?” asked John.  
 
    Mei approached the debris in the center of the room. As she did, the sensor’s warning light beeped. She quickly backed away. “This is it.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” asked John. 
 
    She nodded. “I think this is where the radiation is coming from.” She walked along the outer area of the room, keeping her distance until she was on the opposite side. Once there, she stepped a few steps toward the center. The sensor beeped. “See? This is definitely the spot.” 
 
    “We should get out of here,” muttered Bart. “We can come back when we have a plan. It’s too dangerous to stick around talking.” 
 
    “Right,” said Mei. She rejoined them on the other side and together they walked swiftly through the server room. “Bart, as soon as we’re home, I want you to work on building another coil.” 
 
    “Another?” asked Bart as they reached the hall. “What for?” 
 
    “We’ll place it there,” she said, pointing behind them. “Not too close, but enough to make a difference so it’s safe.” 
 
    “Not sure if you remember, Doc, but your typical coil is too tall for a room like that. They also drill themselves into the ground for stability. How do you expect to put one here?” 
 
    “All you have to do is make a few modifications, like you did with these scanners.” 
 
    “Yeah, Bart, don’t be so dramatic,” said John, grinning. 
 
    “I guess I could put something together,” he said. “But I’ll need some time. A few days, maybe.” 
 
    “You’ve got one!” snapped John, raising his finger.  
 
    “Take all the time you need, Bart,” said Mei. “I’ve got my own work to do.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 419 
 
    Recorded: January 18, 2351 
 
    CURIE: Doctor Tremaine, this is Mei Curie calling with a status update. 
 
    TREMAINE: What do you have for me today? 
 
    CURIE: We managed to locate the origin point of the radiation. It’s coming from underneath the Ortego ruins in one of the sub-basements. We’re working on a way to contain it. 
 
    TREMAINE: Sounds like good news for everyone. When will you be able to shut it down? 
 
    CURIE: Bartholomew Higgs, one of my engineers, is working on a solution using several Framling Coils. The rest of my team and I are working on a more permanent solution.  
 
    TREMAINE: And what exactly is the source? 
 
    CURIE: My best guess is an Ortego experiment. It may have been dormant until recently.  
 
    TREMAINE: I see. Do you have any idea how long this will take you?  
 
    CURIE: A few weeks. I’ll have more information soon. 
 
    TREMAINE: Sounds good, honey dear. So long as you keep me updated, we shouldn’t have a problem. 
 
    CURIE: A problem? 
 
    TREMAINE: Don’t worry about it. You’re fine. Keep up the good work. 
 
    CURIE: Yes, Doctor.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 18, 2351 
 
    Mei wasn’t a fan of half-truths and keeping secrets, but she didn’t see much choice in the matter. Doctor Tremaine had asked if Mei had a plan to stop the radiation and she’d told her boss part of the truth. But she wanted to do more than shut the problem down. She wanted to understand it. 
 
    Of course, if Tremaine found out, she might try to stop her and call them all home. Mei couldn’t risk that. For now the plan stayed a secret, locked inside her brain where no one else could see. When the time was right, she’d tell her team the truth but not yet—not when Tremaine could still find out and stop her. 
 
    Mei had ordered her team to assist Bartholomew with his work, but he declined, saying he worked better on his own. 
 
    She didn’t argue. 
 
    While she waited, Mei and Zoe returned to the Ortego site. Together they had the flippies retrieve as many Ortego Disks as possible. They unloaded several floors’ worth of server farms and offices, scavenging hundreds of disks in the process. Most of them were broken or trashed, but a few still functioned well enough. If nothing else came from all this, at least she’d have something to show for it. 
 
    Mei also took the time to visit and analyze the irradiated pile of trash in the basement. She couldn’t get close to the source without risking injury, so most of her progress remained theoretical. She came up with a myriad of ideas for what could be causing the radiation—even a few potential solutions—but she couldn’t test them. Not without Bart’s machines in place to impede the radiation.   
 
    But for now, she imagined the possible scenarios and how they might unfold. What could possibly force the furniture in that room to crash together and stick? Why was it emitting such large amounts of radiation? Why this location and not somewhere else, like a lab or some other place where a dangerous experiment might take place? Why an office? 
 
    These questions lingered in her mind for hours, and she tried coming up with one solution after the next, but nothing fit. It was infuriating. She lay awake for hours, contemplating possibilities. 
 
    Her thoughts brought her back to the place where it all began. She remembered the journey here, the path through the city towards the Ortego headquarters. The image of the void, trapped behind the glass cylinder, circled in her mind, clawing at her thoughts. She pictured herself standing outside the facility with John, watching the implosion…seeing Terry die.  
 
    Then a thought occurred which gave her pause. There had been no measurable radiation the first time she’d visited this place. Not on any noticeable level. She and her team believed the radiation had simply grown over time, beginning well before the destruction of the Ortego facility, but what if they wrong? What if the rift had something to do with it? 
 
    It seemed ridiculous at first to think a pile of trash in the basement had any relation to the original machine. How could they be the same? They were several floors removed, separated by at least a hundred meters. 
 
    But the thought lingered. It didn’t take long for her to finally get out of bed. She pulled up the blueprints for the Ortego building on her pad, locating the place where the portal used to be, then compared it to where the anomaly was in the basement.  
 
    She dropped the pad on the table, staring at the blueprints. How could she not have seen this sooner? Despite being several floors apart, the machine and the anomaly were in identical locations. She couldn’t believe it.  
 
    No, hold on a second, she thought. The debris in the basement didn’t look anything like the portal she’d seen four years ago. The rift was three meters tall, a massive tear in space. They couldn’t be the same. Unless…  
 
    Micro-wormholes, she thought. Maybe when they shut the rift down, it destabilized and fractured, sending pieces of itself into the sub-levels.  
 
    It certainly explained a few things. The unstable micro-fractures, if they existed, could be the cause of the radiation. She’d have to find a way to test for them, but how? 
 
    She needed a solution soon, before Tremaine figured out what she was doing. She was running out of time. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 22, 2351 
 
    On the fourth day, Bartholomew delivered on his promise. He showed Mei a set of miniature Fever Killers, mobile but extremely heavy. Zoe suggested they use the flippies to transport them into the underground basement. Mei agreed, and she got to work.  
 
    Mortimer and Stanley hauled the first coil into the basement. Dee and Dum following with another. They went slowly through the broken stairwells and cracked foundation. They would take as much time as they needed. This equipment was valuable, and they might not have time to make more. It took ten hours altogether.  
 
    Bart requested the coils be set up on opposite sides of the anomaly, roughly three meters away. “Give me some room,” he told Mei and John.  
 
    They backed away, and he joined them, checking his pad for a moment. When he looked satisfied, he tapped the screen. “Here goes.” 
 
    The miniature engines in the coils roared to life. They vibrated and shook the floor. For a second, Mei thought the tiles beneath her feet were going to collapse, and she’d fall into them. That would be the end, she told herself. What a way to go. 
 
    But after a moment, the vibrations settled, and the hum of the engines calmed into a soft purr. “So far so good,” said Bart, analyzing his pad. “They’re both working fine.” 
 
    “I guess you’re not totally worthless,” said John with a smirk. 
 
    “I’ve been known to do things,” said Bart. 
 
    Mei retrieved her scanner and powered it on. It would take a few minutes for the radiation levels to even out. There was nothing left to do but sit and watch. 
 
    The scanner’s display showed the radiation levels holding at a steady rate. A few minutes passed without so much as a flutter. Was the radiation too strong? Maybe the coils simply weren’t enough. What was she going to do?  
 
    Exactly when the thought crossed her mind, the digital number on her scanner dropped a single digit. She stared at it, wondering if perhaps it had been a fluke. A moment later, another drop. Then a third. 
 
    Before long, the radiation had fallen considerably. They wouldn’t be able to take their helmets off, but this was definitely an improvement. “Not bad,” said Bart, who’d been monitoring his own scanner. “At this rate we might actually get somewhere.” 
 
    Mei took a few steps toward the center of the room, keeping an eye on her scanner. She went to the same spot she’d gone before, but there was no warning sound this time. She pressed on, edging closer to the pile of metal until she was within an arm’s length of it. She checked the scanner, confirmed it was safe, and moved her hand towards the object.  
 
    Before she could touch it, her arm twisted and stretched, becoming some kind of octopus tendril, morphing in the air. Her fingers drew long and snake-like, bending and spiraling, doubling the length of her other appendage. She jumped back and fell on the floor, letting out a sharp cry.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” snapped Bart. 
 
    John went to her side and tried to grab her arm, but she kept it close to her chest, holding her wrist with her other hand. It was normal again, with no sign anything had happened at all. “I’m okay,” she said between sharp breaths. “It just took me by surprise.” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” asked John.  
 
    “No,” she muttered. “There wasn’t even a tingle.” 
 
    “What do you think it was?” he asked, helping her stand.  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll need to run a few more tests. We need to find a way to get close to it without—” 
 
    John threw a rock at the pile. It stretched into a shape resembling a needle before changing back and coming out the left side, tumbling to the floor. 
 
    Bart rolled his eyes. “Or I guess we can throw a rock at it.” 
 
    John shrugged. “It seemed easier.” 
 
    Mei hurried to the stone to examine it. It looked like any other rock, round and jagged, a little cracked perhaps. How was this possible? John threw it at the front of the trash pile, and the rock came out the left side. Could it have deflected off something?  
 
    She grabbed the rock and threw it again. It hit the debris, morphed, and flew toward John. He dodged out of the way. “Hey!” he snapped.  
 
    Another ninety degree change, she thought. “Sorry.”  
 
    “I don’t get it,” said Bart. “What’s causing this?” 
 
    Mei paused, licking her lips, then smiled. She stared at the pile in the center of the room. “What if the space around this thing is somehow bent?” she asked. 
 
    “Bent?” asked Bart. 
 
    She took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “I think we’re dealing with a portal,” she said at last. 
 
    “A portal?” asked Bart. “You mean like the kind you found upstairs four years ago?” 
 
    “Similar, yes,” she said. 
 
    “But I’ve seen the reports and you never mentioned anything about it bending the laws of physics or sucking objects into it.” 
 
    “The one we encountered last time was at least partially stable. And really big. This is different.” She held her hand up. “Hear me out. I’ve been trying to think of how all these phenomena could happen, like the radiation and the magnetism with the office furniture. But I wasn’t sure until a few seconds ago.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the rock?” asked Bart. 
 
    “When John threw the rock and it broke the laws of physics, yeah.” 
 
    John smiled. 
 
    “I looked at the blueprints for the entire building last night. We didn’t have the whole basement, so I used the flippies’ scans to fill in the gaps. Did you know we’re directly below where the original rift used to be? Sure, it was thirty stories above this, but this room is the exact same location, only lower.” 
 
    “So you think, what? The portal fell?” asked Bart. “If so, where’s the rest of it?” 
 
    “The rift doesn’t exist anymore, not the same way it used to. If I’m right, what we’re looking at right now are something like micro-wormholes, fractured pieces of the original portal. There could be hundreds of these things, maybe more.” 
 
    Bart furrowed his brow. “How the hell did we go from a giant portal to a bunch of microscopic ones?” 
 
    “We blew it up, remember?” asked John. “Same thing happens when you take a boulder and smash it into pebbles.” He glanced at Mei, like he was searching for approval. 
 
    “Not quite the same, but good enough for this discussion,” she said, meeting him halfway. “It makes more sense to say we disrupted the machine keeping it stable, and without a power source to sustain it, the portal collapsed into what we see before us.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is I’m smarter than Bart,” said John. “I’ll take it!” 
 
    Bart ignored him. “If your theory is right, how do we fix it? Better yet, how do we even test for it?” 
 
    “All the signs are here. The radiation could be a result of the instability of the fractures. The same is true of this.” She motioned to the debris. “But our real test will be the solution. It’s the only way to make sure.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve already got a plan in mind?” asked Bart. 
 
    She smiled. “I might have a few ideas.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    January 22, 2351 
 
    It was the dead of night. Terry leaned against the stone wall separating him from Ludo. His eyes were closed, but he was not asleep. He took slow, deep breaths, trying to relax his mind the way Ludo had taught him.  
 
    But there was a minor distraction. “What are you doing?” asked Janice. 
 
    Terry awakened to see the little girl standing before him. Her eyes were big and wide, almost cartoonish. “Quiet,” he mouthed, knowing she would understand.  
 
    “You shouldn’t do that,” she said.  
 
    He didn’t answer.  
 
    “Brother, look at me!” she snapped. 
 
    He didn’t. Instead, he turned his thoughts inward, closing his eyes and focusing on his breathing exercises.  
 
    Minutes passed, perhaps longer. He could not know. In the void, he felt nothing, saw nothing, did nothing. He only drifted, lost in the dark, empty of thought, like being in the womb again, ready to wake up.  
 
    But Terry knew it could not last. The good dreams never did. He could never sustain the emptiness for very long, especially now with Janice pestering him. 
 
    Laughter echoed through the void, low and faint, but quickly rising. It tapped at the back of his brain like a piece of fractured glass. 
 
    Go away, he begged. 
 
    But she wouldn’t. 
 
    He opened his eyes to find his neck and forehead covered in sweat. His heart raced with fear and dread, blood pumping, his face on fire. But the girl was gone, at least for a while. 
 
    She would return, though. She always did. 
 
    Over the last several days, the meditations had become routine—the only way to shut her out. She clearly hated them, and he was never allowed to practice for long before she invaded his mind with interruptions. But when it was over, she stayed away for a while, and he got his chance at peace again. 
 
    He longed for silence, for one night of uninterrupted sleep. For a single day without the laughter. Without the taunts.  
 
    Oh, well. It wouldn’t be long before the men in charge killed or sold him. Any day now.  
 
    He closed his eyes and recited the words his friend had taught him. “Peace of body. Peace of mind.” He repeated the mantra again and again in a low whisper, minding his breaths as he did. There were many mantras, Ludo had explained, but they served the same purpose. By giving the mouth a series of words to focus on, it freed the mind of its cluttered thoughts. Terry was still having some trouble with the last part.  
 
    An hour later, he felt the urge to sleep creep over him and this time he did not fight it. The early morning would be here soon, so it would be wise to get some rest. He didn’t want to be exhausted if his captors decided to stop by and cause him trouble.  
 
    He moved under the soft light of the night sky as it crept through the barred window above. Closing his eyes, he recited another mantra to calm him. “I fly to the Sea of Everlasting. I am strong. I am calm. I am at peace.” 
 
    He repeated the words until he was asleep. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry’s cell door swung open, waking him, and three large men towered before him. He recognized them immediately. Purple Eyes, Red, and Scar each entered the cell. “Get up,” said Red. 
 
    “Why?” asked Terry. 
 
    Red’s face twisted at the word. “You will, or we will make you.” He pulled out a large knife and waved it at him.  
 
    “Fine,” said Terry. 
 
    Scar turned and took a stool from the hall, placing it several steps across from the bed on the other end of the room. He stood next to it and stared at Terry. “You will not move. The Lord will ask you questions, and you will answer. Understand?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Terry. 
 
    Purple Eyes went to the stool and took a seat, motioning to Red, who closed the door. “I see you understand how to listen now,” said Purple Eyes. His voice was like gravel. “This is good. It will make you easier to sell. A stupid slave is a useless slave.” 
 
    At this, both Red and Scar chuckled, beating their chests in approval.  
 
    “Tell me. What is your name?” asked the old man. “Where do you come from?” 
 
    “My name is Terry. I’m from—” he paused, unsure of what to tell them. “I’m from far away.” 
 
    “Another country?” asked Purple Eyes. “Which one?” 
 
    “Central,” said Terry.  
 
    Purple Eyes furrowed his brow and licked his lips. “I have never heard of this place. Why did you come here?” 
 
    Another tricky question. He took a few seconds to think. “I left to explore the world.” 
 
    Red laughed again, but stopped when Purple Eyes looked at him. “It is a brave thing to be on your own,” said the old man. “My son knows little of such a thing.” 
 
    Red lowered his face. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” asked Purple Eyes.  
 
    “No,” said Terry.  
 
    “I am Gast Maldeen, Lord of Three Waters and one of the five high priests of Xel,” he said. “I have been granted dominion over this land, which means I am your master.” 
 
    So his name was Gast, and he was the leader of this place. Never mind the rest. “Alright,” said Terry. 
 
    “You will tell me now why you were with the traitor. Answer truthfully, or my son will cut you down where you sit.” 
 
    Terry looked at Red, who smiled, rubbing the edge of his knife with his thumb. “They have a farm,” said Terry. “I was attacked by an animal in the field. They helped me.” 
 
    “How long were you with them?” asked Gast. 
 
    “A while,” said Terry. 
 
    Gast stared at him, pursing his lips for a moment. “What do you know about them?” 
 
    “I know their names,” said Terry. 
 
    Gast pointed to the wall behind Terry. “The one in the other cell used to be a temple guard. He took the high priestess Ysa Maldeen as his wife and escaped, keeping her power for his own selfish desires. The priestess’s father allowed this, but now he is dead.” 
 
    “Maldeen? Is she related to you?” 
 
    “Shut up!” barked Scar. “You do not ask questions.” 
 
    Gast raised his hand to quiet him. “She is my niece,” he said simply. “My brother allowed her to leave, but I have come to take her home where she belongs.” 
 
    Terry didn’t know what to say. Somehow, without realizing it, he’d found himself in the middle of an alien family feud.   
 
    “It is unfortunate for you,” said Gast. “First to be caught in the woods and escape, only to find yourself living with a traitor. Perhaps your ghost would rather die than live, given how often you find yourself in trouble. But life is circular, is it not? Our mistakes repeat themselves forever, and every moment comes again.” 
 
    Kill them now before it’s too late, whispered Janice. He pushed the thought away. He couldn’t fight them. They were too strong. He might be able to take out Red or Scar, but not Gast. He’d seen what the old man did to Ysa—the things he could do. Terry would have to wait for a real opportunity. 
 
    Gast walked to the door and stopped. “I believe your words,” he said. “You will be auctioned to the highest bidder. Exotic slaves do well.” He smirked. “I’m expecting it to be quick. Perhaps a few weeks. Enjoy the wait.” 
 
    Scar slammed the door behind them as they left. Terry sat on the bed, staring at the door, a panic rising in his chest. What was he going to do? 
 
    I have to get out of this room, he thought. 
 
    “You have to kill them all,” said the girl, appearing to his side in the place where Gast had been sitting. 
 
    “I won’t,” he muttered. 
 
    She giggled and began skipping around the room, passing him repeatedly and laughing. Always laughing. He hated her. Go away.  
 
    “I’m with you forever and ever,” she yelled. “Forever and ever and ever and ever!”  
 
    He wrapped his arms around his head and lowered it between his knees. Sweat dripped from his forehead as his heart raced. He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to be a slave. He didn’t want to die. He hated this place, Gast, and the whole damned planet. If only he could— 
 
    “Terry,” said a muffled voice. “Are you there?” 
 
    He shuddered at the sound of his own name.   
 
    “Did they hurt you?” It was Ludo, of course. Who else could it be? He must have heard the whole thing.  
 
    Terry wiped the sweat from his face. “Yeah, I’m here,” he said, breathing quickly. “Sorry.” 
 
    A short pause. “Terry, my friend, listen to me.”  
 
    “Okay.” His chest was pounding, like it was about to rip itself apart. 
 
    “Close your eyes and perform the mantras and the breathing. Do it quickly, please.” 
 
    “Why would I—” 
 
    “Please,” said Ludo.  
 
    Terry hesitated, but did as his friend requested. He crossed his legs and closed his eyes, ignoring the pain in his body. He took several deep breaths, counting them as he went. Finally, he recited the mantras. “Peace of body. Peace of mind.” 
 
    “Again,” said Ludo with a calm and relaxed voice. 
 
    “Peace of body. Peace of mind,” said Terry. “Peace of body. Peace of mind.” 
 
    “Now breathe,” said Ludo. “Let your ghost fly free and out of this place.” 
 
    Terry listened to Ludo’s voice, letting it carry him. Like before, he was in the dark, quiet and unmoving. He was alone. He swam in a sea of thoughtlessness, in a place devoid of time. He had been here before, but now it was different. Now there was no laughter. No interruptions. He felt nothing. 
 
    He had done it. 
 
    After what felt like hours, he heard a voice saying, “Wake now, my friend.”  
 
    Terry let out a sigh of relief as he opened his eyes. He was calm and relaxed. A welcome change. The pain in his body was gone, and there was no sign of the girl. How long had he been absent? “How did I do that?” 
 
    “You let go,” said Ludo. “It is not easy. Continue on this path, and you will grow stronger.” 
 
    “Stronger?” 
 
    “You draw strength from within. I have seen it before on our hunts together. I watched you do it when the soldiers came. You have great potential, Terry, but you must learn to control your fears.” 
 
    Terry considered his friend’s words. He remembered all the times he’d called upon his strength. Most of them had been under the threat of death or danger. He always assumed adrenaline was the key. Had he been mistaken? Was there a better way? He didn’t quite understand how meditating could make him stronger, but he trusted his friend. If Ludo said this would help, Terry believed him. “Okay,” he finally said. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Let us continue,” said the farmer through the stone. “There is much for you to learn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Doctor Mei Curie’s Personal Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 190 
 
    Recorded: January 23, 2351 
 
    CURIE: After transferring all my personal logs to a local data pad, which I’ve also disconnected from the network, I finally feel comfortable recording my thoughts again. Doctor Tremaine’s eyes are everywhere, which she doesn’t seem to try and hide during conversation. She probably thinks she knows everything we’re doing here, and maybe she does, but it doesn’t mean I have to make things easier for her. I had Zoe remove the network chip from this device, along with a few others throughout the camp. I don’t work well with someone watching over my shoulder. No one does. 
 
    After arriving at a hypothesis about the source of the radiation, I’ve been working on a way to fix it. Specifically, I’m going to reconstruct the original wormhole and then stabilize it. To do this, I’ll need to create a steady magnetic field around the anomaly. Doing so should cause the micro-tears to collapse in on one another, which will reform the original rift.  
 
    Of course, there’s some risk involved. If the new portal operates the same as the old one, we’ll essentially be replacing radiation with Variant. And if I remember my history, the gas spreads like wildfire. The key difference this time, however, is that everyone here is safe from the gas, so the risk is minimal. We also have the added benefit of knowing what we’re building, unlike the poor fools who created the original. If things go bad, I’ll shut the magnetic field down, and the portal should collapse. If it doesn’t, we’ll bury the damned thing and that’ll be the end of it.  
 
    Either way, we’re almost there.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 23, 2351 
 
    Mei sat in the conference tent with the rest of her team, getting ready to go over the final leg of the mission. Even Tabata was there.  
 
    She cleared her throat. “Thank you all for coming. As you know, we’ve located the source of the radiation. The working hypothesis is that we’re dealing with a series of microscopic wormholes. I’ve also come up with a way to test this.” 
 
    “What have you found?” asked Tabata. 
 
    “I believe these micro tears are the remnants of the original wormhole John and I encountered and subsequently destroyed four years ago. In order to close the smaller tears, we’ll need to reform the original portal. It’s the only way to prove the hypothesis.”   
 
    “You want to stabilize it?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “Correct,” said Mei. She took a duffle bag from below her seat and set it on the table. “This is what we’re going to use.” 
 
    “What?” asked Bart. 
 
    Mei unzipped the bag and grabbed one of the metal rods inside, handing to Sophie so she could pass it around. “Ortego used a massive machine to initialize a magnetic field to create the original wormhole. We can’t afford to build another one of those, but these little guys should be enough to get the job done.” 
 
    An air of silence filled the tent.  
 
    Mei sighed. “If you have questions or concerns about any of this, please speak up.” 
 
    Zoe fidgeted in her seat. “You’re asking us to reopen the thing that killed the planet.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous,” said Sophie. 
 
    “More than dangerous,” said Tabata.  
 
    “I know,” said Mei. “But if we don’t do this, the radiation will continue to climb, and not even the coils will be enough to stem the tide. None of us knows how bad it will get if we let it continue. The results could be catastrophic. You all know this.” 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” said Tabata. “But how does opening the wormhole help?” 
 
    “It confirms the hypothesis, which is the most important part. We have to know what the cause is if we’re ever going to fix it.” 
 
    “Why not bury it?” he asked. 
 
    “Burying it is my last option. We don’t know how the anomaly will react, and I’d much rather understand what we’re dealing with before I toss it in the ground,” she said.  
 
    “The last time somebody did this, we got Variant,” said Bart. “You’re sure you wanna take the risk of a repeat apocalypse?” 
 
    “The planet’s already been filled with Variant. Maybe less now than there used to be, but the gas isn’t going anywhere. Opening the portal for a minute or two won’t make it any worse.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he finally said.  
 
    “Okay, I think we’re with you so far,” said Zoe. “But how does opening the portal stop the radiation?” 
 
    “These micro tears are unstable. I think the instability is what’s causing the radiation. If we can unify them into a single bridge, we may actually be able to collapse it for good.” 
 
    “So we’d activate it for, what, a few seconds?” asked Bart. 
 
    “Precisely long enough to see if it works, then shut it off. If we’re successful, we can reactivate it later for further analysis.” 
 
    “You think we’ll need to?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “I don’t know,” admitted Mei. “But at least we’ll have the option.” 
 
    “There’s no risk of the portal staying open after we try to shut it down?” asked Bart. 
 
    “Not this time. If you recall, the original Ortego facility used solar panels and Fever Killers for power. They couldn’t shut the portal down in time, so the consistent energy supply kept the lights on. The magnetic field we’re creating here is totally different. If one of these rods gets detached, the whole thing stops, and the portal destabilizes into micro-wormholes again. The risk is far lower.”  
 
    “If we shut the portal down and the micro-tears reform, won’t the radiation come back?” asked Bart. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m expecting it to. All we’re doing right now is testing to see if I’m right. If the rift forms, we’ll start looking for a better long term solution.” 
 
    Zoe blinked. “When did you have time to come up with all this?” 
 
    “I don’t sleep much.” 
 
     “Count me in, ma’am,” said Sophie. 
 
    Zoe and John both nodded. 
 
    “I have no objections,” said Tabata from across the table. “I’m here if you need me.” 
 
    “I appreciate the support. We’ll need everyone’s help.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the full plan? Break it down for us,” said Zoe. 
 
    “First, Bart, I need you to work on getting a few more mobile coils up and running. The two we have are working fine, but the radiation will keep rising until we resolve this, so we’ll probably need them soon. Plus, it’s good to be prepared. The two we have could die at any moment.” 
 
    “Not confident in my work?” he asked, raising his brow. 
 
    “You’re good, but the parts we’re using are ancient. It’s their age I don’t trust.” 
 
    He gave her a thin smile. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Zoe, I need you and your flippies to keep excavating. If we have to bury this thing, I want to have as much data as possible from the basements.” 
 
    “You got it,” she said. 
 
    “Sophie, you’ll be assisting me with installing the rods and monitoring the field.” 
 
    The assistant’s face lit up. “You mean I don’t have to stay in the camp?” 
 
    “No, not this time. If Tremaine wants something, she can leave a message. I need my team.” 
 
    Sophie grinned, but quickly composed herself. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Mei nodded, and turned to Tabata. “I hate to ask this of you, Doctor, but we could use your medical expertise at the site, should anything go wrong.” 
 
    “Rest assured, Doctor Curie, I will be there.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked John. “I’m going with you, so you’d better find something for me to do.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Someone has to carry the supplies.” 
 
    He dropped his head. “Figures.” 
 
    “Everyone know their jobs?” asked Mei, lifting the duffle from the table. “I want that portal open by the end of the week, which means we have four days to excavate, build, and prepare. Let’s make it happen.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    January 25, 2351 
 
    Terry spent the bulk of his days meditating in the cell. He was finally able to sustain himself in the void for as long he wanted. It was a huge relief. 
 
    “Why waste time with such a dumb game?” asked Janice. “It’s so boring. You should play with me instead.” She ran around the room, waving her arms. “Play play play!” 
 
    Janice hated the meditations, always taunting him before he started the process. Terry knew better than to listen. A few minutes of meditating, and he wouldn’t see her again for hours.  
 
    She giggled. “Won’t be long before they kill you, brother.” 
 
    He ignored her, closed his eyes, and breathed. He recited the mantras, banishing his make-believe companion in the process. 
 
    Today, Ludo would teach him a new technique meant to cleanse his wings—whatever that meant. He could never understand him when he talked about flying or wings. All he knew was the lessons were working. He didn’t care why. 
 
    At the appointed hour, when the suns were at their zenith, Ludo called to him from the other side of the wall, requesting he take his position. Terry did, relaxing his body and performing his routine.  
 
    “Today will be different,” said Ludo.  
 
    “Different how?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Today, my friend, you will free the ghost from its cage.” 
 
    Free the ghost? He wanted to ask what Ludo meant, but he didn’t. For the sake of his friend, he would listen. For the sake of himself, he would try. 
 
    Ludo began the session with a new, wordless mantra. It was composed of meaningless sounds. This was something Terry had heard him do before, but never in a lesson. Ludo said each word soft, but deep, pulling the sound from his throat and stretching it out when he exhaled. He did this until Terry joined him, and together they repeated the mantra for several minutes. “Ahhmm…” Terry let the word fill him, the deep sound of the M vibrating his mouth as he exhaled. He repeated this many times before the exercise was complete.  
 
    “We do this to strengthen our wings,” said Ludo. “Now we must stretch them.” 
 
    What followed was another chant, though the word changed. “Hummm…” They repeated the sound as they had the first, and Terry found himself relaxing. 
 
    By the time the hour had passed, Terry learned five sounds, each with a different function. All revolved around strengthening his supposed wings. 
 
    “Rest now,” said Ludo after a long while. Terry looked at the barred window to find most of the daylight gone, replaced by the soft glow of moon. “Today, we have cleansed our wings. Tomorrow, we shall stretch them.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Terry. 
 
    “You will see, my friend. Tomorrow, you will see.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    January 26, 2351 
 
    The next day came, and so did the meditation hour. Like before, Ludo led with the new mantras, but this time the process was much shorter. “I will speak and you will breathe,” said Ludo. “Focus on my words and let go of your thoughts.” 
 
    Terry took a deep breath and released it in a long and steady sigh. 
 
    “You are jumbled inside, Terry,” said Ludo. “Your ghost is tied to the ground and mangled.” 
 
    Another breath. Release. 
 
    “You were not always this way,” he said. “When you were born, your ghost was like an endless piece of rope, stretching far and free. The world has twisted you, however. It has made you what you are. You must untangle the knot and get back to who you used to be. You must free the ghost.” 
 
    Another breath. Release. 
 
    “Inside you there are wings mightier than the strongest of birds. They have been pinned to the earth by forces in your life. Anger, greed, envy, desire, hate—these are your weights. They must be lifted.” 
 
    Another breath. Release. 
 
    “Imagine yourself standing on the edge of a mountaintop,” said Ludo. “The snow is cold, but you cannot feel it. The light is hot, but you cannot sense it. The wind is strong, but you cannot feel it. You are there, but not there. You are aware, but unaware. You are you, but you are not you. Now tell me, what do you see?” 
 
    In his mind, he saw the place which Ludo had described, and he saw around him all the things which Ludo told him to see. A whirling wind bellowed through the mountain, bending the necks of trees and tearing blades of blue grass from the ground to carry them into the sky. Terry walked in the snow, and he heard the crunch of his feet as he pressed the white ice with his toes. He looked behind him to find a long and endless series of footsteps following him. He had come a long way. He had traveled far.  
 
    As he moved to the edge of the mountain, he saw a great chasm stretching wide and deep, filled with forests and rivers, villages and people, and beyond them, still, a sea so vast it nearly swallowed him. Terry saw them clearly, as though he were really there. “So many things,” whispered Terry. He described the sight before him, which wasn’t particularly difficult. It was all so clear. 
 
    “Good,” said Ludo. “You see much. Now listen, for this is important. The world before you is one we have made together, but now you must forget it.” 
 
    “Forget it?” asked Terry. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It is not yours,” said Ludo. “You must craft your own world. Build it to your liking and fill it with your thoughts. You must do this, and it must be yours and yours alone. You must remember every detail. All the blades of grass, all the clouds in the sky, all the rocks at your feet. Remember these things so you may build them again and again, every time you close your eyes. Once you have mastered this new world of yours, then I will teach you to fly.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 27, 2351 
 
    Mei was optimistic. It took Bart less time to build the second set of mobile coils, which put them ahead of schedule. She thought about asking him for more, but four was enough for the moment. In the meantime, he could work on building explosives to take down the rest of the building in case they had to bury the portal.  
 
    During this, Zoe managed to collect an enormous amount of useable data from the ruins, thanks to the flippies. 
 
    John, Sophie, and Mei spent most of their time in the basement. They brought some lighting fixtures so they wouldn’t have to do everything with their night vision on. The green hue gave Mei a headache.  
 
    She wanted to run experiments with the rods to make sure a magnetic field would actually do the job. Sophie observed her mentor and assisted where she could. Mei explained every detail to the girl. She wanted to make sure someone else knew how to shut the field down. If anything happened to Mei, Sophie would know what to do.  
 
    They fiddled with the rods, fine-tuning their frequency for hours. The field had to be exactly right, otherwise the rift might not form and they’d have to start all over again. Given how impatient Tremaine had gotten lately, Mei wagered she was running out of time before the old woman found out the truth. She had to act fast. 
 
    Nevertheless, Mei was staying positive. The first official test was scheduled for this afternoon, and so far she had no reason to doubt her success. Still, anything could happen. She wasn’t a fool. She was prepared for failure, hence the extra coils and explosives. If the whole thing went to hell, she’d end the story here.  
 
    At half past noon, the team arrived at the Ortego site, equipment in tow, ready to make history. Bart, Mei, Sophie, John, and Mortimer the Flippy all waited in the basement of the Ortego building. 
 
    “Coils are coming online,” said Bart, his eyes on his pad. “Should only be a few minutes.” 
 
    “I’m good up here,” said Zoe. Her face appeared in the corner of Mei’s visor. She had knotted hair and looked exhausted, although the radiation suit hid most of it.  
 
    “Sophie and I will proceed with the field activation process, so I suggest everyone step back and give us some room,” said Mei. 
 
    They did as she asked. She unzipped the bag and removed the first rod. She gave another to Sophie. They’d previously gone and marked each and every one of the spots where the rods would go, measuring the distance so they were equally apart from one another. “Remember,” said Mei. “It’s just like I showed you.” 
 
    Sophie nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Mei twisted a ring at the center of the rod, releasing the pin at its core and snapping the rod into place. The room cracked with a loud pop as the rod sent a thin needle into the floor for support. “Next.” 
 
    The process repeated until both women had placed eighteen rods around the anomaly. When the last two were set, Mei and Sophie joined the others near the far end of the room.  
 
    Mei took her pad and opened a simple app Zoe created specifically to operate and monitor the wormhole. Zoe called it “Knock Knock.” With a tap of the pad, a countdown appeared on the screen to signify the startup process. 
 
    “Everyone stay back,” she said as the clock counted down. When it hit zero, the rods activated, bringing no visible change. But Mei knew this wasn’t so. Her pad showed a buildup of the magnetic field as it formed, spreading through the circle and slowly stabilizing itself.  
 
    A light erupted from the center of the room, flashing like a thunderstorm. “What was that?” Zoe asked, taken back.  
 
    “Some kind of electrical discharge,” said Bart. 
 
    Another flash, this one brighter than the first. It snapped through the room, causing them all to shield their eyes. Behind her arms, Mei saw a series of short, bright bursts, consuming everything. The pile of metal caught on fire, sparks dancing around it. A low rumbling shook the floor, and Sophie fell, letting out a quick shriek. Bart caught her and didn’t let her go. The room was going wild with the sounds of thunder.  
 
    A massive orange spark danced atop the surface of the anomaly, weaving and expanding like a piece of yarn. After a few seconds, it lifted off the metal altogether, swirling in the air like fire in the sky, like lightning in a bottle.  
 
    In less than a moment, the string of light exploded. Mei felt the grip of John’s hand around her arm. It was the Second Jolt all over again. 
 
    But suddenly the shaking ceased, and all at once the light surrendered. When she could see again, Mei lifted her eyes and saw what remained of her experiment.  
 
    It was the rift, alive and real, a massive circle of darkness, pulsing with the same steady breaths it had all those years before. 
 
    After all these years, she’d found it. 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Holy shit, it worked!” shouted Zoe through the com in Mei’s visor.   
 
    “Look at it!” yelled Bart. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “It’s pitch black inside,” said John. 
 
    “No, look,” said Sophie, pointing to the base of the rift. “You can see something.” She paused. “It looks like a flat surface.” 
 
    Sophie was right. Mei could see the ground on the other side, a deep brown. What the hell was over there? 
 
    “Hey!” snapped John. “Aren’t you going to shut it down?” 
 
    Mei blinked, trying to collect herself. She could make an excuse, tell them they should examine it while they had the chance, but she stopped herself. She could wait. Do things the right way. She nodded. “Okay.” She took her pad and hit the deactivation icon. “Shutting it down now.” 
 
    Mei expected another shakeup, perhaps even an explosion, but the portal only dissipated, fading into the air with a series of sparks. Below the rift, where the cluster of furniture had been, nothing now remained. Somehow, the debris had disappeared with the arrival of the portal. Had it been sent through? If so, then right now a ball of manmade metal and plastic was halfway across the universe. Another planet, maybe? She wasn’t sure. The bridge had to go somewhere. Mei was certain of that. Whether it was a planet or the inside of a gas cloud, she couldn’t say, but she knew it existed. 
 
    Variant had to come from somewhere. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    January 28, 2351 
 
    When the portal was activated, the scanners recorded a complete drop in radiation output. With the micro-tears reformed into a full wormhole, the problem was momentarily solved. It was by no means a permanent solution, but it gave Mei the reason she needed to try again.  
 
    The following morning, she assembled her team to discuss the next phase in the plan. “We’re sending something through this time,” she told them.  
 
    “Don’t look at me,” said John. “I hate traveling.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” asked Bart. 
 
    “We need to scan the bridge from within the event horizon as well as the other side. It may give us the data we need to find a way to seal it for good.” She looked at Zoe. “A flippy seemed like the best idea.” 
 
    “Which one?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “Your call,” said Mei. “I trust your judgment.”  
 
    Zoe smiled a little. “You got it.” 
 
    Mei dismissed everyone, asking them to meet her at the Ortego site in three hours. She planned on spending the time fine-tuning the rods. With a little work, she was fairly certain she could cut down on the activation feedback.  
 
    John drove the dirt cab with her in the passenger’s seat, still tinkering with a few of the rods. “We’re really doing this, huh?” he asked when they were nearly halfway there. 
 
    She didn’t look up. “It’s the only way to get the data.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I just wanna make sure you’re not doing this for another reason.” 
 
    She paused, the rod in her hand. “What other reason?” 
 
    “Terry died from that thing,” he said. “Here we are bringing it back. You sure this is what you want?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything.  
 
    “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain. You know I’ve got your back.” 
 
    They sat in the cab for several minutes without saying a word. Mei caught herself holding her breath, debating what to tell him, wavering somewhere between the truth and a lie. At last, she set the rod on the seat between them and looked at him. “What do you think happened to him?” 
 
    He returned her glance. “To Terry?”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted, putting his eyes back on the road. “I barely understand what happened to us.” 
 
    “If I said…” She stopped herself, not knowing if she should go on. But didn’t John have a right to know what was going on? Sure he did, but what if he tried to talk her out of it? What if he thought she was crazy? 
 
    He slowed the vehicle and looked at her. “What is it?” 
 
    She stared at the dash. “What if I said the reason I’m doing this is because of him.” 
 
    “Because of Terry?” he asked. He stopped the cab altogether and put it in park.  
 
    “I want to know what happened to him, John. I have to know where he went.” 
 
    John stared at her with the same soft, blue eyes she’d known her entire life. She had expected doubt or even a difference of opinion, but he had none of that in him now.  
 
    He leaned across the divide of the seats and held her by the palm. He wiped her cheek with his other hand, pulling tears away. Without realizing it, she’d been crying. “It’s okay,” he whispered, smiling warmly. “I get it.” 
 
    She gulped, pushing down the lump in her throat. “No one else can know,” she said.  
 
    “They won’t,” he told her. 
 
    “If anyone finds out, they’ll send me home and cut me out of the program. They’ll say my judgment’s compromised.” She paused. “Maybe they’re right.”  
 
    “You’re doing what you think is best. It’s what you’ve always done.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s selfish,” she muttered. “Looking for an answer just because I want to know. It doesn’t help anyone but me.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” he said. “What about Terry? He died protecting us. We owe it to him to find out what really happened. And I want to know, too.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He beamed a smile her way and let go of her hand, taking the wheel again. “We’d better hurry,” said John. “Don’t wanna miss the big show.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    When everyone was in the basement, Mei and Sophie set the modified rods in place. The team stood a few meters from the circle, their backs against the wall and waiting.  
 
    Mortimer was sitting a few steps from the others, a long cord hooked into his side. No one knew whether a wireless signal could go through the portal or not, so Zoe had the flippy jacked into a local control box. She was sitting behind it now.  
 
    “We’re doing this just like last time,” said Mei, motioning to the rods. “I tweaked the equipment, but be ready for a light show in case I goofed it.” 
 
    Bart gave a thumbs up. “Hit it, Doc.” 
 
    Mei touched the icon for her Knock Knock app, bringing it to life on the pad. She took a deep breath, staring at the space where the bridge was about to form, and pressed the activation button. 
 
    A burst of light filled the room momentarily. It only lasted a second before dissipating into a steady, pulsing circle of darkness. The modified rods had been a success. Mei let out a sigh of relief.   
 
    “Amazing,” said Zoe. “It’s so different up close.” 
 
    “Nice work on the mods,” said Bart. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Mei. She turned to Zoe. “Ready?” 
 
    “Morty’s raring to go,” she said, fiddling with the controls. Mortimer raised his tendrils into the air. “He’s ready to party!” 
 
    “Do it,” she said. “Everyone make sure you have the feed going on your visors. If you see anything, call it out and mark the timestamp for later.” 
 
    Zoe positioned Mortimer in front of the rift, easing him to within a few centimeters of it. “Here goes nothing,” she said.  
 
    The little window in the corner of Mei’s display went black as Mortimer passed through the gateway. The flippy disappeared into the darkness, tugging his chord behind him.  
 
    “Activating night vision,” said Zoe.  
 
    The screen in the corner of Mei’s visor lit up the environment in a bright shade of green. What lay before the flippy left her dumbstruck—a vast room with desks and chairs, surrounded by flattened metal walls which rose higher than she thought they should. Below the flippy, a wide ramp stretched out towards the floor.  
 
    “What the hell is this?” asked Bart.  
 
    “Zoe, keep going,” said Mei.  
 
    The flippy crept forward off the ramp, dragging the cord behind.  
 
    “Turn around,” ordered Mei. “Let’s have a look at the whole room.” 
 
    Zoe rotated Mortimer’s head, passing several desks and what looked like computers along the way. As it reached the rift, Mei felt her heart flutter. There, standing before the little flippy, a tall, metal ring sat elevated in the air, and at its core Mei saw herself watching from the other side.  
 
    “Holy shit,” muttered Zoe, her mouth agape. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” said Bart. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” said John. “Did Ortego build another one?” 
 
    Mei didn’t know what to say. Could John be right? Did Ortego actually make another portal? If so, where on Earth was it?  
 
    She stopped herself, shaking her head. No, it didn’t add up. Variant came through the original portal, which meant this couldn’t be on Earth. Not unless Ortego created Variant themselves and accidentally released it. But why send the gas through the rift in the first place? “Zoe, keep scanning the room.” 
 
    “Aren’t we going to talk about the artificial ring we just saw?” asked Bart.  
 
    “Later,” said Mei. “Right now we’ve got other priorities.” 
 
    Bart grunted. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “Doctor Curie, I’ve got something,” said Zoe. “Look there, against the wall near the doorway. Here, let me move closer.” 
 
    It took Mei a moment to realize what she was looking at. With so much going on, it was easy to overlook. But as the flippy neared the wall, she saw what it truly was: a pack, academy-issued with the name Terry stitched on its flap.  
 
    She took a step back, her legs shaking. In all her wildest dreams, in all the scenarios she played out in her mind over the last four years, she never dreamed of this. If Terry’s pack could survive the trip to the other side, maybe her friend could as well. Her hands trembled at the thought of it. 
 
    “No way…” muttered Bart, shaking his head.  
 
    “It can’t be,” said John, dropping his pack with a loud thud. He took a few steps toward the rift. “Terry?” 
 
    “Hey, watch out,” said Sophie. “Don’t get too close.” 
 
    John ignored the warning and edged forward. He pointed at the rift. “We have to get that!”  
 
    “We will,” said Sophie. “We’ll use the flippy. Now get back. It’s not safe.” 
 
    But he didn’t listen. Before anyone could stop him, John dashed forward and leapt through the rift. He landed on the ramp with a hard clank, nearly falling in the process. He ran past Mortimer and quickly found the pack, grabbing it with both his hands and holding it close. 
 
    It took Mei a moment to realize what was happening. The shock of seeing Terry’s pack was too much. It was like all the energy in her body had been drained. When she realized what John had done, it was too late to stop him.  
 
    “Do you know what this means?” yelled John from beyond the other side. “Terry’s alive! He has to be.” 
 
    Mei blinked, trying to snap herself out of it. “John, get back over here!” she shouted.   
 
    He turned, looking over his shoulder and into the gate. “But—” 
 
    “If the portal goes down, you’ll be trapped. We’ll figure everything out, I promise. But right now you have to come back. Please!” 
 
    He looked at the bag in his hands, pausing for a moment. “Okay.” 
 
    “Pull Mortimer out of there, Zoe. As soon as John gets back, I’m closing the gate.” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “Roger.” 
 
    “Come on, John,” said Mei. “Bring the bag and let’s go.” 
 
    He did as she said, clutching the pack against his chest with both his arms and running up the ramp and through the rift. A moment later he was back with them, followed by Mortimer.  
 
    Mei hit the deactivation button, watching as the void disintegrated before her. When it was over, she used the com to contact Tabata, who had been watching the experiment from the surface.  
 
    “Yes, I’m here,” said Tabata. “You put on quite the show, I must say.” 
 
    “If you can spare a minute, Sergeant Finn needs a checkup,” she said. “I’m sure you know why.” 
 
    “Of course. I’d be happy to help.” 
 
    “Everyone else convene on the surface. Forget the equipment. Leave it here for now. We have a lot to do before the day is out.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    After Tabata gave John a clean bill of health, Mei convened the team in the conference tent.  
 
    She unloaded the contents of Terry’s pack onto the table for everyone to see. Among the belongings were a small knife, a few stained rags, and some plant residue. She placed each of the items in a sealed plastic bag for safety purposes.  
 
    John chose to stand while everyone took their seats. He stared with vacant eyes at the knife, nervously flicking his thumb against his index finger. Mei wanted to reassure him somehow, tell him everything would be okay, but it would have to wait.  
 
    “This is every item from the bag we found,” said Mei, motioning to the table. “The knife appears to be made out of some kind of bone. We’re running an analysis of the rotten plants, but my first guess is it’s food. Sophie’s running a test on the cloth and what we’re assuming is blood.” Mei felt a knot in her stomach. She tried not to let it show. “Suffice it to say, it’s not what we expected.” 
 
    “Do you think Terry might be alive?” asked Bart.  
 
    “I do, and I think it’s reason enough to continue our research. We need to explore the other side of the portal.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the advanced technology we saw,” said Zoe. “There’s another reason right there.” 
 
    Bart sighed. “Things are about to get complicated, aren’t they?” 
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes. “As if they weren’t already.” 
 
    John still wasn’t speaking. He only stood, staring at the table, flicking his finger. But Mei knew he wasn’t really there in the tent with them. He was in the other place, standing in the dark and looking for his friend.  
 
    “Does this mean we’re putting the current project on hold?” asked Sophie.  
 
    Mei looked at her. “Huh?” 
 
    “I think she means the mission to close the wormhole,” said Bart. 
 
    Mei paused. She wasn’t sure how to answer. If she postponed their primary objective, it might cause problems with Tremaine and the board, maybe even her team. But she couldn’t walk away from this, not after today. Not with Terry’s pack sitting right in front of her. “If I did sideline the mission, would anyone object?” 
 
    Bart and Zoe looked at one another, then simultaneously shook their heads. 
 
    “No objections here, ma’am,” said Sophie.  
 
    Mei looked at Tabata. “Doctor?” 
 
    His eyes fell on the bloody rags resting on the table. “Technically, I’m not part of your team,” he said. “Officially speaking, I’m here as a zoologist, studying the kitobora, which means I have no say in what you or your team does. However, I’m also a doctor, and I’d be remiss to ignore your medical needs, now and in the future.” He scratched the tip of his chin, sweeping his short, gray whiskers. “I will be here, the same as I have these last eight months, whatever the outcome.” 
 
    Mei smiled. “So we’re all onboard. Good.” 
 
    “Do we have a plan yet?” asked Zoe. “Seems like we should have a plan…” 
 
    “Slow down,” said Bart. “We just opened a wormhole to another world and found this waiting for us. Give the doc at least a few hours.” 
 
    Zoe wrinkled her nose. “Sorry.” 
 
    “As it happens, I actually do have a plan,” said Mei. 
 
    Zoe grinned at Bart. “See? Curie’s always got us covered.” 
 
    “The goal hasn’t changed. We’re still going to find a way to close the portal. It just won’t be today.” 
 
    John finally looked at her with a shocked expression.  
 
    She met his gaze and her voice softened. “Don’t worry, though. We’re adding a few steps before we get there.” 
 
    John seemed to relax at this, but not completely.  
 
    “A few steps?” asked Sophie. 
 
    “Right. For starters, we’ll continue to investigate the room we found. I’d like to spend some time on the other side analyzing the equipment we saw there. Maybe bring it back for proper study.” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “We can use the flippies to move everything. No use risking our lives traveling through the portal.” 
 
    “John already took the trip, and he’s perfectly healthy. But to be safe, we’ll wait until we have more time to study the portal. In the meantime, Bart, I want you analyzing the stuff the flippies bring back. Tell me what the hell it is. Sophie, learn everything you can about the three items on this table. Everyone understand?” 
 
    They did. 
 
    “Then, let’s get to work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 652 
 
    Recorded: February 1, 2351 
 
    TREMAINE: Morning, dear. How’s the progress going? Have you found a way to stop the radiation? 
 
    CURIE: Still working on it, ma’am.  
 
    TREMAINE: I see. Perhaps you could use some assistance. I’ll send another team to help you. 
 
    CURIE: That really isn’t necessarily. I just need some time. 
 
    TREMAINE: More time? It has been nine days since your last report, yet you have nothing to show me. I’m sure you understand my reluctance.  
 
    CURIE: My team works better on our own. Sending more people would only slow everyone down.  
 
    TREMAINE: Perhaps if you opened up about your recent findings, I might be more apt to grant your request. Right now, you have me sitting in the dark.  
 
    CURIE: I’m sorry, but we don’t have much to report at the moment. We’re working hard to bring you more information.  
 
    TREMAINE: Doctor Curie, please. Why don’t you tell me what’s really going on, dear? 
 
    CURIE: I don’t know what you mean. 
 
    TREMAINE: Oh, come now. We both know you do. I’ve been monitoring the research outpost for several months. I’m fully aware of what you’ve found. 
 
    CURIE: I don’t— 
 
    TREMAINE: Please, let’s not play pretend anymore. I know all about the wormhole. 
 
    CURIE: How— 
 
    TREMAINE: You thought by activating the Einstein-Rosen Bridge you could find a way to close the fractures. I admit it’s a perfectly reasonable plan. What I don’t understand is why you felt it necessary to open it a second time. You’ve confirmed your theory, doctor, so why continue the experiment? 
 
    CURIE: I don’t understand. If you know all this, don’t you already have the answer? 
 
    TREMAINE: Let’s say for the sake of this discussion I don’t. Please enlighten me.  
 
    CURIE: When the rift opened…we saw something on the other side. It was a room, maybe a cave. We couldn’t tell for sure. Either way, I felt it was worth exploring. 
 
    TREMAINE: So what did you find? 
 
    CURIE: A room full of technology, another portal, and… 
 
    TREMAINE: What? 
 
    CURIE: Terry’s pack. 
 
    TREMAINE: Terry? You mean the boy who died in the Ortego facility four years ago? 
 
    CURIE: Yes. 
 
    TREMAINE: I see.  
 
    CURIE: We have to keep exploring the other side. There’s no telling what else we’ll find. You do understand, right? 
 
    TREMAINE: I understand you’ve let your emotions impede your better judgment in this matter. Don’t you see what’s happened? You’re too close to the mission, especially after what you found. You have to shut it down. Close off the rift for good.  
 
    CURIE: How? If we shut the portal down, the radiation will only grow. We need more time to find a solution. 
 
    TREMAINE: You will send an explosive through the wormhole and destroy the gate on the other end, which should cause the tears to close. The board and I believe they are only there because of the link they share with the alien ring. Kill the bridge and you stop the radiation. 
 
    CURIE: But you don’t know what that might do! 
 
    TREMAINE: It is better than risking the lives of everyone here, or would you rather kill us all to satisfy your own curiosity? 
 
    CURIE: But what about all the technology? What about Terry? He could still be alive! 
 
    TREMAINE: One life is not worth the risk. Have you learned nothing from human history, child? 
 
    CURIE: I—I can’t just abandon him… 
 
    TREMAINE: Doctor Curie, you will follow the orders I have given you. You will terminate the project immediately and have your team return to Central. Do you understand? 
 
    CURIE: I— 
 
    TREMAINE: Do you understand, doctor? Hello?  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    February 1, 2351 
 
    Mei was running out of options. Tremaine had given her orders to destroy the bridge from the other side, but she couldn’t simply walk away. Especially now.  
 
     Sophie’s analysis of the wraps revealed Terry’s DNA. By this point, Mei was hardly surprised.  
 
    In the meantime, the flippies managed to map most of the caves on the other side of the bridge. They found dozens of rooms, including storage compartments as well as sleeping quarters. Bart and Zoe were hard at work trying to decipher the computer systems, but the technology was completely foreign and unlike anything they’d ever seen. It would be a while before any of them fully understood what they were dealing with. 
 
    By now Mei was fairly certain the portal led to another world, but she needed more evidence. If only she could find a way outside.  
 
    However, time was running out. Tremaine might send the military in to extract her team, which could complicate things.  
 
    Bart, Zoe, and Sophie had little to no connections with the board, so there would be little that they could do, but then she remembered Tabata. The old man was offered a seat several years ago. He must know a thing or two about dealing with them.  
 
    Less than an hour after the call with Tremaine, Mei went looking for Tabata. She found him at the kitobora pen, feeding the animal a handful of blue grass. “There you are,” she said at last. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Doctor Curie? Are you feeling ill?” 
 
    “Not quite. I need to talk to you, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    He let the kitobora lick the rest of the grass from his palm. “You sound quite serious today.” 
 
    She nodded. “What do you think of the work we’re doing here?” 
 
    He paused, scratching his chin with the same hand he’d fed the animal, taking a moment to think. “There are two ways to answer your question and I’m afraid I don’t know which response to give.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “On the one hand, your mission is to block the radiation coming from the anomaly, yes?” he asked.  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “On the other, you’ve begun a separate investigation involving a lost boy and what appears to be a cache of alien technology. Truly remarkable findings, I should think.” He grabbed another handful of grass. “Of course, because the investigation is ongoing, the original mission has been postponed, delaying a solution to the radiation problem.” 
 
    “But I can’t ignore the findings.” 
 
    “You mean you can’t ignore the possibility of your friend being alive,” he corrected. 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Doctor Curie. I agree with your decision to look for the boy,” he said, patting the kitobora’s head.  
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “If I didn’t, I would not still be here.” 
 
    She relaxed. “Thank you.” 
 
    He waved his hand. “No need for that. Now tell me what’s really on your mind. Surely you didn’t stop your work to come and ask for my approval?” 
 
    “Doctor Tremaine called me a few hours ago. It wasn’t good.” 
 
    He raised his brow. “Abigail? What did she want with you?” 
 
    “She ordered me to close the gate,” said Mei. “She said to blow it up from the other side.” 
 
    “Oh, my.” 
 
    “She threatened to have me removed if I didn’t comply,” said Mei.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I was hoping you knew someone on the board. Maybe you could put in a call.” 
 
    He seemed to consider this for a moment. “I could, but I wonder if it would be enough. Abigail is the head of the Science Division. Her authority supersedes the board.” 
 
    “What else can I do?” she asked.  
 
    “First, pull yourself out of the situation. You have been looking at this from a limited perspective. Yes, Abigail is the authority in this division, but she is not the only authority in the government.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the military and the Motherhood,” said Mei. 
 
    “Each has a leader equal in power to your opponent. Bring your case to them and rally support against her.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to get their support? This is a scientific mission.” 
 
    Tabata held up a finger. “Think about it. Who are the heads of those divisions?” 
 
    Mei paused as the realization hit her. “Mara Echols!” 
 
    “The very same,” said Tabata, grinning.  
 
    “And Colonel Ross is a friend of hers, isn’t she?” asked Mei.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said. “Very much so.” 
 
    Mei couldn’t believe it. She was so stupid for not seeing it sooner. She clasped Tabata’s hand in both of hers and shook it. “Thank you!” 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” he told her.  
 
    It would be easy enough to contact Echols. The Matron’s office was well known for its open-door policy. The problem was reaching Colonel Ross. Thankfully, she happened to know a guy with connections in the military.  
 
    He also happened to be her boyfriend. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    February 1, 2351 
 
    Terry sat in the middle of a field, taking in the vibrant serenity of the forest. He listened to the flow of the river, watching the clouds move overhead along the afternoon sky. On the bark of a nearby tree, a large blue beetle scurried to the ground, shuffling through the blades of green grass.   
 
    Terry smiled, nodding at the bug as it went. He knew the insect wasn’t actually there. It was only a fabrication, devised inside the fantasy of his own mind. But he didn’t care. The beetle was real to him. 
 
    Since he first conceived of this place, Terry had expanded its borders and filled it with life. Insects, a few small animals, flocks of birds. Most were ancient species from Earth—creatures he’d read about in history class. He wanted people here, too, but Ludo was against the idea. “People should not be created in the mind,” he told Terry. “This is your sanctuary, but it would be their prison, and before too long you would want to free them.” 
 
    Terry got to his feet and walked through the valley, passing under the tree line and into the forest. He made his way to the river where dozens of salmon leapt upstream against the moving current. One of the fish jumped over a large rock only to be snatched by the mouth of a bear, which then began tearing into its pink flesh. Terry saw this once in a nature documentary in school. He’d been appalled by it at the time, the way the animal slaughtered the fish. But now the bear, which he had since named Peter, brought him a strange sense of peace.  
 
    Peter and Terry were not the only ones to visit the river. A family of ostriches drank on the other side, while a tiger cub and an orange fox played together several meters behind them. Terry had recreated each one from what he remembered in school. The pictures he’d seen. The movies he’d watched. They were probably inaccurate, but he didn’t care. They were his and he liked them. 
 
    He sat by the riverside and listened to the rapids. He had never actually seen the Earth when it was like this, but he did his best to recreate it. But he knew it was a fraction of the truth. He could never know the world as it had been, back before the Jolt transformed everything. This version of the Earth was more alien to him than Kant, but he could not help but long for it. 
 
    Terry pushed the negative thoughts from his mind. The point of this place was not to dwell, but to remember. If only he had more time to learn this process. 
 
    He waited by the bank for a long time, lost in the flow of the water, consumed by the sounds of the rapids. The noise filled him, drowning his thoughts and allowing him to relax. He remained this way for several minutes, losing himself to the artificial environment. 
 
    After a time, he got to his feet and made his way back towards the valley. Birds chirped overhead, and Peter roared behind him. He willed the wind to blow, sending waves through the grass and bending the branches of the trees. He wished he could feel the current of air on his skin or smell the pollen. Ludo said there were a select few who could do this, but they were master flyers and had spent decades training. 
 
    Still, he was proud of his little world, and he wished he could show it to someone and share the experience. If only he could create people, perhaps John and Mei so he could talk to them. What he wouldn’t do to have his friends back. His old life. His family. 
 
    He walked through the valley towards the mountain, staring at the grass beneath his feet and frowning. If only he could go home. If only— 
 
    A shadow fell over him, covering the area. He raised his head and saw a building, curiously present where nothing had been before. It was tall, two stories high, and vaguely familiar. A blue door stood at the base, lined with silver and brown. Terry stared at it, uncertain of what he should do. He knew this wasn’t right, that he should wake himself now and ignore it, but he couldn’t. Something was drawing him in. 
 
    The door was cracked a few centimeters. I should leave, he thought. This isn’t right. I should wake up. 
 
    Instead, he touched the knob and opened it. 
 
    He knew where he was the moment he entered the old house. It was a memory. His family’s house. 
 
    His mother’s desk sat in the corner, her coat still on the back of the chair. The light board on the wall near the stairs beeped, and he saw a little green dot blinking steadily.  
 
    He was home.  
 
    Terry walked through the first floor of his childhood apartment, dazed and confused. How long had it been since he was last here? Yet everything was so detailed. So clear. 
 
    A loud crash filled the house, making him flinch. There was nothing there, but he could hear the faint sounds of footsteps overhead. Someone was upstairs.  
 
    He stood there for a moment, fighting the urge to investigate. I should leave, he thought as he walked to the bottom of the stairs. What am I doing? 
 
     He gripped the handrail.  
 
    Against his better judgment, he climbed. The stairs creaked as he pressed his foot to them, sighing with age. Laughter rang in the distance, echoing through the walls, giving him pause. The voices were muffled, but different enough to know there was more than one. He climbed, and when he neared the top he heard them speak. 
 
    “When will I get a birthday?” asked a voice. 
 
    “You’re only four, so you have to wait,” said another. 
 
    Terry stood at the edge of a doorway. There were toys on the floor—blocks with letters on them in the shape of a castle and plastic soldiers. He knew these things, or he thought he knew them.  
 
    A tiny hand appeared from behind the wall, followed by a child. He had pale skin and dark hair.  
 
    Terry stared at the boy who would be him.  
 
    The little one gathered a few of the blocks and put them away. 
 
    Janice, who had been obscured by the wall, walked to the boy’s side and helped put the rest of the toys away. “I wish I was seven,” she said, frowning. “I want to go with you.”  
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it when I get home. I promise, okay?” 
 
    She smiled cheerily. “Okay!” 
 
    The boy grinned and marched out of the room, almost bumping into his older self. Terry stepped to the side to avoid him. The child didn’t notice.  
 
    Janice followed after her brother, and together they went downstairs. Terry followed them, staying several steps behind. They searched the house for their mother, checking the light board, which now displayed three blinking dots instead of one. Red, blue, and green. Mother was in the kitchen.  
 
    I was just in there, thought Terry. 
 
    But there she was, sorting through her work with a hurried expression on her face—a woman he had not seen in nearly twelve years. She looked different from the way he remembered. She had the look of stress about her, with bloodshot eyes and frizzled, hastily brushed hair. Was this really how she used to be?   
 
    Terry stiffened as he recognized the moment. This was the day his mother had taken him to the academy. It was the final memory he had of his family in this apartment.  
 
    The woman placed her pad in his bag. “Come on, Terrance. We’ve got to get you ready and out the door. Today’s your first day, after all, and we have to make a good impression.” 
 
    “When will he be back?” asked Janice. 
 
    “Hurry up. Let’s go, Terrance,” she said, ignoring the question.  She grabbed his hand and pulled him along.  “We have about twenty minutes to get all the way to the education district. Hardly enough time at all.” 
 
    Janice ran and hugged her brother, wrapping her little arms as far around him as she could. “Love you,” she said. 
 
    “Love you, too.” 
 
    She smiled. “Bye.” 
 
    Their mother grasped the boy’s hand and pulled him outside. They disappeared through the door, vanishing like smoke. 
 
    Terry stood there, uncertain of what had happened or why. Did Ludo ever experience this sort of thing when traversing his own mind? He’d never mentioned the possibility of memories manifesting themselves like this. Maybe he didn’t know. 
 
    Perhaps this was happening because Terry was thinking about his friends in the field, imagining Mei and John. But if those thoughts were to blame, why wasn’t he standing in the academy? Why remember something from before he even met them?  
 
    “Because this one is mine,” he heard a voice say.  
 
    He turned to see Janice standing there in the same place the boy and his mother had left her. The same girl he left who, only moments ago, had hugged her older brother and said goodbye. “I’m always here,” she said. “You should know, big brother.”   
 
    No, this didn’t make any sense.   
 
    “Aren’t you happy, Terry?” she asked him. “We’re home now. No more bad people ruining our fun. We can stay here forever. We can play.” 
 
    A pile of blocks manifested between them. Janice fell to the floor and grabbed a few and waved them around. “Come on and play!” 
 
    This was too much. He needed to leave and quickly. He closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to pull himself out of the fantasy. 
 
    “You can’t go,” she said.  
 
    He ignored her, reciting the mantra to relax himself. “Peace of body. Peace of mind.” He repeated the phrase several times, but nothing happened.  
 
    He could feel his heart racing. No, he shouldn’t feel this way. He shouldn’t feel anything here. What was happening to him? 
 
    “You’re here to stay now,” said Janice. “You and me, together forever.” She tossed one of the blocks into the air. 
 
    Terry ran to the living room at the front of the apartment, to the door where he’d entered. He gripped the knob, but it didn’t turn. He kicked and pushed it, but nothing happened. “Let me out!” he cried. “Let me out let me out let me out!” 
 
    Janice giggled behind him. He turned to see her standing there, arms behind her back, wide and innocent eyes looking up at him. She grinned awkwardly, the way people did when they got photographs taken, showing too many teeth.  
 
    “Leave me alone!” he shouted. 
 
    She shook her head, still grinning. “You don’t mean it. I know you don’t.” 
 
    He tried to open the door again, but it was no good. The damned thing wouldn’t budge. He screamed and punched it. Why couldn’t he leave? 
 
    “Because you don’t want to,” said Janice.  
 
    “Liar,” he said. “Get away from me!” 
 
    “No, I won’t,” she said. “This is my home, and you can’t make me.” 
 
     “This isn’t a game!” 
 
    “Says you!” She walked over and pushed him, knocking him to the floor. He stared at her in disbelief. She touched him and he felt it. The pressure of her fingertips, the force of her arm. Unbelievable. “You can’t boss me around!” she said, placing her foot against his neck.  
 
    He tried to move, but couldn’t. The weight was too much, like a thousand bricks pressing on his body. He screamed. 
 
    “You should just go ahead and die,” she told him. “No one will care.” 
 
    “Shut up!” he shouted. 
 
    She ignored him. “They all hated you anyway. You couldn’t even do the mission right. Alex and Cole died. Roland, too. You didn’t save any of them.” Her voice grew deeper and thicker as she spoke, and her eyes changed from a light gray to a deep blue.  
 
    “Stop it!” he cried. 
 
    “Mei and John are dead, you know,” she said as her face began to morph. “They died trying to get away…died from the explosion you caused. It was all your fault.” 
 
    “No,” he said, wheezing through the pressure in his neck.  
 
    She laughed, but it was no longer Janice. The definition in her face had changed as her skin turned into putty, molding into something else. Within seconds, her hair receded and she grew much taller. Her clothes transformed into those of an academy student. “Poor little Terry,” it said in a familiar voice.  
 
    Terry gripped the boot and tried to push it off.  
 
    The empty face grew eyes and a nose, forming definition like a painting come to life. It was a boy. A child from his nightmares. “You could never save anyone,” said Alex. His dark blue eyes stared at Terry. “Not me or anyone else.” 
 
    Terry gasped for air beneath Alex’s foot. “No!” 
 
    “Don’t pretend with me,” said the dead boy. He laughed, lifting his shoe from Terry’s neck and backing away. He clapped his hands. “Remember what I told you before I died?”  
 
    The words entered Terry’s mind without him asking, circling like water in a drain. You’re like me, they said.  
 
    “I’m not,” said Terry, slamming his fist on the floor.  
 
    Alex grinned. “Come on, man. Don’t lie to yourself.”  
 
    “You tried to kill me. You tried to kill Mei and John. You wanted to. Even after we helped you. But I had to…I had to stop you. I never wanted it to end that way. I never wanted you to...”  
 
    “To die?” asked Alex.  
 
    Terry got to his feet. “I tried to save you! I tried to stop it. But all you wanted was to hurt people. Why? Why couldn’t you stop? Tell me! Tell me why!” 
 
    “Because you were weak,” said Alex. “Because I wanted to. I don’t know.” 
 
    Terry screamed, throwing himself at the dead boy, wrapping his hands around Alex’s neck and flinging him to the floor. Alex didn’t try to resist. He only laughed. Terry punched his face. “Stop!” he yelled, but Alex continued grinning. Blood ran from the boy’s split lips, pooling on the brown carpet.  
 
    Through red and white teeth, Alex laughed. “You’re a failure!” he screamed. “A failure a failure a failure a failure! Couldn’t save me and you can’t save yourself!” 
 
    Terry grabbed him by the neck. “No one could save you! You were insane! I tried everything, but you wouldn’t stop. You wouldn’t….” Tears filled his eyes. “Now you…” 
 
    Alex frowned. “Now, I’m dead,” he said. “Me and Cole. Dead dead dead.” 
 
    Terry paused, then shook his head. “No,” he muttered. “It was your own fault. Both of you. It wasn’t mine. It wasn’t my fault!” 
 
    Alex’s face disappeared, melting into mush before the rest of his body followed, disintegrating into the tiled floor, leaving nothing behind.  
 
    Terry stood there, gasping, huffing air and sweating. 
 
     “You’re being silly,” said Janice’s voice inside his head. 
 
    He glanced around, but no one was there. 
 
    “Why are you fighting?” she asked. “I thought you loved me.” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” he screamed.  
 
    “Never,” she whispered into his ear. Her hot breath made him flinch and turned to see her standing there. “I can’t leave my big brother all alone.” 
 
    “Stop it,” he said. “You aren’t her. You aren’t my sister. The real Janice is home and alive. You’re just a thing. Not real. Just a thing inside my head, and it’s time for you to go.” 
 
    “Real enough,” she said. 
 
    Maybe she had been once. Back when he was alone in the jungle and needed her, but no longer. Not anymore.  He shook his head and closed his eyes, taking a breath and releasing it slowly. “Get out.” 
 
    The girl tilted her head, staring at him with a blank expression. “Meanie,” she said, and bits of her skin dripped like mud from her cheeks, splashing into the floor. “Meanie, meanie, meanie.” She took a step back.  Clumps of hair fell from her head, vanishing in the air. “You’ll be sorry. So sorry so…sorry…” 
 
    She collapsed, hitting the floor with a loud squish as her flesh dissolved into a puddle. The pile sank into the tiles, fizzling like acid. The smell hit him and he cringed. Rotting eggs and wilted leaves. He shuffled backwards to the door, grabbing the knob and turning. It opened. 
 
    He left the house and emerged into the valley. When he looked behind him, he found the apartment gone without a trace. Good riddance. 
 
    He sat on the ground, crossing his legs and closing his eyes. He would not come here again, not to this world. The next time he meditated, he would make another one, completely separate. Nothing like this place, but something better. 
 
    Something new. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 652 
 
    Recorded: February 1, 2351 
 
    THISTLE: Sergeant Finn, are you receiving? Johnny, say something if you can hear me. 
 
    FINN: Hey, boss, sorry for the noise. I’m reading you now.  
 
    THISTLE: Damn radio. Why the hell aren’t you using the camp’s com? 
 
    FINN: We think it might be bugged, sir. I couldn’t risk anyone snooping. 
 
    THISTLE: Bugged? Why would anyone tap your com system? 
 
    FINN: Did you get the report I sent you? It’s all in there. 
 
    THISTLE: Uh, yeah, I did, but I’m not sure what half of this is. By the look of it, it sounds like you’re telling me those scientists you’re with accidentally made a portal to another planet. But that’s crazy. 
 
    FINN: I agree, but it’s true. They really did. 
 
    THISTLE: Well, shit. 
 
    FINN: I know. 
 
    THISTLE: So this other stuff here about the alien tech…you mean to tell me this is right, too? 
 
    FINN: Far as we can tell, yeah. 
 
    THISTLE: Damn.  
 
    FINN: I know it’s a little out there, but stick with me. When we opened the portal, we saw all those alien machines and stuff, but we also found an old military-issued pack. 
 
    THISTLE: A pack? You didn’t say anything in the report about finding lost gear. 
 
    FINN: I wanted to tell you myself, sir. Too important. 
 
    THISTLE: Alright, go on with it, son. What happened? 
 
    FINN: You remember four years ago when my original squad blew up the Ortego building?  
 
    THISTLE: Hard to forget. 
 
    FINN: When that happened, we lost someone.  
 
    THISTLE: You’re talking about Mara Echols’ boy. 
 
    FINN: Terry. Right. 
 
    THISTLE: You mean to tell me you found his gear? 
 
    FINN: Better than that, boss. We think he’s still alive. 
 
    THISTLE: Alive? How?  
 
    FINN: The pack was filled with equipment from over there. A knife made from bone. Some kind of old fruit. A few rags. None of it came from here.  
 
    THISTLE: Well, I’ll be. 
 
    FINN: The only problem is Doctor Tremaine’s trying to shut the portal down. She wants to blow it up. If we don’t take action and get the brass involved, we’ll lose the chance to bring Terry home.  
 
    THISTLE: I get what you’re saying, Johnny, but how are you planning to convince Colonel Ross? 
 
    FINN: This is the son of Mara Echols, one of her best friends, right? She’ll help us. If you need some extra push, explain how bringing home a hero would boost morale to an all-time high.  
 
    THISTLE: Ha, listen to you sounding like a politician. Alright, Johnny. You’ve got a deal. I’ll get this info to Ross and see what we can do to help. 
 
    FINN: Thank you, sir. There’s just one more thing. 
 
    THISTLE: What is it? 
 
    FINN: When she gives the green light on this, I want it to be my team.  
 
    THISTLE: You sure about that? Could be dangerous. 
 
    FINN: If it means bringing my friend home, boss, I’ll take the risk. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    February 1, 2351 
 
    Mei used John’s remote communicator to contact the Matron’s office. This allowed her to get a message to Mara Echols without having to worry about Tremaine reading over her shoulder. She explained the situation, emphasizing the evidence for Terry and how she believed he was still alive. The message went through successfully, but there was no immediate response.  
 
    The wireless com John brought from Central worked off of the military towers, rather than those used by the Science Division. She had to stay within a kilometer of them to send and receive, which meant taking a drive, parking, and waiting. She had no other choice. If she left the area, she’d never receive the response. Instead, she sat in the dirt cab, falling asleep before long.  
 
    But after four and a half hours, a response did come. 
 
    “Doctor Curie, are you receiving us?” asked a voice on the other end. 
 
    The noise woke her, and she fumbled with the controls in an effort to reorient herself. “Here,” she said, wheezing. “I’m here. I’m here!” 
 
    “Doctor Curie, this is Mara Echols. I understand you have some information regarding my son.” 
 
    Mei’s chest fluttered nervously. So the message really had reached the Matron after all. “Yes, ma’am,” said Mei, trying to keep her composure. “We found his equipment. Did you get the documents I sent?” 
 
    “I have, yes,” said the Matron. “My staff has spent the last few hours trying to verify your claims, but things have proven difficult. The Science Division is denying all knowledge of this wormhole or anything involving Terrance.” 
 
    “Doctor Tremaine wants me to destroy the gate. She believes the risk is too high,” said Mei. “But I promise you, everything I’ve said is true! The information in those documents is accurate to the letter.” 
 
    There was a short pause on the other end of the com. “I believe you, Doctor. Don’t worry. When I couldn’t get in touch with Tremaine, I contacted Colonel Ross. She managed to shed some light on your situation. Though, honestly, she only found out about this a few hours ago herself.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. All of this information was considered classified under Section Nine of the Stone Charter.” 
 
    “I suppose this means you’re breaking the law by giving this to me,” said Echols. 
 
    Mei hesitated. Despite knowing what she was doing, the treason part never quite occurred to her. “I’m not sorry, Matron,” she finally said. 
 
    “I would hope not. It would be a shame for you to back out right when I’m about to give you my full support.” 
 
    Mei’s eyes widened. Had she heard her correctly? Her full support? She could hardly believe it. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Say you’ll bring my son home, Doctor.” Her voice wavered as she spoke, a peek behind the curtain. She was the Matron, certainly, but she was also a mother.  
 
    Mei gulped. “Terry was my friend,” she said. “He’s why I’m here.” She’d never told anyone that, not even John, but it was the truth. Pure and absolute.  
 
    “Then find him for us both,” said the Matron. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    February 2, 2351 
 
    Mei Curie sat on a slab of metal debris, staring into the solar fields. The light of the morning sun beamed a soft hue of amber across the panels as they lay there motionless, the same as they had these last four years. She stared into it, her mind free of worry and stress. She hadn’t felt this way in months. She took a deep, cold breath and sighed, a puff of warm fog escaping her lips and dissolving in air.  
 
    She had done it.  
 
    In less than an hour, a squad of armed soldiers would arrive at her camp, not to arrest her but to assist. They would go through the rift and search for her friend. With any luck, they would find him. 
 
    As a scientist, Mei understood the odds were not in her favor. She would likely never see Terry again, or if she did, it might only be a corpse.  
 
    She didn’t give a damn. The world had taken enough from her. She wouldn’t give it the satisfaction of taking this. Not without a fight. 
 
    She would search the stars for Terry if she had to, because they were family. They had been born together, and she would not let him die alone. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere in Kant 
 
    February 2, 2351 
 
    The guards came in the morning to Ludo’s cell. They dragged him through the hall, laughing as they went. They took him to another place to interrogate and beat him. Terry listened from his little room, helpless.  
 
    Two hours later, they brought him back, tossing him into the cell and slamming the door behind them. “Won’t be long until he’s dead,” said one of the guards.  
 
    The other chuckled as they left. 
 
    Every day Terry wondered if this would be the last time. The final beating before the execution. But Ludo continued to deny them.   
 
    Terry wished he could be so strong. 
 
    “Terry,” muttered Ludo from his cell. His breathing was weak and garbled, like his mouth was full of blood. 
 
    “I’m here. Are you alright?” 
 
    “How is your meditation going?” he asked, ignoring the question. 
 
    “I’m making progress,” he said, leaving out the part about fighting his imaginary sister.  
 
    “You have done well,” said Ludo. “Your chakka is clean. I sense it. Today you are lighter, stronger. Today I—” He coughed violently and wheezed. “—Today I will teach you to fly.” 
 
    “Ludo, you need to rest, please,” said Terry. “You sound—” 
 
    “There is no time for that,” insisted Ludo. “We don’t have long before they take us, before they…” He paused. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It does not matter. Listen to me and understand. Please.” 
 
    Terry sighed. “Okay,” he said. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Prepare yourself,” said Ludo.  
 
    So Terry did. He sat against the wall, closed his eyes, and concentrated. Together, the two men recited the mantras.   
 
    Terry let his mind go numb and empty, easier now than ever before. What had once taken him hours now took only seconds, and in a moment, the prison cell evaporated into nothing, replaced by a void as empty as the space between the stars. He stood in the place his dream had been, in the spot where he had killed the little girl, and from this, he built again. 
 
    And in an instant, another world was born. 
 
    ****** 
 
    In a vast plain, on a planet with two suns, Terry sat outside of a farmhouse, staring at the horizon. None of it was real, but he didn’t care. The old world he’d created didn’t work out so well, but it was based on a long-forgotten life. This one felt more like home now. This one felt right. 
 
    “Terry,” called a voice from the air—Ludo, talking to him from the real world. 
 
    “I’m here, Ludo,” said Terry. 
 
    “Do you see the things you have made?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    Terry listed his creations as he had made them. He began with the sky, the suns, the grass, and the trees. He listed the insects, the animals, the birds, and even the fish in the sea. 
 
    “Now, look at these things. There are many, and they are yours. But now you must build more. Fill this place until it is overflowing. Until your mind is stretched, and you can barely contain what you see.” 
 
    So Terry did. He created thousands of individual animals, insects, birds, and fish, and counted them and remembered them all. In the valley, there were deer and lions, beavermites and cheches. Every animal he could conceive of, a hundred thousand creatures from across two worlds, brought together in a young man’s mind.  
 
    When he came to the point where he could barely sustain their numbers, he wavered. “Now what?” he asked. 
 
    “How many do you see?” 
 
    He did not need to count them, for he knew the answer without thinking. “Sixty thousand, eight hundred and twelve,” he said. 
 
    There was a short pause. “Remarkable,” muttered Ludo. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said quickly. “Do you feel the strain?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Hold this for as long as you can.” 
 
    So he did, and it felt like days. The pressure of the thousands built upon his mind like the weight of a mountain. He fought the urge to let go, knowing how far he had already come. To do so would mean defeat, but most of all, it would mean Janice was right. So he did not relent. 
 
    As he sat there in the valley, a fleet of creatures surrounding him, encapsulating him, a swell of pain moved through his body, beginning in his feet and rising until it found his chest. He took shorter and heavier breaths, and for a moment, he thought he might black out. 
 
    Yet, he could not stop. Not until he— 
 
    A cold breeze hit him, caressing his lips and cheeks, bringing a calmness. He paused at the sensation, here in this place where there should be none.  
 
    Suddenly, the agony left him, draining like water from a jug, and he was empty. He wondered if perhaps the animals had vanished, if he’d somehow lost them…but such was not the case. The valley and sky were as full of life as ever, not a single creature missing. Only the strain was gone. Only the weight of the world.  
 
    He stood and walked, and he felt the tips of the grass beneath his bare feet and the morning dew which covered every blade. Another gust of wind blew, tugging his face and filling his ears, bringing the smell of Variant, sweet and pure. The light of the suns beat against his face and forearms, warming him.  
 
    He sensed it all as though it were real.  
 
    Maybe it was.  
 
    “Open your eyes, Terry,” said the farmer from beyond the sky. “Then, you will know what it means to fly.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Come and see. 
 
    Terry opened his eyes. He sat in the light of a rising moon as it pierced his barred window and filled the darkness of his cell. Flakes of dust fell from the ancient stone, swirling in the silver beams like leaves in a storm.  
 
    Outside his cell, a guard grunted, and Terry knew exactly where the man was. Twelve meters down the hall, tapping his holster and biting his lip. Terry saw him without seeing, heard the beating of his heart like thunder in his chest. 
 
    Two floors above, the boot of a guard pressed firmly against the floor, followed by another. This one was walking, marching to…to somewhere…a dining room with forks and plates, bustling chefs and laughing men. The smell of bread and soup, hot and spicy like the chili Terry’s mother used to make. He could taste it in the air, and his stomach ached. 
 
    Far from the prison, deep inside the surrounding woods, a beavermite gnawed on the bark of a wooden stump, searching for food. Another squeaked nearby. A baby, begging for its dinner.  
 
    Terry saw every one of them. All he had to do was listen. 
 
    His time in the second world had given him focus, improved his ability to draw his strength. But he no longer felt the urge to run or fight. All of this, it came from something else. 
 
    Peace and tranquility. A quiet stillness. 
 
    He had to tell Ludo about this, to thank him for his guidance. Without him, he never would have been able to— 
 
    But Ludo wasn’t there. Terry listened through the barrier of stone, but heard nothing. No movement, no breathing. He was gone.  
 
    Or worse. Those men had beaten him so much for so long. Maybe he was finally— 
 
    Terry stopped himself. Worrying would do nothing. He had to stay focused. Stay in this moment and search. Find his friend. He scanned the building, listening for the sound of Ludo’s voice, for whatever sign of the farmer’s life he could find. 
 
    He listened through the halls and along the staircases, passing through dozens of people in the process. Some were laughing, snarling, coughing, sleeping, eating, talking, fighting. An orchestra of noise bleeding through the walls. Terry hushed them soon, filtering the hundreds, searching for the one.  
 
    Then he found him in the corner of a room, high above the rest. A gasping farmer, whispering a prayer. 
 
    “The Eye save me,” muttered Ludo, and then a stick fell against his neck.  
 
    “Coward, thief, and traitor,” said Gast Madeen, the man with the purple eyes. “You are not worthy to speak such words.” 
 
    Ludo’s pulse was slowing, his breathing quick and fading.  
 
    It was time to go. 
 
    Terry turned his attention to the six guards in the hall—two talking and three alone, one sitting on a bench and drinking.  
 
    He walked to his door, touched the metal with the tips of his fingers. The steel was ten centimeters thick, too tough to break through on a normal day. 
 
    He took a step back. He didn’t know if he could do this, but there was no other choice. Time to test these so-called wings. He balled his fists and plunged himself at the door. The walls shook and the metal bent. The guards stopped what they were doing and looked in his direction.  
 
    He tried a second time, plowing into the barrier with the strength of his entire being, and this time, pieces of stone broke from the metal, falling to the floor like breadcrumbs. He did not relent. The guards arrived and shouted for him to stop, panic running through their bodies. Hearts racing. Blood pumping.  
 
    Terry pushed again. “What’s he doing?” yelled a man. “The door is breaking!” 
 
    “Stop! Stop!”  
 
    “Get your weapons ready!” 
 
    With a final push, Terry broke the door free, separating it from the wall. The metal exploded into three of the guards, knocking them against the hallway. The others stood gawking for a second before reaching for their guns. They aimed and opened fire.  
 
    Terry fell to his side, trying to avoid them. The first two missed, hitting the floor and wall. The third hit him in the arm, but there was no pain. 
 
    He leapt at the men, kicking one in the stomach and knocking him several meters away. He gripped the other two by the neck and squeezed, throwing them both to the side against the nearby cell. They did not get up. 
 
    He glanced at the place in his arm where the bullet hit him and found there was no blood. Had he been mistaken? Had the bullet missed? He wasn’t sure. 
 
    No time to think. He had to find Ludo.  
 
    Terry ran swiftly through the corridors, curving around the corner and into the stairwell. He climbed to the second floor, encountering a group of four guards along the way.  
 
    He didn’t stop, though, not for a second. He leapt from the stairs, hurdling over them. With the heel of his foot, he kicked one in the head, and landed behind the others. Before they could turn to see him, he hurled his body at theirs, flinging them against the far wall like stones.  They landed in a pile, motionless.  
 
    When he reached the third floor and entered the next room, he found another swarm of soldiers. Unlike the last group, these did not hesitate. Instead, they drew their weapons and took aim. At the head of them were two familiar faces. Red and Scar. “What are you doing here?” asked Scar, squeezing the grip of his gun. “How did you get out?” 
 
    “Let me by,” said Terry.  
 
    Red scoffed. “Why would we do such a thing?”  
 
     “I’m taking my friend and leaving,” said Terry. “Let me go, and there won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “You mean the traitor?” asked Scar. He looked at Red. “He means to go through us.” 
 
    Together they laughed. 
 
    “Fine, have it your way,” said Terry, and dove at the nearest soldier. He hit the guard in his chest, slamming him against another and sending them both to the floor. He took the gun in the man’s hand and swung it around, slamming the butt of the weapon into another guard’s nose. Blood splattered into the air, landing on Scar’s chest like crimson rain. 
 
    “Stop him!” cried Scar, firing his weapon.  
 
    Terry was already moving. He leapt at the others, bullets hitting his legs and arms, though he felt nothing. He threw his fist into one man’s cheek, breaking it. With a firm kick, he knocked the wind from another. Then, he turned his eyes to the two brothers, to his would-be captors. 
 
    “You will let me through,” said Terry.  
 
    Scar unsheathed a knife. It was Ludo’s blade, the one he had called sacred. The one he had ordered Terry to find and use against Gast at the farm. “You will die now, little boy.” 
 
    Terry didn’t give a damn about the knife, whatever it was, and he attacked without a second thought. Scar dodged, jumping a few steps to the side. Terry ran headfirst into the wall, missing his target.  
 
    Red plowed into him with his shoulder, but Terry barely felt it. He took the man by his wrist and twisted, and Red fell to his knees, crying out in pain. “Stop!” he begged. 
 
    Behind Terry, Scar was moving, shuffling his feet against the floor to right himself. Terry could sense him coming, so he released Red and stepped away. Scar swiped the dagger and missed, cutting the air.  
 
    “Stand still,” commanded Scar. 
 
    “Kill him already!” snapped Red, clutching his wrist.  
 
    “I intend to,” Scar returned. He twirled the knife in his hand and the metal shimmered, reflecting a distant beam of moonlight. He stepped towards Terry, swiping the knife at him chaotically. Terry dodged, letting the blade slide within centimeters of his arm, feeling the wind. When the weapon was down, he kicked Scar’s hand, knocking the knife free. Scar looked at him in shocked anger, then charged, wrapping his arms around Terry’s chest and forcing him aside.  
 
    Red ran for the sacred vessel, taking it in his good hand.  
 
    Terry wrestled with Scar, turning him on his back and holding him. Terry pressed his knees into the man’s chest. “Just stop,” Terry told him. 
 
    Scar spit, hitting Terry across his chin.  
 
    Behind them, Red lunged with the knife outstretched. Terry sighed and slid to the side, avoiding him, but in the process, Red fell forward, tripping onto his friend.  
 
    The tip of the blade sliced into Scar’s neck.  
 
    Blood flowed quickly from the torn flesh, and Scar clasped the wound with both his hands. But it was no good. He writhed and twitched as air bubbles formed in the red river, stealing the life from him. He tried to scream, but all he could do was gargle as his own blood filled his lungs. He sounded like he was drowning. 
 
    Red stared in disbelief as his friend lay dying.  
 
    Terry backed away toward the wall.  
 
    Scar stopped moving in seconds, the last of his life escaping his torn body. As the last breath left him, Red called out his name. “Garis!”  
 
    Terry stared at Red. “Leave now.”  
 
    Red’s eyes were filled with tears. “You killed him,” he said in disbelief.  
 
    “You held the knife,” said Terry.  
 
    Red looked at his hands, then at the place where the knife had entered his brother. “No,” he muttered. 
 
    “Leave.” 
 
    Red got to his feet and backed away. He looked at Scar, then at Terry. Without another word, he turned and ran, escaping through the stairwell.  
 
    Terry waited until he was gone, then knelt beside Scar’s body. He pulled the knife from the man’s neck, releasing more blood. He was going to need this. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The door slammed open, hitting the wall with the sound of a lion’s roar. Terry stepped forward.  
 
    He looked in the corner where Ludo lay, bound and tied by metal shackles. He was still breathing. At the other end stood Gast Madeen. Purple Eyes. One of the high priests of Xel and Lord of Three Waters. “So you’re the one making all the noise,” said Gast. He raised his wrinkled brow.  
 
    “Gast,” muttered Terry. 
 
    The old man smiled. “How nice to be remembered.” 
 
    “Let him go,” demanded Terry.  
 
    “But I’m not done with this one,” he said, motioning to Ludo.  
 
    “You are now,” said Terry. 
 
    “You speak with such confidence. All this from the same child I fought in the grasslands.” 
 
    “Things are different.” 
 
    “Are they?” asked Gast, tilting his head. “I told you once that our lives repeat. You have lived this moment before. What makes you think it will be different?” 
 
    “Because I’m different,” said Terry, and he lunged across the room at Gast. Gotta make this quick, before he has a chance to— 
 
    The old man dodged, touching Terry’s arm with the edge of his palm, throwing him into the wall.  
 
    Terry caught himself, kicked off the stone, and turned back around. Gast grabbed him by the leg, slamming him to the floor, knocking the wind from him. 
 
    “I see you’ve brought the vessel,” said Gast, nodding at the dagger in Terry’s hand. “Took it from my son, did you?” 
 
    Terry wheezed, trying to collect himself. He shuffled back. 
 
    “You think because you’ve learned to fly, it means you’re special. I am a high priest of Xel. My chakka is pure. My wings are wide. I fly with the strength of the Eye. You’re like a newborn to me. An infant bird.” 
 
    Terry got to his feet. “Shut up,” he muttered and ran at him for the second time.   
 
    The old man dodged again, but this time Terry didn’t try to hit him. Instead, he kept going forward. 
 
    Terry found Ludo in the corner, blood on his face and neck. He cut the rope binding his friend’s hands and gave him the knife to finish the rest. “Stay back,” said Terry, and swung around to place himself between the two.  
 
    Gast looked surprised. “You’d protect a dying man?” he asked. 
 
     Terry didn’t answer. He dove with a low kick, hitting Ghast in the leg and stealing his balance. The high priest pivoted and caught himself, countering with another kick to Terry’s side, flinging him into the far side of the room.  
 
    Terry shifted his weight in the air, landing on his feet and hands. As he did, he saw his enemy fast approaching.  
 
    Gast launched high above Terry, extending his knee as he descended. Terry rolled and the knee hit the floor, shattering the stone tiles into dust.  
 
    This wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    “Stop moving so much,” snarled Gast. He dashed at Terry, hitting him in the stomach. 
 
    Terry flew backwards from the blow, striking the wall. He got up immediately, no worse for it.  
 
    “You want to die then?” asked Gast, sighing. He reached under his clothing and revealed a knife similar to Ludo’s. “I didn’t want to kill you, but you aren’t leaving me much of a choice.” 
 
    Crap, thought Terry. 
 
     In a flash, Gast was on him. The weapon came at Terry’s neck, but he grabbed the man’s wrist with both his hands, barely deflecting it. The knife slid to the side, slicing Terry’s arm and ripping his clothes. A warm stream of blood ran along his arm.  
 
    Gast did not let up. He hit Terry with the force of a wrecking ball, cutting into his shoulder like a piece of cooked meat. Terry fell to the floor.  
 
    The room distorted. His focus wavered. 
 
    Gast stepped forward, grinning at his prey. “Poor boy. Look at you.” He grinned a thin smile. “I told you this would happen. I told you life repeats. You should have—”  
 
    An arm reached around Gast’s neck, squeezing him. Another slammed a knife into his shoulder. The priest moaned and twisted, blood jetting from the wound.  
 
    Ludo, half broken and bleeding, fell off the man and onto his knees. The knife dislodged and landed in the crevice of the broken tile near Terry.  
 
    “You!” cried Gast, rage in his eyes. He gripped Ludo by the throat, raising him off the floor. “Have your death if you want it so badly.” 
 
    This was it. Everything was over. Ludo was going to die. Terry tried to concentrate, to call on his strength again. The pain from the knife was too much. He— 
 
    The knife. It was there, a few steps from him. If he tried, maybe he could reach it. There wasn’t much time. 
 
    Terry scrambled to the blood-soaked vessel. He grasped it with both his hands, fumbling with it for a moment before managing to steady his grip. Then, with every ounce of strength he could gather, he launched himself at the enemy.  
 
    Gast reacted quickly, dropping Ludo and turning to face the attack, but he was not fast enough. The knife pierced the old man’s back below the shoulder.  
 
    He backhanded Terry, knocking him down. “Enough!” cried Gast, trying to reach behind to dislodge the blade.  
 
    Before he could grasp it, Ludo gripped the handle and twisted it. Gast screamed.  
 
    Ludo withdrew the blade and stabbed him over and over. Again and again.  
 
    Gast dropped his own weapon, staggering to the floor, breathing heavily. Ludo, his eyes swollen with pain, did not hesitate with what came next. 
 
    The sacred vessel, guided by the hand of its owner, burrowed into the neck of the Lord of Three Waters, into the flesh of the man with the purple eyes.  
 
    Gast’s entire body fell against the tiles, soaking the stone with his blood, spraying crimson. The hot liquid pooled around Ludo’s toes as he stood watching. 
 
    Gast’s eyes twitched, and he smiled a crooked smile. “Everything repeats,” he whispered. His lips trembled, and his eyes grew cold. A sigh left him, and a moment later he was still. 
 
    Terry ran to his friend, taking him by the shoulders. He looked like he was about to pass out. “I’ve got you,” he said.  
 
    “I killed him,” said the farmer, his voice shaking. “I never wanted to. He was Ysa’s flesh. He was Talo’s blood. I never meant to take his ghost.” 
 
    Ludo shook his head, staring at the dead man at his feet, at the body of the one who tried to kill them. 
 
    And he wept. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry had no idea how they were going to get out of the prison. He couldn’t fight off an army, not after his encounter with Gast. Luckily, Scar’s body was sitting in the next room in full uniform.  
 
    The other guards were also there, knocked out or otherwise. Ludo found one about his size and squeezed into the outfit. 
 
    Scar didn’t have a helmet, but there were a few sitting against the wall. Terry would need one if he was going to hide his round ears.  
 
    Ludo insisted on walking on his own until they were clear of the building, despite the immense pain from his wounds. He was right. If any of the guards saw Terry carrying him, they might ask what happened or worse. Better not to risk it. 
 
    Together, they descended the stairwell and entered the foyer. There were a few guards in one of the corners, but no one stopped them.  
 
    Outside, Terry saw the prison for the first time in its full complexity. The main building was three stories tall and roughly a hundred and fifty meters wide. Surrounding it were several smaller ones shaped like the domes in the abandoned village. Around all of this was a large wall half as tall as the main facility.  
 
    The gate was directly ahead of them. Two men were standing under it.  
 
    “Let me talk to them,” said Ludo.  
 
    Terry nodded. No argument here, he thought. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked one of the guards.  
 
    “The lord sends us to retrieve a debt,” said Ludo. 
 
    “A debt from where?” asked the guard. 
 
    “One of the slaves has been sold to the Twelfth Temple in Riverside,” he lied. 
 
    “Which one? Was it the foreigner?”  
 
    “The freak,” said the second guard. “I heard he was hideous.” 
 
    “The very same,” said Ludo. “The lord held a private auction.” 
 
    “I heard about it,” said the first guard.  
 
    No you didn’t, thought Terry.  
 
    “Very well,” said the guard, smacking his chest. “Safe travels to you.” 
 
    Ludo returned the greeting, and he and Terry walked through the archway and into the field outside. 
 
    When they were far enough away, beyond the sight of the camp, Ludo collapsed. Terry caught him, carrying him a fair distance before finally stopping.  
 
    They found a small place in the woods where the trees were thick and no one would see them. They removed the armor, which smelled like a rotting animal, and cast it into the brush.  
 
    They sat for a few hours, resting.  
 
     “What should we do?” asked Terry, after a while. “What comes next?” 
 
    “I must go and find Ysa,” said Ludo.  
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Gast sent her home to Riverside, but she will not be there for long. In truth, I fear she has already been moved.” 
 
    “Why would they take her somewhere else?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The Festival of the Eye will be here soon. It is a month of celebration held near the border of Everlasting. Ysa will be there. But…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The festival is deadly. Many are killed each year.” 
 
    “How can it be so dangerous?” 
 
    Ludo looked at the ground. “The borders of Everlasting are filled with guardians, great demons with unparalleled strength. Not even Ysa’s wings can stand against them.” 
 
    Was Ludo being serious? Demons? There was no way. “We can find her,” said Terry, ignoring the superstition.  
 
    “I would not ask this of you, my friend,” said Ludo. 
 
    Terry beat his chest. “You don’t need to. I won’t abandon this family.” 
 
    Ludo smiled through his swollen cheeks. “I’m glad I met you that day in the field.” 
 
    “Me, too,” said Terry, and it was the truth. 
 
    Terry thought about the prison and the man called Gast Madeen. The words he told him about how life repeats, how every moment comes again, whether we realize it or not. Terry thought about his own life, the path he’d taken from his family’s two-story apartment to standing in the forest of another planet, beaten and bruised.  
 
    He moved through life like a stone across a river, touching occasionally but never stopping. Always leaving someone behind. Was this his fate? Would he ever stop moving? 
 
    Of course he would. Just because events repeated, it didn’t mean they couldn’t change. Purple Eyes was dead, killed by the hand of a farmer. The moment had come again, but the details were different.  
 
    Anything could happen. 
 
    When the light of the two suns had faded into a red glow on the distant horizon, the two men stood and walked, heading to the north along the far-stretched road to Everlasting.  
 
    They went with uncertainty and doubt. They went with broken bodies and fractured hearts. 
 
    But they did so together. 
 
    And somehow it was enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 669 
 
    Recorded: February 2, 2351 
 
    TREMAINE: Who is this? Put Curie on the line immediately. 
 
    MITCHELL: This is Sophia Mitchell, apprentice grade three. I’m sorry but Doctor Curie is unable to come to the com right now. May I take a message? 
 
    TREMAINE: Now you listen to me, little girl— 
 
    MITCHELL: I am listening. 
 
    TREMAINE: You put Curie on here right this minute! Do you have any idea who this is? 
 
    MITCHELL: Yes, of course I know who you are, Doctor Tremaine. 
 
    TREMAINE: Then you should know full well to do as I say. 
 
    MITCHELL: Yes, ma’am. I completely respect and acknowledge your authority. Unfortunately, Doctor Curie is not here at the moment and is therefore unable to come and speak with you.  
 
    TREMAINE: Don’t give me that! I know exactly what she’s been doing, and I won’t have any of it. Do you understand? She can’t break procedure and go behind my back to Ross and Echols. There are consequences. 
 
    MITCHELL: Yes, ma’am. Consequences. I’ll be sure to let her know. 
 
    TREMAINE: Wait until I clear this mess up. I’ll make sure both of you wind up in the slums working in sanitation. Is that what you want, Mitchell? 
 
    MITCHELL: Not particularly, ma’am, no. But as I’ve already explained, there simply isn’t a thing I can do presently. Again, I apolog—  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ortego Reconstruction Outpost 
 
    February 2, 2351 
 
    John smiled when he saw his team pull up, their gear in tow. He waved at them only to be met with a crude hand gesture from Private Hessex. John smiled and returned the unofficial salute. Thanks to Captain Thistle’s suggestion to Colonel Ross, the 1st Strategic Operations Functional Team had finally arrived.  
 
    “Looks like SOFT is here,” said Bart, approaching from the side. He grinned when John glared at him. “I kid.” 
 
    John nodded towards the second cab where Jackson, Armstrong, and Hughes were unloading their packs. “See the kid in the rear there?” 
 
    Bart nodded.  
 
    “That’s Mason Hughes. He’s small, maybe a buck forty on a good day, but check out the stick on his back.” 
 
    “The gun? What about it?”  
 
    “It’s an SRS 445 rifle with an effective firing distance of over thirty-six hundred meters,” said John. “They call it the Golden Ticket.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “One way trip to Hell,” said John. “And Hughes there, he can hit the fang off a baby rab from two klicks away. He’s the best. All my guys are.” 
 
    Bart raised his hands. “Okay, okay, no SOFT jokes, but there goes half my material,” he said, frowning. “Got another name?” 
 
    “Every squad has a nickname. There’s the Guns, the Collectors, the Leatherheads, and so on,” explained John. “We’re the Blacks.” 
 
    “Why the Blacks?” asked Bart. 
 
    “Colonel Ross thought it’d be funny,” he said. 
 
    “How’s that funny?” 
 
    “Jack Black was a famous rat-catcher during the bubonic plague. He became the poster child for exterminators,” said John. “I guess Ross thought since we spent most of our time hunting down the local razorback population, we’d appreciate the humor.” 
 
    “Seems like the name stuck,” said Bart. 
 
    “The good ones usually do.” 
 
    Private Jefferson waved to John and tossed him a pack. “Your stuff, Sarge.” 
 
    John caught the bag and slung it over his shoulder, buckling the straps with a hard click. He watched as his troops assembled before him, their weapons at the ready, filing into formation. It had been a long time since he’d seen any of them. Almost a year, in fact. But standing here now, looking at each of their faces, it felt as though he hadn’t been away at all.  
 
    “Good to see you, boys,” he said with a wide grin. “Been a while.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    After talking with the squad, John went to find Mei. She was sitting near the solar field on the other side of camp. As he approached, she smiled at him. He beamed and soon joined her.  
 
    They sat quietly together for a few minutes. Mei hugged his arm and placed her head on his shoulder. The wind stopped soon, and it was quiet. He heard her breathing, licking her lips as though she were about to speak. 
 
    “You did good,” he said, beating her to it. 
 
    She hesitated, then smiled. “So did you.” 
 
    “I do what my girlfriend tells me,” he said. 
 
    She punched him in the thigh. “Don’t try to play the victim with me.” 
 
    “Anything you say, boss!” 
 
    Mei rolled her eyes, but John immediately wrapped his arms around her. They both grew still and quiet, breathing softly together. After a few moments, John pressed his face against her hair, taking a deep breath and closing his eyes. 
 
    She smelled like lavender shampoo, like earth and hydrazine. It was something he’d grown accustomed to in the months they’d spent together here, this blend of femininity and industry, and he wanted to remember it. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John waited outside the Ortego ruins, fully geared, surrounded by his team.  
 
    Mei and her people were in the basement configuring the rods, getting them ready to open the portal. It wasn’t possible for the Blacks to wear their gear as well as the radiation suits, so compromises had to be made. As such, the portal would have to be opened ahead of time to reduce the local radiation, remaining open until the area was clear, and the danger was gone. Mei said an hour ought to do the trick, and she seemed confident the rods would hold. John wasn’t a scientist like the others, but he believed in Mei. He always had. 
 
    When the time came, John called his people to the basement. The Blacks descended into the ancient catacombs of the Ortego building, quiet and quick. They swept through the lower level and filed into the portal room. The Blacks would now stay in their assigned positions, utterly silent and awaiting orders. Whenever John gave the signal, they would breach the other side of the portal. Until then, they would wait. No complaints. No questions.  
 
    Mei was standing by in her radiation suit. She stared up at John, a look of concern in her eyes.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I should be asking you that,” she said. “You’re the one who’s about to go across the universe to who-knows-where.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve already made the trip once. Guess I’m not too worried now.” 
 
    She frowned. “Still…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said.  
 
    She stared at him for a moment. “I’d remove this suit if I could, but the top doesn’t come off.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” he asked. 
 
    She dropped her eyes, the way she did when she was embarrassed. In a better light, she might have even blushed. “Well…” she muttered, trailing off. “I, uh…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “I’d kiss you, you big idiot.” 
 
    He laughed, then took her hand in his. He bent down and kissed her visor, knowing how cheesy it must have looked. “I’ll see you after a while.”  
 
    Mei smiled, nodding, and released his hand. She backed away and sighed. “Sophie, what’s the status of the portal?” 
 
    “Holding,” said Sophie.  
 
    She looked at John. “Remember, it’ll be open again in three hours.”  
 
    John nodded. He turned to face the rift, his team positioned. “Alright, boys,” he barked. “Time to take a dive.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” they said in unison.  
 
    John took a breath. He was about to skip across the universe in an attempt to find his long lost friend and bring him back. The odds were against him. The whole thing barely made a lick of sense, but it sure was exciting. 
 
    “Breach!” he cried, his voice echoing through the basement walls. “Go!” 
 
    The Blacks filed through, their weapons aimed and hot. Two by two, they went, until John was the only one left.  
 
    He reaching the edge of the rift, but stopped and lingered. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Mei, standing there against the wall, gripping her pad between her arms, watching him. She had done all of this, made everything possible and brought him to this moment. She had done things no one else could, carried the weight of the world on her back. The portal, Terry, everything.  
 
    It was his turn now.  
 
    John faced the rift. He stared into the void, into both darkness and distance, into the other side of the universe, into the thing that killed the world.  
 
    And he walked through it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Lena Sol watched as the data poured in from the recent excavation project in the South Sea. The digital files appeared as holograms in the air before her. With only a thought, she sorted through the documents, pulling up the summary report and magnifying the page for examination. The archeological dig had gone smoothly, resulting in several new artifacts which would soon be examined and subsequently stored in the archives. However, nothing of any true significance had been unearthed, making the bulk of the investigation somewhat fruitless.  
 
    Lena had little interest in archeology, but she was nonetheless displeased to see the lackluster results. As a citizen of Everlasting, her first priority was to the city and its people. It didn’t matter what field the research was in, so long as it benefited their society. Everything else came second.  
 
    All was for the good of Everlasting. 
 
    A red emergency indicator blinked near the corner of her display. She closed the excavation file and activated the recording program—standard protocol when dealing with an emergency alert—and transferred the file to her personal visor.  
 
    A large energy discharge had occurred in the quarantine zone far to the west. Such an event was not unprecedented. Long ago, Everlasting had used this land as a testing site for early research projects but had since abandoned it. The native tribes in the area often stumbled upon caches of disregarded technology, accidentally activating them in the process. It was unfortunate but ultimately inconsequential to the welfare of the city’s citizenry.  
 
    However, this blast was unusually large and had prompted the monitoring system to take further action by reporting the event to an analyst, who could then commit to more observation and request additional scans. Lena Sol was one such individual. 
 
    Her first thought was to examine the readings for evidence of an explosive, but quickly dismissed the idea. The defense system had likely already looked for such a thing. She would of course return to this idea if nothing else worked, but for now, protocol suggested she move on. 
 
    She initialized a detailed scan of the surrounding area, something which required the use of the Rosenthal satellite, which could only be accessed by a grade five analyst or higher. The satellite would observe and detail the movements of all detectable energy patterns in the affected area, dividing the findings into categories based on the level of relevance and triangulating the source of the event. 
 
    This would then permit the user to track and monitor the incident in question and to assess the potential threat. The whole process took about three minutes.  
 
    While the system worked, she decided to see what other anomalies were recorded in the quarantine zone over the last three months. Again, standard protocol.  
 
    To her surprise, there had been almost a dozen similar events, but they had only lasted for a few minutes each. The system catalogued these and moved on, but with each additional event, the threat assessment rating grew.  
 
    Lena closed the file and called for the results of the scan from the Rosenthal satellite. The report showed a large emission of energy coming from underneath one of the unfinished, half-constructed settlements. These buildings were meant for housing and storage but were abandoned along with everything else in the quarantine zone roughly two centuries ago.   
 
    But Lena had never heard of an underground facility in this particular location. Odd, considering she’d memorized all four hundred and nineteen points of interest. Had she forgotten this one? Given her recall scores, it seemed unlikely, but she supposed anything was possible.  
 
    As a precaution, she called for a full list of her POIs and looked for any falling under the grid in question. 1103-29, 1103-30, 1103-31, and so on.  
 
    No matches for the location in question. How very odd. Had the site been blacklisted? Maybe. She’d never seen the practice herself, but there were stories from other analysts. Perhaps this location was one of them. 
 
    In any case, the next step was to determine whether further investigation was warranted, which she— 
 
    A light flashed on her display, followed quickly by an alert message.  
 
    Report to Master Analyst Foster Gel immediately. 
 
    Lena paused at the message. She’d never been called into Master Gel’s office before. What could he possibly want from her?  
 
    Within seconds, another alert appeared. This time the words were larger. 
 
    She blinked. Alert acknowledged, she thought, and the message disappeared. She got to her feet and calmly left the room and proceeded to the elevator. “Floor sixty-eight,” she said, once the doors were closed. The machine gave a light chime, accepting the command. 
 
    A few moments later, the doors opened, and she entered the entrance lounge—a large room which acted as a hub for all the department heads and their staff members. Despite only coming here a few times, she had no trouble navigating the halls to Gel’s office. After all, she memorized the architecture of the building during her first year as a junior analyst.  
 
    On the way to his office, she passed the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, the Office of Compliance, the Department of Civil Protection, and the Department of Corrections. Each of them looked identical to the last, except for the plaque outside the door.  
 
    Once she was at her destination, she touched the scanner on the wall and waited for it to verify her identity. A second later, the doors slid open.  
 
    “Analyst Sol?” asked a young man in a receptionist uniform. “Master Gel is waiting for you. Please proceed.” He motioned to the back of the room to a paned glass window and another door.  
 
    She could see the master analyst on the other side of the glass, sitting behind his desk and talking to the air around him. He was probably in a meeting with someone on his visor.   
 
    Lena went to the door and waited to be recognized by her superior. He made eye contact with her within seconds but didn’t acknowledge her arrival. She waited several minutes, presumably because he was still in the middle of his conversation and didn’t want to be interrupted. She understood. He was an important man.  
 
    Finally, after about fifteen minutes, he removed his visor and motioned for her to enter and take a seat. She did, saying nothing. It was impolite for a subordinate to speak first. 
 
    “Thank you for responding so quickly to my invitation,” said the master analyst.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Do you know why you have been called to this office?” he asked.  
 
    “No, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Would you care to speculate on the cause?” 
 
    She paused, trying to look as though she were giving it more thought. “I honestly cannot think of anything, sir,” she said. Of course, this was a lie. She knew exactly why she was here. Discovering an energy anomaly at a potentially blacklisted site in the quarantine zone was not a common occurrence. Not as far as she was aware. 
 
    “You are here because you received a priority message from the defense system in regards to grid 1103. Is this accurate?” 
 
    “It is,” she said. 
 
    “Did you find this report to be unconventional?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she responded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the source of the discharge did not originate from a listed asset. The energy appears to have come from an underground facility, though there are no records of such a place in the database.” 
 
    He nodded. “You are sure?” 
 
    “If the Rosenthal scans are to be believed, sir.” 
 
    “Why do you think the site was unlisted?” he asked. 
 
    “A variety of reasons, sir, but I couldn’t say with any certainty.”  
 
    The master analyst took his visor and placed it over his eye. Immediately, his pupil dilated, indicating the neural connection.  
 
    His eyes left hers and seemed to focus on the air above the desk. “Lena Sol, level-5 analyst, eight years’ experience beginning at age thirteen. Several commendations for excellence and dedication to service.” He looked at her. “A superb portfolio. No infractions noted. You should be very proud.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You seem to be quite adept at your station, Lena Sol,” he said. “I have a hard time believing you don’t have a single theory regarding this unusual event.”  
 
    She stiffened.  
 
    “It’s okay. Go ahead and tell me what you think. I assure you, I will not file a report.” 
 
    She let out a small sigh. “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “So what do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “There are a few possibilities. To begin with, the database may have simply been corrupted and never fixed. The scans are not as accurate when dealing with underground sites.” 
 
    “And the other possibility?” asked Gel. 
 
    “Someone may have blacklisted the facility,” she said.  
 
    “Have you ever heard of such a thing?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked. “I find that surprising. I hear rumors all the time.” 
 
    She shifted in her seat. “I’ve heard a rumor or two, sir, but never anything believable.” 
 
    “Would it bother you to learn those rumors were true?” 
 
     “If they were, I’m sure the government had its reasons.” A non-answer, but a safe one. She was in dangerous territory.  
 
    “I agree. But such things, if they exist, would likely be considered classified and confidential. As a grade-5 analyst, you are several levels shy of receiving the necessary clearance to even speak about these matters.” 
 
    Oh, no, she thought, feeling panicked. She shouldn’t have said anything about a blacklisted site. What was she thinking?  
 
    Master Gel gave a thin smile. “Don’t worry, Ms. Sol. You can relax. You are not being reprimanded. On the contrary, you’re about to be promoted.” 
 
    Her jaw fell. “Sir?” 
 
    “The fact of the matter is that you are correct. This is a classified location. You received this alert by accident through a fault in the system. It should not have gone to you. Policy states I have two options now. Either I can send you to a memory facility and have the information extracted, potentially damaging your brain in the process, or I can promote you and give you the necessary security clearance. Given your exemplary history with the department, I’d rather side with the latter. What do you think?” 
 
    “Y-Yes, thank you, sir,” she said, struggling to get the words out. 
 
    “Very good,” he responded. “Now, if you’ll join me, please link your visor with mine, so I can finalize the promotion.” 
 
    She did as he told her. A moment later, he called for a document to appear between them, detailing Lena’s work history and current position as a level-5 systems analyst. In an instant, the title changed to level-9, causing Lena to gasp quite suddenly.  She had never heard of anyone jumping four levels in a single promotion. 
 
    Master Gel removed his visor. “There,” he said. “Now you are authorized to hear what I am about to tell you.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “As you have already surmised, Ms. Sol, the location you received is indeed blacklisted from lower level personnel. The question you’re surely asking yourself is why? Are you aware of the history surrounding that area? I’m sure you know the general story about the tribal conflicts and toxicity of the land, yes?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “All true,” he assured her. “However, there’s a little more to it. The reason behind the pollution and radiation has to do with the facility in question. You see, under the mountain is an abandoned city, largely undetectable. The only reason you were able to find it was because of the Rosenthal satellite, which was only recently launched.” He shook his head. “It seems no one thought to delete the details of this location from the satellite’s scans, but I suppose mistakes happen. Regardless, this facility exists and has been there for roughly two hundred and sixty years.” 
 
    Two hundred and sixty years? Lena considered this. If Gel’s math was accurate, then this place was the oldest structure in the quarantine zone by at least a decade. 
 
    Master Gel went on. “The purpose of this location was to carry out a wide variety of classified scientific research. Due to the dangers this work entailed, the order was giving to establish an outpost far from Everlasting, should anything go wrong.” 
 
    “What sort of work could be so dangerous?” asked Lena. 
 
    “There was a project,” explained the master analyst. “An experiment dealing with cutting edge quantum theory, specifically aimed at discovering and potentially developing a means for matter transference through a singularity.” 
 
    “Matter transference?” asked Lena. 
 
    “A wormhole,” he replied. “A means of moving from one point to another, no matter the distance, in a matter of seconds.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, surprised.  
 
    “Indeed, but after a few decades of research, a discovery was made. Quite accidentally, I might add.” 
 
    “What kind?” she asked. 
 
    “The dangerous sort,” he said. “The scientists did indeed find a way to open a bridge, but what they found on the other side was not what they expected. In attempting to create a means of traveling great distances through space, they inadvertently opened a door to another universe. A separate reality, if you will.” 
 
    “Another reality?” she asked, a little taken back. “Incredible.” 
 
    “What followed was a disaster,” said Gel. “The machine activated successfully, but the gate caused a power surge throughout the facility, damaging several systems in the process. This in turn caused an immediate containment breach in one of the fission reactors, which was our main source of energy at the time. The resulting radiation swept through the compound, killing everyone in a matter of minutes. Those who managed to escape died a few days later.” 
 
    Lena was stunned. “Sir, this is…I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe, I know,” he said. “The machine and the underground city associated with it were considered lost. The intense levels of radiation were beyond deadly, and the government at the time refused to risk more lives. Thirteen thousand people were lost that day.” 
 
    “What happened to the portal, sir?” 
 
    “It was believed to have shut down after the power failure,” said Gel. “With no energy to draw from, how could it continue working? But four years ago there was a disturbance, an energy spike which bore a striking resemblance to the signature of the portal. An investigation was performed, but there were no conclusive results. However, several theories have been surmised.” 
 
    “What kind of theories?” 
 
    “That the portal was never closed,” said the master analyst. “That it remained open for two hundred years, only shutting down on the day in question, when the energy surge occurred suddenly and without warning, right in the heart of the quarantine zone.” 
 
    “Sir, would this be the same energy—” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. “The event from four years ago is identical to the one you stumbled upon only a short while ago. What’s more, they have been occurring with some frequency these last few weeks, and as you might expect, we are concerned.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the Rosenthal satellite is not capable of giving us the status of the machine, nor can it detail the state of the facility. As such, we find ourselves in a situation requiring a more hands-on approach.” 
 
    “You mean the government is looking to send a research team?” she asked. 
 
    “Exactly true, yes,” said Master Analyst Gel. “Several departments have been tasked with providing an experienced and qualified member for this joint operation.” He grinned and arched his brow. “As it happens, Lena Sol, I think you’d make an excellent candidate.” 
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 Part 1 
 
      
 
    A ship is safe in harbor, 
 
    but that's not what ships are for. 
 
    – William G.T. Shedd 
 
      
 
    The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew, 
 
    The furrow followed free: 
 
    We were the first that ever burst 
 
    Into that silent sea. 
 
    – Samuel Taylor Coleridge


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    Somewhere in another world, deep within the forests of a planet known as Kant, two men walked together, each on the verge of collapse. One, a former servant to the Temple of the Eye, husband to a warrior priestess and father to a missing child. The other, bred and trained as a soldier, genetically engineered in an underground society, and the first human to travel to another living world.  
 
    Each of them, a fugitive. 
 
    Each of them, starving and afraid. 
 
    “How long before the border?” asked Terry, the younger of the two. 
 
    “Several days,” said Ludo, clutching his wounded side. “We must first look for Talo in Capeside, then go north.” 
 
    “Your family is from Capeside,” remembered Terry.  
 
    “My grandmother has a house near the market. Talo knows. He will have gone there by now.” 
 
    “We’ll find him,” said Terry. “We’ll find your wife, too. Both of them.” 
 
    When the twin suns had set, the two men slept under a clear night sky, blanketed with stars, no cloaks or furs to keep them warm. They had only their prison uniforms, ragged and torn—a reminder of what came before.  
 
    Terry awoke several times to the chilled air of the countryside. What he wouldn’t give for a bed and a soft pillow, a warm bowl of soup to calm his aching stomach. Instead, he had only the brush and dirt beneath him.  
 
    But he was still alive…and he had Ludo by his side. 
 
    Lying on the dirt, and with his friend asleep, Terry closed his eyes and concentrated, quieting his mind until everything went dark. He imagined an empty blackness, never-ending and eternal, and he let himself fall into it. The void washed over him, surrounding his mind and bringing tranquility. A wave of peace.  
 
    He forgot his worries, forgot the field and mud around him, forgot the freezing cold. Everything faded and dissolved, and suddenly he was elsewhere, far and away from the place he had been. 
 
    A bath of light broke through the night, touching his face, replacing the shadow. A vast and violet sky stretched beyond the horizon as two suns beat down against his cheeks, warming his skin. Now, at last, he stood atop a wide plain, a mountain range in the distance.  
 
    A bird chirped behind him, near the edge of the forest. Flapping its wings, the blue and yellow creature squawked excitedly. It leapt forward into the air, and all at once a flock emerged from deep within the trees, scattering.  
 
    They filled the sky like stars. They filled the sky with wings.  
 
    Before him stood a building, a familiar, inviting farmhouse. Several lots of tilled land surrounded it, encased within a fence. Ludo’s home, or so it had been, back before the soldiers came and burned it to the ground. In the real world, nothing remained of this place. Nothing but ash and dust and memories. 
 
    But not here. Here it stood preserved, pristine and untouched, an eternal memory stuck inside the mind of a young, human man. 
 
    Terry had created his own little universe and filled it with grass and sky and things. Birds and bugs and animals, each living separate lives, with goals and personalities. In this place of make-believe, he felt the warmth of the suns, the pressure of the wind, and the wetness of the river. The whole wide world remained as he’d made it, another reality in his imagination. 
 
    As long as he was here, it was real in all the ways that mattered.  
 
    Terry placed his head against the grass, and the afternoon heat relaxed him.  
 
    He closed his eyes, suddenly tired. Now, he could finally sleep. He could rest.  
 
    When he awoke, he found himself once again lying on the wet dirt, freezing. “Welcome back,” said Ludo. “I feared you would never rise. The light is new and we have far to go. Let us leave before the second sun rises.” 
 
    Terry blinked, then rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Sorry. I must have been tired.” 
 
    “I am certain that is true,” said the farmer, helping Terry to his feet. 
 
    “Will we reach the village today?” asked Terry. He wiped some mud from his hands. 
 
    “Tomorrow or the day after.” 
 
    Terry examined him. Ludo seemed stronger than yesterday. There was more strength in his posture. “Do you feel better today?” 
 
    Ludo nodded his agreement. “The wounds are healing. Soon they will be gone.” His gaze drifted toward the direction of the prison. “Though, I will not forget.” 
 
    Terry remembered the look on his friend’s face when he stood over a dying tyrant, back in the compound. A man named Gast Maldeen, the Lord of Three Waters, had tried his best to kill them—an act which Ludo had managed to reverse. Gast was dead, and the two of them had fled, but the memory would never fade.  
 
    Terry had expected a battalion of soldiers to come running, calling for their heads. You killed our Lord, they would cry. We will chase you forever. 
 
    Yet, somehow, days had passed and here they stood, no army at their backs. Only the wild country around them, forests and fields and rivers, as though they’d marched to the far edge of the world where none could follow. 
 
    With so much behind them, the two men looked forward. First Capeside, and then north to the border to Everlasting. 
 
    Everlasting, thought Terry. The glowing city on the hill. The place where everyone flies. 
 
    A hundred questions darted through his mind, circling endlessly. How large must such a legendary city be? What were the people like who lived there? Were they like Ludo…or somehow different? 
 
    He’d never find the answers, but it hardly mattered. The only mission now was finding Ludo’s family. Terry owed the man his life, and he’d follow him to the edge of oblivion if that’s what it took. 
 
    Right to the bitter end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    S.O.F.T. Mission Report  
 
    Play Audio File 13 
 
    Recorded: February 4, 2351 
 
    FINN: We found the entrance to this place, finally. Big old staircase going to the surface. I haven’t poked my head out yet, but I could see light shining in from the door.  
 
    CURIE: Do you think it’s a good idea to go up there already? You still haven’t finished exploring the facility. 
 
    FINN: We’ve seen enough. Looks like it’s been abandoned for years. If you don’t mind, Mei, I’d rather get on with the real reason we’re here. 
 
    CURIE: I know. It’s okay. I’ll have Zoe send the flippies and we’ll map the rest of it. You focus on finding Terry. 
 
    FINN: I wonder what’s waiting for us up there. Think we’ll find something cool? 
 
    CURIE: Like what? 
 
    FINN: I don’t know. Maybe zombie robots from Planet 9. I could use a pet zombie robot. He’d make a good sidekick. 
 
    CURIE: I’m sure you could. I have no idea what you’ll see, but I’d say anything’s possible. Be careful, though. 
 
    FINN: Awesome. Don’t worry about me, babe. I’ve always been the careful type. 
 
    CURIE: Says the guy who rushed into a portal to another planet without so much as a second thought. 
 
    FINN: Always the critic.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 4, 2351 
 
    John munched on a protein bar, gobbling it down and wiping the crumbs from his jacket. He and his team had spent nearly two days exploring this underground facility and they still hadn’t found anything useful. Oh, sure, some scientists back home would probably end up obsessing over every little detail of his reports, every frame of recording, every picture taken, but none of it brought him closer to the true purpose of this mission: to find his oldest friend and bring him home.  
 
    Ever since they found Terry’s pack in the room with the portal, John had hoped for more. Another clue as to his friend’s whereabouts, but so far there was nothing. Only an underground cave with some fancy machines here and there. No signs to point his way.  
 
    But today his team had found the exit. A way to leave this empty place and see the real world. Surely, if Terry was alive, he’d be out there somewhere, waiting. John could almost imagine it. He’d climb those steps and reach the top, walk into the light, and see his old friend waiting. “What took you so long?” Terry would ask, and John would shrug and together they’d laugh. 
 
    “Boss, you good?” asked Hughes.  
 
    John blinked and looked at his teammate. Mason Hughes was smaller than most, coming in at around 157 centimeters, but what he lacked in physical strength and stature, he more than made up for with skill. Hughes could shoot the wings off a fly from two kilometers away. “Yeah, I’m fine,” said John, a second later. “What about you, Hughes? You ready to head topside?” 
 
    The marksman nodded. “Been itchin’ for a chance to see what’s out there.” 
 
    “We all have,” said John. He got to his feet. “Tell the boys to rally. We’re leaving in a few.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Hughes.  
 
    John thumbed the side of his rifle as it rested gently along his leg. The process of finding Terry would probably take some time, so he’d have to wait, but patience was never John’s strong suit. Hopefully soon, he thought, digging his fingernail into his stock.  
 
    His team convened quickly, gaggling together a few yards in front of him. “Ready, sir,” said Hughes. 
 
    John nodded. “Alright, folks. Here’s the plan. Most of us are going topside, but I need two of you to stay here and guard the gate. Any volunteers?” He paused. “No? Okay. Mickey and Track, you’re up.” 
 
    The two men released a short sigh, but didn’t complain. The protest had been involuntary, almost reflexive, so John couldn’t fault them. If he wasn’t a genetically engineered hybrid with superhuman senses, he never would have noticed. “Once we’re on the surface, we’ll have to set up some signal repeaters. Which one of you has them?” 
 
    “I do, boss,” said Brooks, standing near the edge of the group. She reached into her pack and held one of the boxes above her head. “Got six of these from Bartholomew this morning.” 
 
    “Good. While you’re doing that, we’ll need to scout the area. I’ll assign once we get there. Everyone ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said the group in unison.  
 
    “Alright, Blacks. Saddle up your gear. It’s time to see what’s out there.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John and his team traveled through the tunnels of the underground compound, each of their weapons at the ready. Despite having already explored most of the surrounding area, particularly the main tunnel, they stayed on their guard. It took nearly two hours to traverse the massive subterranean path on their way to the exit, but they eventually found the end. 
 
    John stared beyond the staircase and into the distant, beaming light of the outside world. He couldn’t help but wonder what awaited them there. If his time chasing razorbacks had taught him anything, it was to always be prepared for the worst. Monsters and enemies might be waiting around every corner, through every open door, seething at the mouth for a chance to chomp on human bones and rip apart their flesh. 
 
    Then again, maybe this planet was different. Maybe he’d find a litter of puppies up there, playing in a field of daisies. It certainly wouldn’t be the strangest thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    John grinned. Here’s hoping, he thought. 
 
    The Blacks reached the bottom of the staircase, and John gave the signal to move. Privates Meridy and Short took the lead, while the rest follow two at a time. John stuck to the rear—his job as the squad leader. 
 
    The air grew warmer as he climbed, until the light of the outside world finally touched his skin, bathing him in light and heat. He felt suddenly relaxed.  
 
    The light hit his eyes, and he flinched. It was bright. Was this common here? He had no way of knowing yet, having been outside for only twelve seconds.  
 
    Near the entrance to the cave sat a couple of domed buildings, cracked with age and neglect. John peered into one of the windows, only to see an overgrown garden of weeds inside, covering most of the floor. Useless. “Whatcha think, boys?” 
 
    “Lots of purple, same as home,” said Short, one of only three females on the team. “And I’m not a boy.” 
 
    Hatcher snickered. “Careful boss. Don’t wanna set her off. Short just broke up with her girlfriend.” 
 
    “With Michelle?” asked John, glancing at Short. “What for?” 
 
    “Cheated on me with a Collector,” said Short, fanning her hand. “Dropped her ass as soon as I heard.”  
 
    John laughed. The Collectors were one of the other squads working under Colonel Ross’s new SOFT program. They’d received their name after an early expedition where the team had stumbled into a den of Otters—a species of giant rodents found mostly in the southern caves, far from the city. After killing a few of the animals, the team decided to bring a few home. They turned one of them into the Science Division for studying purposes, but kept the other as a sort of trophy, stuffing and mounting the head in their command hall. The Science Division was thrilled with the new discovery, and requested the team continue bringing them any new species they encountered. A few dozen kills later, and with a wall of trophies under their belt, people started calling them the Collectors, and it stuck. They also had a rather morbid reputation.  
 
    “A Collector? Gross,” Hatcher remarked. “You’re better off. Anyone who screws with a Black deserves to get dumped.” 
 
    “She’s lucky she didn’t get a beating,” said Short, narrowing her eyes. “Took everything in me not to kick her teeth in.” 
 
    “Always the lady, this one.” Hatcher grinned, pointing his thumb at her.  
 
    Short glared at him. “Want to test me, Hatch?” 
 
    He held his arms up, but kept smiling. “No, ma’am. I’m good.” 
 
    John glanced around the field. “If you two are about finished, what say we get on with it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Short and Hatcher. 
 
    “Hot damn, would you look at that?” barked one of the soldiers. Hughes, by the sound of it.  
 
    John jogged to where the young sniper was, several yards away, near the edge of the rock wall. The kid was facing the other direction, looking beyond the ridge. John expected to find something outrageous, like a pack of wild animals.  
 
    No such luck.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, seeing nothing.  
 
    Hughes stared into the sky, wide-eyed, and he pointed. “Look, boss!” 
 
    There, hanging far above the horizon, two suns rose steadily beneath thin clouds. One was deeply yellow, while the other had a touch of red in it. John didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Looks like we really are on another planet,” muttered Hatcher.  
 
    “Hot damn,” said Short. 
 
    John cleared his throat, then turned so his back was to the light. “We can gawk at everything later, once this mission’s done. Form up!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said several of the Blacks. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, the squad convened before him, standing in formation. “First things first,” barked John. “I need those repeaters in place. Brooks, you hear that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” she snapped. Brooks was John’s second-in-command as well as the resident techie. “Got three left, after dropping one at the gate room and two in the hall.” 
 
    “Right, better get to it,” said John. He watched as Brooks took off to plant the repeaters. “Next, I want eyes up. Hughes, you hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, boss,” said Hughes, glancing at Short. “Ready, spotter?” 
 
    She gave him a nod. “Good to go.” 
 
    The two of them left the gaggle, heading to the base of the cliff, preparing to climb. 
 
    “Everyone else, we’ve got three CHUs to set. I want them up within the hour,” said John. 
 
    “We can do it in half,” said Hatcher. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go. Dismissed!” barked John.  
 
    The Blacks dispersed, and John jogged toward the Capsular Housing Unit equipment, along with several others. They unlatched the first CHU and began assembling it. The process didn’t take long, since it was mostly automated. The oxygen tanks and seals still had to be physically set up, however. 
 
    The CHUs were a huge priority, given the Variant in the air. John’s team wouldn’t be able to migrate back and forth through the portal every day like they’d been doing, so an oxygenated shelter had to be erected to allow for certain activities. John could survive here indefinitely, but most of his squad had to wear breathers so they didn’t suffocate on Variant. They had to eat and sleep, after all, and while it might be possible to do both of those things with the devices over their mouths and noses, it certainly wasn’t safe.  
 
    According to Captain Thistle, John’s superior back in Central, the Science Division was in the process of working on an injection or a pill to give them the ability to breathe Variant for a temporary amount of time without suffocating. Unfortunately, they’d heard nothing about it so far, which probably meant it was a failure. Still, if the labs ever managed to manufacture them, there would be no need to worry about filtration systems or breathers. It would extend their ability to explore, and it would make John’s job a lot easier. 
 
    “Tech Shop. Huck,” radioed Brooks. 
 
    John tapped the side of his ear, pressing the embedded communications device beneath his skin. “Tech Shop, go for Huck.” 
 
    “The repeater is functional. You should be able to reach the gate room now. Over.” 
 
    “Good work. Over.” Using his pad, he switched frequencies. “Huck. Zapper.” 
 
    A short burst of static. “Zapper copies,” said Mickey, responding to his call sign. “Everything alright?” 
 
    “Fine. Just checking the signal,” said John. 
 
    “Roger that,” said Mickey. 
 
    John tapped the pad again, then put it away.  
 
    “Huck. Door Nail,” radioed Hughes. “I’m in position.” 
 
    John turned and craned his neck, spotting Hughes above the rock wall. Thanks to his exceptional eyes—a product of his genetically engineered genes—he could see further than any regular human. He gave Hughes a short wave, and the sniper returned it. “Look for any signs of movement Track anything larger than a finger. Over.” 
 
    “Whose finger?” asked Hughes. 
 
    John flipped him off.  
 
    Hughes grinned. “Say no more.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    Once the team had the CHUs erected, John ordered them to start combing the local forest. “Make sure your pads are in constant scan mode so we can chart the area,” he told them. “I want a square kilometer fully detailed within the hour. You hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the Blacks. 
 
    As they began their sweep, they made certain to stay within line of sight of each other. The Blacks did this sort of thing constantly back home. Given the nature of their missions—to seek out and destroy any and all threats, particularly razorback nests—it was prudent to have procedures in place when exploring new and potentially dangerous areas. They’d spent close to three years going into caves, forests, and more than a few abandoned old-world buildings, all without a single casualty. By now, they knew how to get the job done. 
 
    John monitored his pad, watching it slowly fill with detail as his team progressed. With every step his people took, a little more of the map revealed itself. It wouldn’t be long before they had most of the surrounding area, giving him a fair read on the land.  
 
    They found the vale in the middle of the woods in under an hour. Hughes spotted it in the distance, using his scope, and radioed John to let him know. The team proceeded carefully, never dropping their guard. 
 
    At the center of the field within the woods, they found a building. Another dome, like the two others near the cave, only it was double their size and mostly unfinished. John checked upstairs and found some rags on the floor, almost as though someone had been staying here at some point. Probably not for a while, though. 
 
    Before they could explore further, a call came in from Mickey at the gate room. “The portal’s set to come on in ten minutes, sir. You want me to patch you through once it’s ready?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Mick,” said John. The signal clarity was clearer now, a sign Brooks had placed a few more repeaters. No need to head back, unless he had to. He could speak to Mei right here. 
 
    Too bad he wouldn’t have much news, not about the real mission. Sure, they’d found a few buildings, but nothing to point them in the direction of their missing friend. For all John knew, Terry could be long gone…or worse. 
 
    He shook his head. Better not to think like that, he reminded himself. Gotta stay positive.  
 
    The call came in a few minutes later, and Mickey patched him through to Mei. “John?” she asked, almost immediately. “Are you receiving me?” 
 
    The sound of her voice made him relax. “I’m here. I’ve got you loud and clear.” 
 
    “Hey, goof. Have you found anything? Did you make it outside?” 
 
    “We did,” he said. “Spotted a couple of buildings, too. Haven’t been used in a while, though.” 
 
    “Buildings? What kind?” 
 
    “Houses, maybe. I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Don’t worry. I’ll have one of my guys take some pictures.” 
 
    There was a short pause. “Is the site secure?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re still working on it, but so far so good. Got most of the local area mapped and logged.” 
 
    “What’s the next step?” 
 
    “Sensors for movement. We’ll place a few around the cave entrance, a dozen along the outer ridge, and then a bunch more in the surrounding woods.” 
 
    “I want pictures of everything you find,” said Mei.  
 
    “I’ve already got someone scanning the two near the cave. I’ll send them during the next transmission,” said John. 
 
    “Well, it sounds like you’ve got it under control over there,” she said. 
 
    “Hey, this is what I do,” he said with a big grin.  
 
    She laughed. “Just be careful, and keep your eyes open. Let me know if you find anything strange.” 
 
    John glanced up at the two suns. “Strange, huh?” he said, still smiling. “Hold on a sec. I’m gonna send you a picture.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    S.O.F.T. Mission Report  
 
    Play Audio File 16 
 
    Recorded: February 5, 2351 
 
    FINN: Sensors are in place around the camp. If anything bigger than a gopher passes by, we’ll see them. 
 
    CURIE: How do you know what size a gopher is? They’ve been extinct for two hundred years. 
 
    FINN: Hey, give me a little credit, would you? I went to the same school you did. 
 
    CURIE: There’s no way you got that out of a book. You always skipped the reading, then copied Terry’s homework. 
 
    FINN: Okay, fine. I saw them in an old movie. Happy now? 
 
    CURIE: I knew it. 
 
    FINN: Anyway, the sensors are in place, and my team’s working in shifts to keep watch. If there’s anything out there, we’ll know pretty soon. 
 
    CURIE: I should think there is. 
 
    FINN: Why’s that? 
 
    CURIE: Those buildings you found were built by someone. Same with the technology in the gate room. If intelligent beings once existed on that planet, there must also be lower lifeforms around. You have to have animals before you have people. 
 
    FINN: What if they wiped out everything? What if they killed their whole world and that’s why nobody’s here? 
 
    CURIE: Even after Variant struck Earth, life kept going. It changed and it evolved, but somehow it just wouldn’t die. Never underestimate adaptability.  
 
    FINN: So, you think there’s something still out there? 
 
    CURIE: Almost certainly. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    February 5, 2351 
 
    A cold drop of water touched Terry’s nose as he and Ludo walked along the road to Capeside.  
 
    He stopped, glancing skyward, and noticed a small gray cloud. In the distance, several more had appeared, floating high above the horizon. “Looks like rain,” he said. 
 
    Ludo nodded his agreement. “Keep moving. We’ll look for shelter on the way.” 
 
    A moment later, a drop of water grazed Terry’s neck, and soon another on his forehead. It wasn’t long before a shower arrived, dousing the two men completely. Terry didn’t mind, once it started. After so many days in the countryside, he needed the bath. 
 
    But Ludo spotted something in the woods, near the edge of the road. A small dome building with a faded red door, large cracks running through the wood, and weeds sticking out of the roof. 
 
    The old building was empty, not a soul to be found. Terry closed his eyes and listened for any sign of movement, but there was only the rain falling everywhere, beating the ground like drums.  
 
    Ludo collapsed against the wall, near the open door. “The storm will last a while. We must wait.” 
 
    “How long?” asked Terry, joining him.  
 
    “All night,” he said, closing his eyes. “Rest until morning. This storm will go for hours. No use walking through it.” 
 
    Terry sighed, wiping the rainwater from his cheeks and forehead, pulling his long hair behind his head. He eased his back against the wall, feeling the soft, aged planks behind him. The scent of the rain consumed the little house, blending with the dank smell of rotting wood and filling his lungs. He closed his eyes and took it all in, instantly transitioning into his other state, the place he drew his strength. The world slowed, and instead of a storm, the rain came down like cannonballs, thudding and stomping into the dirt. He ignored them, concentrating on the body of the house, searching and exploring with all of his combined senses. He could hear the rain hitting the roof, falling through the cracks, dripping into the rafters overhead. An air current passed through the cracked door, touching his face, cooling him. A rodent, hidden in one of the walls, scurried down a plank and through a burrowed out hole.  
 
    Terry lingered there a while, absorbing the building, taking in the sounds and smells of the architecture as well as the natural world surrounding it. Somehow, it relaxed him, slowing his pulse and calming his mind. He felt the tug of sleep, allowing himself to drift, and soon the melodies of the rain and the voice of the building faded, and he fell away. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, the air tasted cleaner, thinner. The thick moisture of the storm had gone. A beam of light pierced a nearby crack in the wall, hitting him in the eye. The new dawn had arrived, fulfilling the promise of time.  
 
    Ludo stood on the other side of the round room, sorting through debris. He hoisted a tattered cloth bag above his head, examining it. Spotting several holes, he tossed it to his side and continued rummaging.  
 
    “You’re always awake before me,” muttered Terry.  
 
    “You sleep longer than most,” said Ludo. “More than a single period.” 
 
    When Terry had first met Ludo, it took him a while to get used to the term period. It was about double the length of an hour. For the longest time, he had to do the calculations in his head, but now it came second nature to him. 
 
    “I used to get less than one, but now I like to sleep in,” said Ludo. He slapped his chest. “I’m getting old and lazy.” 
 
    Terry knew Ludo was an early riser, but couldn’t imagine getting less than two hours of sleep every night. “You’re as young as ever.” 
 
    Ludo laughed, bending and pushing a crate out of the way. He retrieved another bag, this one in decent condition. After briefly examining it, he placed the strap across his shoulder and neck, twisting it to sit on his back. “How long do your people need to rest?” 
 
    “Several periods,” explained Terry. 
 
    “Truly?” asked Ludo. 
 
    “Three to four periods is typical,” said Terry. “I only need about two.” 
 
    “So much,” said Ludo, gawking. “But you do not sleep this long. I have seen it.” 
 
    “I used to, a long time ago,” he explained, and it was true. Before his exposure to Variant, he was weaker and needed more rest. After the gas chamber and eventual visit to the surface, something had changed in him, and he’d found a well of energy he never knew existed. When Terry arrived on Kant, he felt even more energized than before. Something about the purity of the Variant, he guessed. These days, he could only sleep, at best, about four hours or two periods. Anything more was useless. 
 
    When Ludo had finished scavenging, he and Terry left the abandoned dome behind and made their way toward the west to Capeside. With any luck, they would find Talo, Ludo’s son, and proceed to the border soon afterward.  
 
    They could do with one tiny victory. Was it so much to ask? 
 
    ****** 
 
    Capeside lay on the edge of where the Thirsty River met the Living Sea. Ludo had explained the village had existed here for nearly a hundred years. After discovering a rich supply of fish along the coast and river, a tribe of wandering hunters had founded the settlement, quickly growing into one of the more dominant trading outposts in the region. Capeside now contained a large harbor for ships to dock and rest, providing a means of travel to distant lands, such as Tharosa and Lexine. Ludo had never been to either of those places, but he’d heard tales from traveling merchants and soldiers during his time living at the Temple of the Eye.  
 
    Tharosa, he had learned, was far to the northeast, covered in snow and ice. It was said the people there lived in great castles carved into mountainsides, and from there they mined beautiful jewels and precious metals. Their traders often came to Capeside with trunks of intricately designed rings and necklaces, selling to the wealthiest of local families. Many of the statues in Ludo’s old temple had been built by Tharosian artisans, in fact.  
 
    As for Lexine, he’d explained, far less was known, though the rumors spoke of vast deserts and devices capable of carrying a dozen passengers high into the sky. “I do not believe such things, though,” said Ludo. “One can only fly with the mind, not with any machine.” 
 
    But Terry knew better. He’d read about how humanity built airplanes and blimps, rocket ships and space shuttles. If his people could do it, so could Ludo’s, though they might be different in design. Still, the more Ludo told him of the great, wide world, the more fascinated he became. He wanted to see these places, to explore their cultures. Perhaps he could, someday, when all of this was over. 
 
    They reached the top of a hill overlooking Capeside sometime in the afternoon. From here, Terry could see throngs of people moving through the narrow streets, talking and laughing. Hundreds of buildings dotted the landscape, more than he’d expected, while dozens of tents took up a large portion of the docks, near several anchored vessels. Terry had never seen ships before, except in his childhood textbooks. These were different from the pictures, but not by much. They appeared to be made of wood, mostly in the same shape, and used wind sails to move.  
 
    Very few trees stood near the village. Instead, far-stretching fields of different crops lay adjacent to the river. A large herd of animals gathered near the gates, their shepherds talking together. Birds cawed and cooed overhead, lightly touching down on the stone walls before gliding into the air again.  
 
    The whole scene was unlike any Terry had ever seen, like something from a storybook. Had his own people lived this way before the Jolt? Were they sailors, shepherds, ranchers, and fishermen? The great civilizations of Earth evolved from humble beginnings much like this. Did any of them predict the end result? Did any foresee the cost of progress? How lucky they would have been to live like this forever, never building cities of metal and glass, never playing God with portals, genes, and children. 
 
    But there was no looking back, not to his home. Not anymore. Only this world with its strange new people…its civilizations.  
 
    “Almost there,” said Ludo, pulling him from his thoughts. “Talo is waiting for us.” 
 
    Terry nodded. “Right.” 
 
    Ludo took the cloth he’d found in the abandoned shack the night before and handed it to Terry. “Put this on.” 
 
    Terry looked at him, confused. “On what?” 
 
    “Your head. Cover what you can.” 
 
    Terry opened his mouth to ask why, but stopped, finally understanding. He looked quite different from Ludo and the other people of this world. No doubt, many would stare and ask questions. They couldn’t have anyone growing suspicious. Their previous captor, the Lord of Three Waters, had told Terry as much during his stay in the prison. “You will fetch a good price,” he had said. “Exotic slaves always do.”  
 
    Terry glanced at Ludo’s long ears and flattened nose. “Okay,” he finally said, placing the bag over his neck and scalp.  
 
    Ludo frowned. “I am sorry, my friend.” 
 
    Terry smiled. “We have to find your family, right? This is no big deal.”  
 
    “Thank you,” said Ludo, placing his hand on Terry’s shoulder, then began his descent along the hillside. 
 
    Terry followed after him, and together they made their way through the valley, toward the bustling seaside town.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry and Ludo entered Capeside, suddenly finding themselves surrounded by stone buildings and passing natives. Local chatter filled the streets, coming from all around them. Terry could hear a variety of dialects and languages, if he listened closely, erupting from all across the village. 
 
    The scent of the sea floated in the air, filling his nose and lungs. The taste of salt water lingered, and for a moment he felt reinvigorated, and a sudden urge to go swimming.  
 
    They passed by several shops, curving along the path between the many buildings. Several were selling various foods, and their scents hit Terry quickly. Baked goods, fish, and broths. All of them culminated into a fresh aroma, making his stomach growl. He was suddenly ravenous.  
 
    Ludo motioned for him to hurry, so Terry doubled his pace, and together they rounded a nearby alleyway, finally stopping before a faded green door at the side of a thin building. Ludo knocked twice, and someone shuffled on the other side, hurrying to answer. When the door swung open, they were met by the face of an aged woman with thin black hair and frail hands. Ludo smiled and bowed his head. “Grandmother.” 
 
    The old woman’s eyes appeared to focus, lingering on the man in front of her, before finally widening into realization. “Grandson?” she asked. “Is it you?” 
 
    Ludo smiled warmly. “It is!” he exclaimed, opening his arms to embrace her. 
 
    She laughed and fell into him, disappearing briefly behind the farmer’s large torso. Letting go of him, she giggled, spiritedly. “It has been too long. Have you come for your son?” 
 
    A look of relief washed over Ludo’s face. “So, he is here?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she told him. “Little Talo arrived several days ago. I was so pleased to see him. He looks exactly like your father did at that age.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” asked Ludo, quickly. 
 
    “At the docks, fetching tonight’s dinner. Had I known you were coming, I would have told him to get more,” she said, laughing. “Oh well. He can always go back.”  
 
    Ludo glanced at Terry. “I need to find him. Do you mind waiting here?” 
 
    Terry removed the bag from his head. “Not a problem.” 
 
    “Who is this?” asked the old woman, finally taking notice of him. 
 
    “I apologize,” said Ludo. “This is Terry, my chakka-kin.” 
 
    Terry cocked an eye at the term. What was a chakka-kin? He’d never heard Ludo say such a thing before. 
 
    The old woman nodded. “Any chakka-kin of my family is welcome here,” she said, warmly, extending her hand to Terry. 
 
    He took it. “Thank you.” 
 
    She led him through the door, shutting it once they were inside. Ludo remained in the street, no doubt to go look for his son. Terry wondered how long it would take to find the boy and return. He knew nothing of this place, and this elderly woman was a stranger to him, despite being Ludo’s grandmother. “Please, rest in the sitting room. Be at home.” 
 
    The sitting room, as she called it, was similar in many respects to Ludo’s farm. Large and circular, with a small fire pit in the center, though it wasn’t lit at the moment. Terry took a seat on one of the cushions, relieved to be off his feet. 
 
    The old woman brought him a cup with steam coming from it. He recognized the smell. Ludo had made this drink for him several times before, back on the farm. “Fissin?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled. “You have had it before?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, accepting the drink. He took a sip, and it warmed his mouth and throat, relaxing him.  
 
    “It is our family drink,” she explained. “Not for outsiders.”  
 
    “Outsiders?” he asked, pausing to look at the cup. “Isn’t that what I am?” 
 
    “You are chakka-kin to Ludo,” she said, matter-of-factly, as though this should tell him everything. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” he asked. 
 
    She tilted her head, blinking. “You don’t know?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I’m…from far away,” he answered, quickly. “Another country.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said. “I wondered about your accent and appearance. That explains a great deal. So, you are unfamiliar with our customs.” 
 
    He nodded. “Where I come from, it’s very different.” 
 
    She took a sip of fissin. “A chakka-kin is someone who has become like family. This can happen in different ways, but it always means the same thing.” She motioned at the cup in Terry’s hand. 
 
    He looked at it, nodding slowly, and drank from it. He hadn’t known it at the time, back on the farm, but when Ludo had shared this drink with him, it had been a great honor. He felt embarrassed now that he finally understood.  
 
    She smiled. “He trusts you as he would a brother. For what reason, I do not know, nor should I. A chakka-kin is not made easily, and the bond must be respected. For this reason, I shall look at you the same as my own grandson…a member of my family and this house.” 
 
    “Thank you…I…” He paused, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    She smiled warmly. “Let us drink now, Terry, my new grandson, and talk about the outside world. It has been too long since I last saw it.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ludo arrived in less than an hour, his son close behind him. “We are back! We are here!” 
 
    The grandmother rose to her feet with trembling knees and headed to greet them.  
 
    Terry lingered in the sitting room, letting the old woman go ahead of him, and then followed. Ludo had his arm around the boy, a wide smile across his face. “Talo, look! Terry has come, too.” 
 
    Talo beamed a smile. “Terry! It is good to see you!”  
 
    “You, too,” said Terry, smiling.  
 
    “We must give thanks to the Eye for this reunion today,” said Ludo. “Truly, we are blessed!” 
 
    As the evening stretched on, Ludo spent time talking with Talo, and Terry listened while trying not to interrupt the pair. The farmer and his son seemed more than happy, as though their home hadn’t been burned to the ground and everything was normal. Terry admired their joy, and before long he found himself longing for a reunion of his own.  
 
    But such a meeting would never take place, he knew. There could be no going home. He had accepted that hard truth, and he understood the reality of his situation. He would never see John or Mei again, nor his mother and sister, and that was okay. He was certain they were alive and well. He refused to believe otherwise. 
 
    It helped that he was no longer alone. He’d found a new family, however long it might have taken, here on this distant world. Ludo, Talo, Ysa, and now this old grandmother, too. They had rescued him from himself, and he would do everything in his power to protect them.  
 
    Whatever the cost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    S.O.F.T. Mission Report  
 
    Play Audio File 24 
 
    Recorded: February 7, 2351 
 
    CURIE: Tell me you didn’t kill it. 
 
    FINN: Babe, I’m telling you. I didn’t have a choice. That thing was out for blood! 
 
    CURIE: Did you do something to startle it? 
 
    FINN: I don’t know. We were scouting out the woods when we ran into it. Damn thing was pissed. 
 
    CURIE: Was anyone hurt? 
 
    FINN: No, as soon as it charged, we opened fire. Everyone’s fine. 
 
    CURIE: Except for the animal you killed. 
 
    FINN: Hey, I said I’m sorry. What do you want me to do? 
 
    CURIE: We have no idea what kind of effect that will have on the other wildlife.  
 
    FINN: Judging by the size and look of it, they’ll probably thank us. Damn thing had swords for teeth. 
 
    CURIE: Did you at least secure the body?  
 
    FINN: We left it there. No one’s carrying that thing. It weighs more than a dirt cab.  
 
    CURIE: Any pictures, then? 
 
    FINN: Oh, yeah. Don’t worry, babe. I’ve got you covered. 
 
    CURIE: Thanks. I’d like to examine it before it begins decomposing.  
 
    FINN:  Are you planning on sending someone? 
 
    CURIE: I was thinking I’d go, personally, but not for too long. A day at the most. Can you watch the body until I get there? 
 
    FINN: Sure thing. I’ll put Brooks on it.  
 
    CURIE: Thanks. In the meantime, if you encounter another animal, please just try not to kill it. I know your job is basically monster hunting, but do me a favor and try to make an exception. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 7, 2351 
 
    John stood beside a large tree, staring curiously at the glowing blue foliage. He plucked a leaf from one of the branches, twirling it in his fingers. He bent it in half, breaking the film and smudging his skin with the guts of the leaf. He’d done this before back home, and he was always fascinated by how long the glow would last on his fingers. It usually faded after a minute or two, sometimes less. He couldn’t help but wonder why. He was certain the scientists in Central knew exactly the reason behind this strange phenomenon, so all he really had to do was ask, but doing so would take all the fun out of it. He enjoyed the harmless mystery of it.  
 
    His com clicked on, and a voice came through. “John, I’m about done over here,” said Mei. “Do you want to meet me at the CHUs?” 
 
    He wiped his hand on the side of his jacket, smearing the plant matter, which had already stopped glowing. “Sure thing. Get everything you needed from the animal?” 
 
    “I could spend days examining the body, but I have enough samples to keep me busy for a while. It’s been productive.” 
 
    “So, you’re having fun?” asked John. 
 
    “I suppose you could say that,” she said. “It’s not every day you get to travel to another planet.” 
 
    “Hard to get used to the idea,” he said, glancing at the two suns overhead. 
 
    “I suspect we’ll adjust eventually.” 
 
    John ended the call and made his way through the woods, back toward the camp. He’d come this way to check out a malfunctioning scanner, which only had to be turned off and on. He could have sent one of his troops, but why should they get all the fun? He enjoyed taking walks, and this world was so much more lively than back home.  
 
    His pad beeped, and he stopped to check it. The screen showed another malfunctioning scanner a short distance from him. He was the closest to it. “Better check it out,” he muttered. 
 
    After radioing the team to let them know, John set off toward the scanner. Birds, or what he assumed were birds, chirped in the treetops overhead, and he listened to them intently. The native animal population seemed sparse on this planet, a stark contrast to Earth. He wondered what kind of creatures there were beyond this forest. How large were the oceans, rivers, mountains, and jungles of the world? How many types of insects and animals waited there to be discovered? How many monsters? 
 
    Back home, Central had only catalogued about sixty different species of wildlife to date on the surface. Many had been scattered. Half of them, he recalled, were pretty tough to find, except in caves and underground tunnels. But here, the world was so alive and teeming with animals and crawling things. It was all a bit overwhelming. 
 
    John found the scanner soon. Like the one before, he only had to reset the power to get it going again. What could be setting them off like this? He didn’t see any animals around, and wouldn’t the scanner pick them up? 
 
    Must be malfunctioning, he thought. Better have Brooks check them out before anything happens. Something might— 
 
    The ground trembled beneath him, and he wavered. He cocked his eye at the sudden motion. Could it be a tremor like the kind they used to get in the city back home? Maybe— 
 
    Another earthquake, only this time stronger, and John lost his balance. He fell against a nearby tree, snagging a branch to catch himself. His fingers clutched at the bark so hard they stung.  
 
    Dirt sprayed up from the ground before him, going everywhere and floating in the air. A creature appeared, snarling from within a fresh hole. It towered over him, wearing a coat of brown fur, with a dozen black eyes on each side of its head, all of them staring at John. The beast let out a series of fast clicks, opening its mouth to reveal several moving teeth, all of which seemed to be rattling. The animal’s body stretched far into the earth, like a snake.  
 
    John stared at it, amazed at its size. “Don’t you look friendly,” he muttered, wide-eyed. With one hand on the tree, he gripped the rifle on his side, tilting the barrel toward the creature’s head. “Come on, monster. Don’t make me have to kill you. Mei will be pissed.” 
 
    The animal stood there, staring and looming, rattling its teeth. Its gaze seemed curious more than anything else, and for a moment John wondered if it might move on.  
 
    “That’s it,” he whispered. “Nice bug demon. Nice—” 
 
    The beast lunged at him, leaving the hole completely. Screaming wildly as it leapt into the air. John didn’t hesitate, pulling the trigger and unleashing a storm of bullets. The life in its eyes disappeared, but its body continued to fall toward him. He dodged to the ground, rolling away from the heavy carcass to avoid getting crushed. As the lifeless body fell, yellow blood poured from the fresh bullet holes in its flesh, pooling in the dirt and grass.  
 
    The clicking in its mouth continued for nearly half a minute, though it was most certainly dead. 
 
    John nudged the side of its head with his boot, then activated his communicator. “Tech Shop, Huck.” 
 
    A moment later, Brooks answered. “Huck, this is Tech Shop. What’s up?” 
 
    “Might have a problem with where we placed the sensors,” he explained. “Over.” 
 
    “They not picking up a signal? Over.” 
 
    He stared at the dead thing on the ground. “Seems like they’re having some unexpected side effects.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Capeside 
 
    February 7, 2351 
 
    Terry wandered around the docks, taking in the sights. A saltwater breeze carried through the marketplace, blending with the bakery and butcher, becoming something both delicious and relaxing.  
 
    He took a deep breath, staring across the water, observing each of the ships, some of which were newly docked and still loading and unloading cargo. He wondered where their travels would take them…or where they had been. 
 
    Grandmother had given him a shawl to wear around his head so he didn’t have to use the old bag Ludo had found. It was a nice alternative since it felt fresher and didn’t make him look like a vagabond.  
 
    A small girl came running past him, carrying a basket of goods from the market. Terry spied some fruit, bread, and something resembling cheese. Whatever they were, he wanted them. Thankfully, Ludo had given him a few coins to buy whatever he wanted. Maybe he’d start with some of that. 
 
    “You there!” called a voice from one of the docks. He had a strange accent. 
 
    Terry turned to see who it was, only to find a large, bearded fellow standing near one of the ships. He had several piercings on his face and neck, with a wide variety of reflecting jewelry ranging from hoops to gauges. Terry didn’t know what to say, so he only stared at the stranger. 
 
    “You, the one with the thing on your head! Come here!” 
 
    “You mean me?” asked Terry. 
 
    The sailor nodded, grinning. 
 
    A moment later, Terry had found his way to the dock and approached the odd man. “Yes?” 
 
    The man examined him, bending a little, as though he were trying to see beneath the shawl. “Ah, just as I thought,” he muttered. “You mind taking that off for a second?” 
 
    “Sorry, but I can’t,” said Terry. 
 
    The sailor furrowed his brow. “Where are you from, child?” 
 
    “What’s that matter?” asked Terry. 
 
    The man stared at him. “My name’s Hux, friend, and I’ve been all over the world. I’ve seen a wide range of people here and there, but never one like you.” 
 
    Terry turned to leave. 
 
    The stranger leapt at him, snatching Terry’s shawl with his fingers. Terry slid the man’s hand away, preparing himself to fight. As he did, the cloth around his forehead fell, revealing his face.  
 
    The man with the beard laughed. “I knew it!” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Terry demanded to know. 
 
    “You’re not from around here, eh? I’ve sailed the world and never seen a face like yours. Tell me, where do you come from?” 
 
    “None of your business. I’m a traveler from a faraway country. Don’t concern yourself with specifics.” He flipped the shawl back over his forehead.  
 
    Hux stroked his thick beard. “No specifics, you say?” he asked, curiously.  
 
    “None,” said Terry. 
 
    “Then I apologize, little traveler. I didn’t mean to show you any disrespect. I’ve just never seen anyone like you.” 
 
    “We’re very good at hiding.”  
 
    “Interesting,” said Hux. “So, why are you here, so far from your home? This village has nothing in it, besides a few hundred fishermen and shepherds. Perhaps you are a merchant, come to sell your wares?” 
 
    “I’m here with a friend, helping him recover something that was lost. The details are my business, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Hux smiled. “Of course, little traveler. I shall ask no more of it.”  
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I have to get back now,” said Terry, knowing the longer he stayed here, the more he risked revealing the truth. He had to be careful. 
 
    The stranger let out another laugh, deep from his belly. “Don’t worry, little traveler. Your secret is safe with old Hux. I’ve got a whole book of secrets rattling around my head.” 
 
    Terry left without another word. He’d made a mistake in coming here, thinking the shawl could hide him. If anyone realized who he was—that he and Ludo had escaped from the prison and killed one of the high priests—there could be hell to pay.  
 
    He had to tell Ludo about this quickly, before anything came of it. If the sailor decided to tell someone, especially a visiting soldier, about this encounter, word would spread and the military would soon be after them.  
 
    They would have to leave here soon, in any case. Ysa needed help at the border, and as long as they lingered in Capeside, she would still be in danger. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ludo listened with attentiveness as Terry told him the details of his encounter with the strange man known as Hux. Once he had concluded, Ludo sat in silence for a moment, appearing to contemplate the words. 
 
    “We should leave,” said Terry. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    Ludo bowed his head, tilting it slightly, the way he did when he was thinking. “We could go,” he started. “But it would be without a plan of action.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Everlasting is far to the north, sitting high atop the mountains. The border waits below, running from the sea to the Temple of the Eye. It would take weeks to walk there. I had hoped to secure passage with one of the caravans as they passed through here.” 
 
    “A caravan?”  
 
    “A group of traveling merchants who carry supplies from one village to the next. The temple is on their route.” 
 
    “So, let’s do that,” said Terry. 
 
    Ludo shook his head. “They have only just arrived here and will not leave again for several days.” 
 
    “There’s no way to encourage them to leave early?” 
 
    “I have tried, but it is no use. Either we wait for them…or we walk.” 
 
    “Then we have no choice,” said Terry. “We have to wait. If this is the only way, we have to take it.” 
 
    “Yes, but I do not want to cause this place trouble. Grandmother and Talo must be kept safe,” Ludo insisted. 
 
    Terry placed his hand on Ludo’s shoulder. “They will. I’ll stay inside while you take care of things around town. We won’t take any more chances. I never should have left in the first place.” 
 
    “You would do this?” asked his friend.  
 
    “I’ve gone longer than a few days without the outdoors. Believe me, I can handle it.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 7, 2351 
 
    John watched as Mei poked and prodded the dead animal he’d killed a few hours ago. “I know you’re probably mad about this, but would it help if I said I was sorry?” 
 
    She bent down next to the creature’s head and tilted it to get a better look inside the mouth. “I’m not mad,” she said, turning to look at him. “Just disappointed.”  
 
    He frowned. “I know you’re joking, but it still hurts.” 
 
    She smirked and continued examining the animal, poking one of the teeth. “Considering how scary this thing is, I can’t blame you for killing it. These teeth are big enough to skewer a grown man. I’ll take some samples and head home, same as before.” 
 
    “Brooks says the sensors are moved, so hopefully we won’t piss off any more of them,” said John. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” said Mei, giving him a look. 
 
    When Mei had enough samples from the animal, John escorted her to the CHUs. The day was nearly done, so she would have to leave soon. Her people needed her on the other side of the gate, which meant he wouldn’t see her again for several days.  
 
    John told his team to stay topside while he and Mei went to the portal room alone. It was a long walk and she’d need help carrying the supplies, even though a flippy could’ve easily done the job. Truth be told, John simply wanted the time. 
 
    “Any updates from Central?” he asked, once they were in the main tunnel.  
 
    “About what?” she asked. 
 
    “What we’re doing here,” he said. “The portal. This planet. The aliens.” 
 
    “I haven’t told them about the animals you killed yet, but I will when I get there,” she said, winking. “Everything else has been in my reports. They haven’t said anything, though.” 
 
    “Not even that Tremaine woman?” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “Not a peep. Not since the last call when she told Sophie she’d have me shut down.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little weird?” asked John. 
 
    She considered this a moment. “It could be the board,” she said. “They might be getting pressure from Ross and Echols. I’ll have to make some calls.” She leaned in and hugged his arm, sliding her fingers along his wrist and into his hand.  
 
    He smiled at her. They walked through the dark halls with only the occasional artificial light to guide their way. They strode quietly together for a while, until they reached the final door—the one leading to the portal room. He stopped her there and waited.  
 
    She glanced up at him, staring into him, her eyes reflecting the light from the lamps.  
 
    He kissed her, long and deep, and when it was over he felt warm all over. 
 
    “What was that for?” she asked, her voice soft and gentle, as though she were suddenly tired. 
 
    “I figured we wouldn’t see each other for a few days. Wanted to make it count.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not because you wanted to be the first person to kiss someone on another planet?” she asked, laughing.  
 
    “You got me,” he said. “I’m in it for the history books.” 
 
    The light on the wall flickered suddenly, and they both glanced at it. John opened his mouth to ask if she thought there was an electrical problem, when the lamp went out, leaving them in darkness. 
 
    The tunnel wasn’t entirely void of light, but he could barely see her face. Before he could say anything or move, he felt her put more weight against his chest, and he froze. 
 
    Mei got on her toes, raised her hand to his cheek, and brushed his ear, cupping the back of his head. In a gentle, easy moment, she pulled him down toward her, embracing him again.  
 
    They stood there together, deep in the tunnels of a forgotten civilization, holding one another in the dark.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 845 
 
    Recorded: February 9, 2351 
 
    HARPER: Doctor Curie, I hope you’ll pardon me if I’m a little surprised to hear from you. I don’t usually talk with people in the field.  
 
    CURIE: I’m sorry to contact you directly, but no one else is picking up the com. Whenever they do, it’s only a clueless intern. My team is supposed to file weekly reports, and as far as I can tell, no one is receiving them. 
 
    HARPER: Doctor, I assure you we’re seeing your reports. I read one just the other day, actually. 
 
    CURIE: Then why hasn’t anyone answered my calls? 
 
    HARPER: I answered, didn’t I? 
 
    CURIE: After six other board members refused to. Is there something going on that I’m not aware of?  
 
    HARPER: They might feel a little uneasy about speaking with you after that business with Tremaine.  
 
    CURIE: What about it? 
 
    HARPER: Haven’t you heard? Oh no, I suppose that’s the whole reason you’re calling, isn’t it? Not knowing what’s going on. Well, because of the friction she was causing between the three divisions, Tremaine has been relocated to a more appropriate position.  
 
    CURIE: You mean she was fired? 
 
    HARPER: Exactly so. Yes. I’m afraid the board decided it would be best to side with the Motherhood and the Military in order to avoid conflict. Tremaine provided too much resistance, which we believed to be driven by an emotional investment in the project thereby preventing her from maintaining true objectivity. As you well know, the rules are clear on this sort of behavior.  
 
    CURIE: So you’re saying she was fired because of how she treated me? 
 
    HARPER: Not exactly. Had it only been an issue with your team, we might have ignored it, but once the other branches got involved…well, you know how politics can be.  
 
    CURIE: I see, but this still doesn’t explain why no one is responding to my team’s reports.  
 
    HARPER: There’s a lot of chaos right now. Papers are getting shuffled. It shouldn’t take long. Once the board figures out who to fill Tremaine’s seat with, everything will go back to normal.  
 
    CURIE: What happens in the meantime? If my people need supplies or have to make some sort of request, what do we do? Who do I report to? 
 
    HARPER: I couldn’t say. Like I told you, people don’t know what to do with you, Doctor. Your project has become something we didn’t intend. No one’s ever purposefully opened a hole to another world, and now we’re sending people through it. Imagine if something goes wrong. I’ve read Tremaine’s notes on all of it. So has the rest of the board. Her reservations were well placed, though I can’t say I agree with her methodology. Nonetheless, before Tremaine was demoted, you worked in conjunction with Doctor Prescott, didn’t you?  
 
    CURIE: That’s right. 
 
    HARPER: As I understand it, he was also relocated. You have a history of losing other people’s jobs, Doctor Curie. When someone talks to you, their career takes a nosedive. You can’t blame people for recognizing a pattern when they see one. 
 
    CURIE: If that’s true, why did you answer the phone? 
 
    HARPER: I guess you’d call it curiosity. A chance to see what new horizons might be waiting for us. A chance to see the future.  
 
    CURIE: I didn’t think the board cared about that sort of thing anymore. 
 
    HARPER: Give me a little credit, would you? I didn’t always live behind this desk. In fact, I used to be a scientist.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 9, 2351 
 
    John’s team had mapped a great deal of the forest in mere days. More than a few kilometers’ worth. Various members of his group had come across a variety of animals during that time, most of which had to be killed, due to their aggressively carnivorous nature. Brooks did actually manage to capture one, however—a small creature which seemed to live in the nearby trees, displaying little aggression. These animals had pale, white eyes and yellow fur, their teeth extending well beyond their bottom jaw. Mostly harmless, as far as anyone could tell, but John’s experience had taught him to be cautious of wild animals, both large and small alike. 
 
    Years ago, when the Variant children had arrived on the surface of the Earth, they’d found a new world unlike anything imaginable. For a long time, John believed his life would be spent exploring it, scouting and hunting, trying to rebuild. In all that time, he never dreamed his work would take him anywhere beyond it. Yet here he stood, the same as he had all those years ago, ready to venture across the foreign landscape, no map with which to guide him, no compass at his side. He was a stranger in a strange land, and so he had always been, from the day of his birth until this moment. He had been built for this. 
 
    A hard breeze blew against his cheek as he leaned against a massive tree. Built, he thought as he stared into the woods. He used to wonder what it meant to be engineered—an experiment in a lab, put together by a scientist and injected into a womb—but what was the point in dwelling on the beginning? There was so much more to life than that. Better to live for today, and be hopeful for the future. Build a life he could be proud of, and fill it with the people he loved.  
 
    “Hey Sarge,” said a voice from behind.  
 
    John swung around to see Brooks approaching him.  
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” she said. “I would’ve used the radio, but it’s not working. That’s actually why I came to get you.” 
 
    John leaned his back on the nearby tree, facing her. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. One minute, it’s working fine. The next, I’m picking up some strange kind of static.” 
 
    “You think something is interfering?” asked John. 
 
    “At first I did, but I’ve checked everything I can think of.” She pulled out her pad. “Here, turn yours on and try calling me.” 
 
    He did as she asked, pulling up the com. “Testing, testing,” he said, only to be met with feedback so loud it hurt, causing him to recoil. He turned it off. “The hell was that?” 
 
    “It’s like this for everyone,” Brooks explained.  
 
    “What’s causing it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I can’t find any damage on our end, so my only guess is that it’s coming from something on the planet. It could be a certain kind of metal in the ground, maybe some old machine inside the caves.” She shook her head and shrugged. “Who the hell even knows?” 
 
    “Can we switch to another kind of frequency?” asked John. 
 
    “Possibly, but until we know what’s causing it, I can’t promise anything. It’s almost like there’s another signal overlapping ours, jumbling it.” 
 
    John scratched his ear. “You mentioned the caves. Think you can run some signal tests down there? Maybe see if the old tech near the portal room is doing it.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “I’m no expert on alien tech, though.” 
 
    “Get in touch with Mei’s team and ask Bart and Zoe to help out.” 
 
    “You got it, Sarge,” said Brooks. She turned to leave, but paused. “Are you coming back to camp soon?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve had enough solitude for the day.” His stomach suddenly growled. 
 
    “Sounds like you could use some dinner, too,” she said. “I’ll have Short put on some grub.” 
 
    John grinned. “Now you’re speaking my language, Brooks.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Capeside 
 
    February 10, 2351 
 
    Terry awoke in the middle of the night, a shadow looming above him. His eyes adjusted quickly, allowing him to see the entirety of the room, including the person squatting over him. “Ludo, what’s going on?” he asked, smacking his lips.  
 
    Ludo touched Terry on the shoulder. “Soldiers are here,” he whispered. “They are going door to door, searching every home.” 
 
    “Soldiers?” muttered Terry, still dazed, but growing more awake.  
 
    “They came from Three Waters. I recognize the uniforms.” 
 
    Were they looking for them? Of course. What other reason would they have for raiding houses in the middle of the night? Terry and Ludo had killed Gast Maldeen, the Lord of Three Waters and one of the sacred high priests. There was no way they’d let a couple of murderers go free. Not if they could help it. “What do we do?” asked Terry. 
 
    Ludo helped him to his feet. “We must leave,” he whispered. “We’ll climb the western wall and hide for a day, then return once the soldiers have moved on.” 
 
    “What about the caravan?” asked Terry. 
 
    “They leave in two days. We will return before that.” 
 
    Terry got to his feet, gathering his blanket. He couldn’t leave it here for the soldiers to find. A used but empty bed could spell disaster for Grandmother and Talo. Ludo seemed to understand, and quickly helped. Together, they stuffed the sheets and pillows into an old chest, locking it. 
 
    Grandmother shuffled into the room with a small bag in her hand. “I packed you some food,” she told them, and handed the sack to Terry. “There’s bread, cheese, and some meat.” 
 
    Terry accepted the gift. “Thank you.” 
 
    She smiled, then turned to Ludo. “You stay safe out there, Grandson.” 
 
    “I will, Grandmother,” he said, and hugged her. 
 
    Three loud knocks erupted from the front door, echoing through the house. “Oh, my,” said Grandmother.  
 
    “There is a window in the rear alley,” whispered Ludo.  
 
    Terry nodded. “Following you.” 
 
    The curtain to one of the side bedrooms opened, revealing Talo. He rubbed his eyes, yawning. “Father? What’s going on?” 
 
    Ludo paused at the sound of his son’s voice, as though he hadn’t expected to see him. Was he hoping to leave without saying goodbye to him? 
 
    “Who’s at the door?” asked the boy. 
 
    “Soldiers doing their job,” said Ludo. He bent down so their eyes were level. “No need to worry.”  
 
    “Are you leaving?”  
 
    Ludo frowned, but forced a partial smile. “Terry and I must go and find Ysa. We will bring her back soon. Grandmother is going to look after you now.” 
 
    Talo’s eyes sank. “Will it be long before I see you again, Father?” 
 
    Ludo hugged him. “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    Another knock at the door, followed shortly by an order to open it. “We had better go,” said Terry. 
 
    Ludo got to his feet. “Very well.” 
 
    As the farmer made his way to the adjacent room, Grandmother caught Terry by the wrist. “Hold on a moment,” she said, quietly. 
 
    Terry paused, a little surprised. “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    She leaned in. “You are a part of this family now, yes?” 
 
    He took her hand, placing it between his own. “Of course.” 
 
    “Then look after your chakka-kin,” she told him. “Protect your family.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised her.  
 
    She smiled and turned toward the front door. Another knock came. “One moment, please!” she yelled. 
 
    Terry disappeared into the back of the house. Ludo already had the window pried open, with his legs hanging out the other side. When he was finally through, Terry handed him the supplies. With Ludo’s help, he hoisted himself to the window, sliding easily through the opening and landing outside.  
 
    The alley had little light to speak of, but Terry didn’t mind it. He focused his thoughts, allowing him to see the world as clearly as if the suns were out. He could also hear the guards as they questioned Grandmother, asking if she knew of any questionable individuals. 
 
    “I couldn’t say on that,” said Grandmother, sounding very clueless. “I never leave my little house these days. Too much hustle in the city for my old legs. You understand, don’t you? Oh, it’s all so much…and the noise from the streets is so loud. Do you think you could tell the neighbors to keep it down out here? I can barely sleep at night with so much chattering going on.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” interrupted one of the soldiers before much longer. “We only need to search your house and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Search my house?” asked Grandmother. “Oh, by the Eye, is that truly necessary, sir? I’m so embarrassed by the mess. It’s so much trouble to clean at my age. You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    “We apologize, but it must be done,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, alright, sir. Can I fix you some drink? How about a nice mondew? I get them from the finest vendor, and he gives me a good deal. You’ll like them, I’m sure.” 
 
    Terry smiled, turning his attention to Ludo. “Let’s get going,” he whispered. 
 
    Ludo motioned his agreement. “This alley comes out at the docks. We’ll follow that until we reach the outer wall.” 
 
    They crept together through the darkness, staying low, stopping at the slightest sign of movement. Getting caught would do them no personal harm, for they were more than capable of handling themselves, but the same could not be said of Talo and Grandmother, who would still be here when Terry and Ludo left. No one could know there was a connection between them, so they would do well to keep quiet.  
 
    Terry kept his ears on the soldiers, minding their movements. When he closed his eyes, he could almost see them, their feet pressing against the aged floorboards of Grandmother’s home, their quickened breaths as they look through every room. Terry listened and saw without seeing that there were two soldiers walking along the street, passing by their position in three…two…one… 
 
    The guards appeared on the other side of the houses, just as he’d anticipated. They stopped in front of a nearby home, knocking on the door. A man answered, asking what they wanted. They gave him the same response the others had given Grandmother, and so he let them in. “Let’s go,” Terry said, once it was clear. 
 
    The two friends made their way along the stone walkway toward the harbor, doing their best to stay out of the lamplight. As they neared the marketplace, which now stood quiet and empty, Terry heard a tapping sound in the distance, and he paused, listening intently. “Wait a second,” he told Ludo.  
 
    The noise grew louder—something was drawing near. Whatever it was, they’d have to hide. It was too easy to get caught, here on the edge of the street. Terry peered around the corner to the harbor, but saw nothing there but boats. It seemed clear enough. 
 
    Terry and Ludo crept through the marketplace, heading to the wall, though it was still far. They made it to one of the docks, about a third of the way through, and Ludo stopped, pointing in the direction of the sound, indicating he could finally hear it. “We must leave!” said Ludo, quickly. 
 
    “Why?” asked Terry. “Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “An animal. The soldiers use it. Hurry or it will find us.”  
 
    “Where do we hide?” asked Terry. “The sound is coming from the direction we’re going.” 
 
    Ludo looked around the docks, as though he were considering every option. He stopped soon, his eyes landing on the nearest boat. “There!” 
 
    They fled along the dock and boarded the ship, taking a position near the back, behind a pile of covered boxes. Terry noticed a vile smell and covered his nose and mouth. What sort of cargo was this ship carrying? “Gross,” he whispered. 
 
    “Jungleberries. Good for wine, but terrible for the nose,” Ludo remarked. 
 
    “Now what?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Under this,” answered Ludo, taking the cloth from atop the boxes and placing it over their heads.  
 
    The smell overwhelmed Terry and he gagged, spitting onto the deck.  
 
    Ludo lifted the edge of the cover so it was slightly above their eyes. “Try to breathe through the mouth,” he said. 
 
    Terry did, but the scent was powerful, so much he could taste it.   
 
    They waited there, listening for the guards. The ticking sound was still there, somewhere in the distance, drawing closer with every passing second. 
 
    Terry and Ludo watched from beneath the cloth, waiting for whatever was about to come. 
 
    Then, at the edge of the market, a soldier appeared, strolling calmly through the square. Behind him, a few more followed, talking amongst themselves. “Bring the feeler here,” said one to the others. “Check the tents before we leave.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said another, running back behind the street corner. When he returned, he brought a handful of other soldiers with him. One of these had a leash in his hand, followed by an animal. The creature, which they had called a feeler, had a fat snout and thin eyes. Its hairless body showed several scars as well as a branded image on one of its thighs. Terry couldn’t decide if it looked more like a pig or a dog, but either way it was certainly uglier.  
 
    The animal sniffed the nearest tent, hugging it close as it strafed the side of it. Every few meters it would stop and sneeze, shaking its snout. The soldiers watched, each with a bored expression, as the one with the leash led the animal from one spot to the next.  
 
    One of them, a larger heavyset man with thick eyebrows, stretched his arms and yawned. He went to the edge of the dock, staring into the water, glancing at the various vessels in the harbor. For a moment, his gaze lingered on Terry’s position, as though he’d taken notice of something. Did he see them, hiding there beneath the blanket? The soldier tilted his head, as though something had just occurred to him. He turned to the others, motioning at them. “We should look on the ships,” he told them. 
 
    “Won’t it take too long?” asked the man with the leash. 
 
    “No, he’s right,” said another. “We have orders to search the whole city, and those ships are no exception.” 
 
    The man with the leash tugged on the animal, eliciting a squeal from the beast. He led the feeler to the docks, and it sniffed the air. The creature stopped and yelped loudly, pausing to sneeze a few times. “Quiet,” ordered the beast’s master.  
 
    A sudden, loud thud vibrated beneath the deck. Terry and Ludo flinched, looking at one another but saying nothing. A few seconds later, it came again, followed by several more. Someone was down there, moving around the ship. Terry wasn’t sure what to do. He couldn’t get up and leave, but the person inside might draw the attention of the guards, and they might notice them.  
 
    The door to the lower deck flew open and a tall, bearded fellow appeared wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. “What’s going on out here?” called the sailor. It was Hux, Terry quickly realized, the same man he’d met on the docks a few short days ago.  
 
    The soldiers took notice immediately. “Stay where you are!” said the heavier man. “We need to search your vessel.” 
 
    Hux went to the edge of his ship, bringing him within a few yards of Terry and Ludo. “For what purpose?” he asked. 
 
    “Fugitives,” said the soldier. “Two runaways wanted for murder. We have reason to believe they are in this village.” 
 
    Hux raised his brow. “And you think they’ve come aboard my ship?”  
 
    “We are looking everywhere,” said the man with the leash. “A village holds many secrets. Many places to hide.” The feeler yipped and sneezed. 
 
    This wasn’t good. If Hux allowed these soldiers onto his ship, Terry and Ludo would be found. Not captured, no. A handful of soldiers wouldn’t be enough to subdue the two of them. Terry would have to hurt them, though, and Hux might get caught in the middle.  
 
    But what other options did they have? Terry swallowed hard and breathed, darting his eyes between both Hux and the soldiers.  
 
    Hux leaned on the side of the boat, specks of moonlight flickering on his many piercings. “I assure you, there is no one onboard my ship. I would stake my reputation as a wavemaster on it.” 
 
    “Still, we must perform our duty,” said the soldier.  
 
    “And if I refuse you?” asked Hux. 
 
    The soldier paused. “We would have to forcefully search your vessel, and you would be arrested for impeding us. It would be unfortunate.” 
 
    “I see,” said Hux. 
 
    “If the fugitives are not hiding in there, then you have nothing to fear.” 
 
    Hux smiled. “I do not suppose you are familiar with the traditions or values of my people, but let me say simply that we value our privacy.” 
 
    “Your people?” asked the guard.  
 
    “I am visiting from Chald,” said Hux. 
 
    The soldier looked at the other men. “A wavemaster from Chald.”  
 
    “The ambassador’s ship?” asked the heavyset man. 
 
    “I heard he was docked here,” said another. 
 
    “That’s right,” Hux responded. “And as I have told you, my people value our privacy. To search this ship would be an insult to the Chaldian people. Who knows what sort of problems would come from it?” 
 
    “An insult?” said the man with the leash.  
 
    "I suppose we can make an exception for the Chaldean ambassador," said the heavyset soldier. “We still have half the village to search.” 
 
    The man with the leash nodded. “Very well.” He turned to look at Hux again. “We will leave you to your business, sir. Please tell the ambassador that we mean no disrespect.” 
 
    Hux smiled. “Think nothing of it. Good night!” 
 
    The soldiers began to leave, taking the feeler with them, though it seemed to want to stay, wheezing and sneezing toward the boat.  
 
    Hux watched them go, waiting until they had completely vanished into one of the adjacent streets. When they had gone, he turned to look at the place where Terry and Ludo were hiding. With a slight grin, he said, “You can come out now, Little Traveler.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 852 
 
    Recorded: February 10, 2351 
 
    CURIE: With the addition of the latest sample, we now have a total of six foreign animals—four deceased, two alive. After spending the bulk of the morning examining the genetic structure of the newest specimen, a slug-like creature taken from the bark of a tree, I can confirm a genetic overlap between not only these various species, but also with those found on Earth.  
 
    To clarify, each animal native to Earth shares a certain percentage of identical genes with one another, with growing variations between species and genus the further removed they become. For example, ordinary humans are largely identical to one another, sharing approximately ninety-nine point five percent of their DNA. The now-extinct chimpanzees once shared roughly ninety-eight percent of its genes with that of human beings, since they were the closest living animal on the evolutionary ladder at the time. Most mammals, including the common field mouse, were slightly less similar at ninety-two percent, while a fruit fly, an almost alien-looking organism, only shared about forty-four percent.  
 
    That was centuries ago, however, and now nearly all of these species have gone extinct, with the exception of humans. The Earth’s native species have been largely altered, replaced almost entirely by Variant hybrids, which has only widened their genetic divide from standard humans. A kitobora, for example, only shares approximately fifty-six percent of its genetic structure with that of a standard human, despite having originated on the same planet. This is far lower than the overlap found in the pre-Jolt mammals, but still larger than what one would find in a mosquito.  
 
    Naturally, the same cannot be said of the Variant humans, of which I am included. As a hybrid, I share approximately eighty-four percent of my DNA with a kitobora, which is clearly far greater than the previously mentioned fifty-six percent. Such an overlap should not be surprising, of course, due to the method in which I was conceived.  
 
    Now, I state these facts for a reason, which is to show how a species and genus on a single planet are naturally similar to one another, and how the introduction of Variant can so drastically alter them. I also show these statistics with the hope that the meaning and importance of what follows is not lost. 
 
    As my colleagues and I have continued to dissect and map the biology of these new alien species, we have found there to be an unusually high overlap between their genetic makeup and those of the Variant hybrids found on Earth. The similarities are so strong, in fact, that if the observer did not know any better, they might never suspect these species had come from another world at all. Samples taken from the trees on Earth share about ninety percent with those found on the other side of the portal, which is far higher than we would have ever expected. Similarly, a kitobora shares close to eighty-five percent of its DNA with one of the six animals we recently analyzed. It’s as though, somehow, the two have a shared history, and while it could certainly be argued that Variant is the cause of such an overlap, I would be remiss if I didn’t point out the fact that at least half of the kitobora’s DNA is composed of non-Variant sequencing, and yet much of it is still found in these new species. 
 
    In short, the native fauna of Earth and those found on the other side share a surprisingly large genetic base. The chances of such an overlap existing on two separate ecosystems, even with the shared influence of Variant, defies existing evolutionary theory.  
 
    The discovery gives me pause, and I’m left with far more questions than I ever expected. If the portal truly does lead to another planet with a separately evolving ecosystem, how can there possibly be so many genetic similarities? Is life so exceptional that it can only form in this particular way, or did the portal just so happen to take us to a planet almost identical to our own? If so, what are the chances?  
 
    More than that, however, my thoughts circle back to the beings who built the city underground. If I can have so much in common with an alien tree slug from across the stars, what of those who made the gate? Would they be like the fly, similar in the basic sense, but far removed in nearly every other way?  
 
    Or would they be as we are, with verbal language and emotion and a sense curiosity? Would we look at them and see ourselves, I wonder, as distant brothers from across the sea? 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Tower of the Cartographers, Everlasting 
 
    February 10, 2351 
 
    Lena Sol sat in Master Gel’s office, waiting to receive her next set of orders. She’d spent the last few weeks preparing for her first field assignment, which would begin early tomorrow morning. She was supposed to be in Medical, but instead had been called to this office at the last minute. For whatever reason, the Master Analyst wished to see her, and it simply couldn’t wait. 
 
    The door opened, and in walked Gel with an odd look on his face. He was moving very quickly. 
 
    Lena jumped to her feet, waiting for him to sit before doing the same.  
 
    “Analyst,” muttered Gel as he took his seat. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” she responded. 
 
    “Things are rather chaotic this morning, so I’m sure you understand my delayed arrival. There was an insurgent attack in sector seven only an hour ago.” 
 
    “An attack?” asked Lena, immediately concerned. There hadn’t been any incidents of that nature in over six weeks.  
 
    “We are still determining the source of the explosion, but three citizens are now deceased. One was a member of this department. Jinel Din.” 
 
    The name gave her pause. Jinel had been on the roster for tomorrow’s mission, but it was not the first time she had encountered her. Lena had met Jinel approximately one year ago, exactly two floors below this one. Jinel was a records manager back then, tasked with filing assets and determining personnel placement. She’d since transferred to one of the cartography analysis divisions, much the same as Lena.  
 
    She didn’t know what to say. Lena had never known someone who was murdered. Violence was forbidden in Everlasting. The Leadership called it an uncivilized act, punishable by permanent stasis, meaning you’d get locked in a box and forced to sleep for the rest of your life. No dreams, no nothing. Only blackness.  
 
    The idea that anyone would harm another citizen was simply unacceptable, no matter the reason. 
 
    “If you should require a memory cleanse, please let the department know,” said Master Gel.  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she answered. “Do you think there will be another attack?” 
 
    “The suspect is in custody, so there is little reason to worry. The Leadership does not believe this attack is connected to the others.” 
 
    Lena wanted to believe him, but there were always rumors saying otherwise. Talk of a terrorist organization engineering each of the attacks over the last decade. No one knew the validity of such claims, but they’d nonetheless planted seeds of doubt in people’s minds. Whether it was true or not, Lena couldn’t say. All she knew for certain was that the attacks were becoming increasingly more frequent.  
 
    What truly baffled her was why anyone would ever do such a thing in the first place. What good could come from killing agency members, or any citizens for that matter? Did these people not understand the importance of workers like Jinel Din? They were gears in a well-organized and functional machine—one that kept Everlasting safe and secure against outside threats. How would anyone survive without the protection of, say, the engineers who maintained essential systems throughout the city?  
 
    Imagine the chaos if the outer shield fell. What a disaster it would be! Toxic atmosphere would flood the city in less than a few minutes, killing every single citizen in the process. Fools, thought Lena. Every last one of them…and cowards, too. 
 
    “Are you sure you wouldn’t like a memory cleanse, Analyst Sol?” asked Master Gel. 
 
    She snapped out of it, correcting her demeanor. “Oh, no, sir. Thank you. I was only reflecting on my work.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said, a little distant. “You do your department proud. Analyst Din’s death is a tragedy, especially given tomorrow’s mission. I wish I could say I had a replacement for her, but there simply isn’t enough time.” 
 
    “Will there be a delay?” asked Lena. 
 
    “We are but one of many departments participating in this mission, and the consensus is that the loss of a single analyst is not enough to hinder performance. While it will require you to take on more responsibilities, I believe you are competent enough to handle the workload. Do you agree?” 
 
    “Of course, Master Gel.” 
 
    He nodded. “Very good. Report to your next location as soon as you can. Remember, Analyst Sol, you do this not for yourself, nor even for this department, but for the city as it lives and breathes. There can be no higher calling than to go beyond the shield and serve your people. Do you agree?” 
 
    “All is for the good of Everlasting,” said Lena, reciting the popular slogan used by the Leadership for the last thirty years. “I promise not to let you down.” 
 
    “See that you don’t,” said Master Gel. “The Leadership will be watching.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Capeside 
 
    February 10, 2351 
 
    “So you mean to climb the coast?” asked Hux as he bit into a piece of yellow fruit, spilling juice and foam into his thick beard. He had taken Terry and Ludo into the cabin of his ship immediately after finding them on the upper deck.  
 
    Terry sat beside Ludo across the table. Moments ago, Hux had invited them into his ship, eager to understand what sort of trouble the two of them had gotten themselves into. As Terry told the story, Hux’s smile grew wide and excited. “Ludo’s wife was taken to the border,” Terry explained. “We’re going to get her back.” 
 
    “And you killed the Lord of Three Waters,” Hux said, like it was a joke.  
 
    “There was no other way,” said Ludo, firmly.  
 
    “Your eyes are true, Little Traveler. I’m inclined to believe you. Though, if you’re planning on heading north, why take the caravan? I’ve talked to them in the market. They mentioned the routes they use. There’s at least two military checkpoints along the way.” 
 
    “Small outposts,” said Ludo. “No more than a few guards to inspect passing travelers, and the caravan is well known by them. They rarely give them trouble.” 
 
    “Rarely is not the same as never, my stout friend,” said Hux. 
 
    “It’s our only option,” Terry interjected.  
 
    “Is it?” asked Hux, taking another bite of fruit. 
 
    Terry leaned forward. “Do you know another caravan with a better route?” 
 
    “I’m all out of those,” said Hux, chewing and swallowing. “But I do have a ship.” 
 
    Terry glanced at Ludo. “Would that be faster?” 
 
    Ludo considered the question. “I am no sailor, but—” 
 
    “It’s faster, Little Traveler. I assure you,” said Hux. “If I were to take you north toward Edgewater, you could cut several days from your journey. I was heading to Tharosa after this, anyway, so the extra stop would be no trouble.” 
 
    “What about the ambassador?” asked Terry, assuming that Hux must have other duties. 
 
    “There is no such person,” said Hux with a grin. “At least, not on my ship.” 
 
    “Oh,” muttered Terry.  
 
    “What of the military?” asked Ludo. 
 
    Hux shook his head. “There are no checkpoints on the open seas.” 
 
    Taking a ship along the coast certainly seemed like the better alternative. The countryside would be a risky venture, with so many enemies out to find them. Instead of moving through the chaos, perhaps they could simply go around it. “Ludo? Would you be okay with this?” 
 
    Ludo looked at the sailor across the table, then again at Terry. “Do you trust this wavemaster?” 
 
    “He risked his own safety to keep the guards from finding us. I trust him.” 
 
    Ludo gave a soft smile. “Then I shall as well.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Hux grinned, wiping the juice from his beard. “We leave in a few hours.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Hux’s ship, called the Waveguard, was a mid-sized vessel with a crew of thirteen. Apparently, his men had spent their night at the local inn, drinking and feasting as they often did when visiting harbor towns. According to Hux, it was custom for the crew to leave and rest while the captain remained to watch the ship. It was his property, after all, and he had too much invested to leave it in someone else’s hands for the duration of the night.  
 
    Shortly after the two suns had risen above the horizon’s edge, the crew gathered on the deck of the Waveguard to begin the next leg of their journey. They loaded supplies, including packaged spices and ointments from the local market, which would be taken to Tharosa for selling. Hux was a trader, Terry soon discovered, whose routes took him all over the known world. Sometimes this meant Capeside and Edgewater, but other times he found himself along the desert coasts of Lexine and Free Harbor to the west. “You should join us sometime,” Hux told Terry while they waited for the crew to load the last of the cargo. “Once your journey is at an end, that is.” 
 
    Before the market had even opened, the crew of the Waveguard lifted its anchors and unfurled its green sails. The ship left the harbor, curving into the wide sea, and a breeze of salted air blew through, stimulating Terry’s senses.  
 
    The waves grew stronger and the water more pristine the further out they went, until at last they found themselves far from the shore. The shadows of what must have been fish swam a short way below the water’s surface, dispersing into flickering silver daggers as the vessel floated by. Facing Capeside, Hux raised his outstretched hand, closing his left eye and hiding the town behind his thumb.  
 
    “When will you come back here?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux lowered his hand. “My route takes me all over the world. It’ll be a year before I come this way again.” 
 
    “And your home?” asked Terry. “How often do you go back?” 
 
    Hux glanced at him sideways and grinned. “The sea is my home, just as it is for every wavemaster.” 
 
    “What’s a wavemaster?” asked Terry, having heard the term several times by now. 
 
    Hux raised his brow. “You’ve never heard of us?” 
 
    “Should I have?” 
 
    Hux laughed. “Everyone knows of the wavemasters.”  
 
    “I don’t,” Terry admitted, shrugging.  
 
    “You must truly be from far away, Little Traveler, to not have heard the stories they tell.” Hux ran a finger through his mangled beard. “The wavemasters control the four seas. We travel all over the world. Some are traders, like me. Others explore, both above and below. You would be surprised at the wonders resting far beneath your feet.” 
 
    “So, wavemasters are sailors?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux let out another chuckle. “Don’t be absurd, my friend. A wavemaster is much more than a simple sailor. They’re a force of nature.”  
 
    “Captain,” called one of the crew, motioning for him. “One of the barrels is leaking. Should we toss it?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Hux said, dismissing himself. He stepped away to join the crewmate. 
 
    Terry stood alone, watching the distant town of Capeside grow smaller by the second. It would still be a while before his gifted eyes could no longer see it, but eventually it would be lost to the horizon, replaced by a sea of dancing waves, Glittering in the light. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 11, 2351 
 
    John waited inside the portal room for Mei to arrive with her team. Brooks had spent the last day trying to fix the com system, but it only grew worse with each passing hour. 
 
    John placed his pack on the floor near the entrance, then leaned against the wall, scratching a small hole in his jacket with his index finger.  
 
    Mickey and Track stood to the right of the gate, tossing a tiny ball around. The toy had originally belonged to Track’s sister, who gave it to him the last time he left Central. John didn’t mind him having it. Anything to keep the boys busy and their minds occupied while they sat down here, essentially doing nothing. 
 
    A slight vibration ran along the wall. The beginning of the activation process, no doubt, as the machines kicked on and began receiving Mei’s signal.  
 
    In seconds, the space between the giant ring filled with darkness, fluttering like a curtain in the wind, morphing into a clear and present image—a door to the other side.  
 
    The portal’s sudden appearance surprised Track, who fumbled with the ball and let it go. The toy bounced high, falling onto the raised platform nearby, and finally into the gate itself. John watched as it continued to bounce, disappearing to one side, out of view.  
 
    A woman’s laugh soon followed. “Who’s throwing things?” she asked. It sounded like Zoe. 
 
    “Sorry!” called Track. 
 
    A moment later, three figures appeared on the other side of the gate. Mei, Bartholomew, and Zoe.  
 
    Mei turned around and motioned to someone. “Five hours, Sophie. Don’t forget.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” she answered. 
 
    John watched as the three scientists stepped through the portal, waving at them and smiling. As they ascended the ramp, he raised his arms. “Welcome to the party.” 
 
    “Is there any cake?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “I think Short has some frosted crackers in her pack, if that counts.” 
 
    She scrunched her nose. “Sounds great.” 
 
    “So, you’re already having issues, huh?” asked Bart. “No surprise. This is what you get for not bringing me along.” 
 
    Mei looked up at him. “Don’t start with that again. You know I need you back at camp.” 
 
    “It’s like she’s loaning you out,” said Zoe. 
 
    Bart scowled. “I’ll loan you out.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Sure you will.” 
 
    “Focus, you two,” ordered Mei. “John, where’s Brooks? She should be here to hand over her notes to Bart.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” said Bart. “Just give me some space and a few hours. I’ll get there faster on my own.” 
 
    “Brooks has been working all day on it,” said John.  
 
    “She’s not an engineer, is she?” asked Bart. 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “Then she’s worthless to me.” He looked around. “Is there a repeater nearby? Let’s start there.” 
 
    John waved Mickey over. “Show Bart here where the signal repeater is.” 
 
    “Yes, boss. Anything else?” 
 
    “When he’s done, escort him to the surface.” 
 
    “You got it,” said Mickey. 
 
    Bart started to follow him to the back of the room. “Don’t let me catch you hovering.” 
 
    John turned back to Mei. “Where to?” 
 
    “Zoe’s here to check on the flippies while I collect some soil samples,” explained Mei. 
 
    “Mortimer’s battery died so I’m swapping it,” said Zoe, holding up a small box.  
 
    “Track can escort you around,” said John, nodding at the soldier.  
 
    “Is that the guy who threw this ball at us?” she asked, opening her palm to show the toy.  
 
    “The same,” he said.  
 
    Zoe turned to Track. He sat at the base of the ramp staring at the floor. “Hey, you. Guy.” 
 
    He blinked, looking up. “Huh?” 
 
    She tossed the ball at him. “Catch!” 
 
    Track made an unsuccessful grab at it, and the ball bounced into the corner. “Thanks!” he said, running after it. 
 
    “Guess I’ll see you guys when I’m done,” said Zoe. 
 
    “Looks like the kids are taken care of. You ready to head out?” John asked Mei. 
 
    “Sure. Did you manage to capture another animal for me?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we’re working on it. There’s a pond in the woods with some kind of snake thing in it.” 
 
    “You never mentioned that in the last report,” she said. 
 
    “Too busy worrying about the com system. We also found a tree.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Not just any tree,” he pointed out. “A red one!” 
 
    “Oh, my,” she said, placing her hand on her chest, feigning excitement.  
 
    “That’s right. I’ve got a whole list of things you can gawk at.” 
 
    “My, my,” she said, wrapping her hand around his arm. “You sure do know how to show a girl a good time.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John led Mei to the eastern edge of camp. “It’s a walk to get there,” he told her when speaking of the red tree. “Twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Easy.” 
 
    John laughed, and together they headed east. Along the way, they passed through a small forest where his team had come the day before. Some of the trees had been marked with white lines to show the correct path. 
 
    The woods came out into wide and open plains, cerulean grass beneath their feet. The crimson tree lay further still, standing tall with outstretched limbs, towering over them like a red lighthouse in a blue sea.  
 
    Mei stopped when she saw it, her eyes widening.  
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it?” asked John. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she muttered. 
 
    A set of hills rose in the distance, blocking the horizon. “What’s over there?” asked Mei. 
 
    “We don’t know,” he admitted. “Could be more of the same. Could be something new.” 
 
    They sat together at the base of the tree, a blanket of red and orange leaves beneath them, staring out into the blue fields. Mei leaned against his arm. “It makes you wonder what else is waiting for us out there.” 
 
    They stayed there a long time. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John sat in the kitchen with his hands in his lap, dangling his little feet beneath his chair, waiting for his mother to finish making lunch. Soy burgers, she had promised him, but he’d have to stay quiet if he wanted some. He tried his best to keep from fidgeting, but it was tough. He had so much energy. 
 
    His mother stood next to the stove, cutting open a box of frozen patties. One at a time, she dropped the burgers on the countertop with a light thud. John wished he was bigger. He wanted to help. Maybe if he did, the food would get there faster. He wouldn’t be little forever, though. One day he’d be big and tall, just like his brother Trevor. 
 
    John had never met his brother, but Mother showed him pictures all the time. “He’s so smart,” she would say. “He always gets the highest grades in class. Trevor’s on the fast track to the Science Division. Just think, Johnathan. You’ll have a brother who’s a scientist! He’s coming home next year, too, so you’ll get to meet him. Isn’t that nice?”  
 
    John liked to think so. Having a brother seemed like fun. Maybe Trevor could tell him some cool stories. It really didn’t matter, so long as he was nice. 
 
    His mother flipped the soy burger box around and began reading. “Let’s see now,” she said to herself, studying the directions. She turned around to look at Johnathan, revealing a large, swollen belly. “Ten minutes and they’ll be ready, okay?” She smiled. 
 
    He grinned as wide as he could. “Okay!” 
 
    His mother placed her hand on her hip. “Whew,” she said, exasperated. “Your little sister is killing me.” 
 
    John laughed. “She wants burgers, too!” 
 
    His mother rubbed her stomach. “And watermelon, if my cravings are right.” 
 
    “Gross,” said John, scrunching up his face. 
 
    A buzzer rang through the apartment, startling them. His mother went to the box on the wall and tapped it. “Hello,” she said. 
 
    “Samantha?” asked a voice on the other end. “It’s Raine.” 
 
    “Hey! How is everything?” 
 
    “Oh, you know how it is. Go here, go there. I’m always on the run,” she said, laughing.  
 
    John ignored the conversation. Grown-up talk was so boring. Even worse, it meant he’d have to wait longer to get his hands on one of those burgers. 
 
    “Well, I’d like to get lunch with you, Raine, but I have to wait for Mr. Huxley to come by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is it evaluation time already?” asked the lady on the phone. 
 
    Mother looked at John and frowned. “Yes, I’m afraid it is. My little man is growing up.” 
 
    “Hard to believe,” said Raine. “My son’s got his eval next week. Doesn’t seem like it’s been four years, does it? Only three more to go until our boys are gone. Off to bigger and better things.” 
 
    Mother’s eyes dipped. “Oh, of course. I suppose so.” 
 
    John squirmed in his seat. “Mommy, I’m hungry.” 
 
    “One second, honey,” she answered. “Raine, I have to go. Johnny’s getting—” 
 
    “I heard,” said Raine, giggling. “Hey, I’ll see you after the evals, hm? We’ll definitely catch up. I have so much to tell you. I’ve heard some crazy rumors lately that you would not believe.” 
 
    “Sounds good, hon. You take care.” She disconnected the call. “Sorry, Johnny. We’ll eat in just a second.” 
 
    John clapped his hands. “Yay!” 
 
    She placed the food in the oven, setting the timer for ten minutes. “Alright, there. Now we sit back and wait. Sound good?”  
 
    He nodded. “Sounds good!” 
 
    She grabbed another chair and placed it next to him, then sat down. “It’s hard to believe you’ll have a new sister in three more weeks,” she told him. “When Trevor gets here, we’ll have all three under one roof.” 
 
    “Trevor!” he exclaimed. 
 
    She smiled at him, brushing the side of his hair, then looked again at the box on the wall. John watched as her smile fell into a frown. “Bigger and better,” she muttered.  
 
    “Mommy?” he asked, tugging on her dress. “What was the lady talking about?” 
 
    “Huh? Oh.” She paused. “Don’t worry about that stuff, alright? It’s just grown up nonsense.” 
 
    He nodded, but didn’t understand. 
 
    She wrapped her arm around him and pulled him closer. “You know I love you, right, Johnny?” she asked, suddenly. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, Mommy. Course I do.” 
 
    She squeezed him tight, then kissed the top of his head, pressing her cheek into his hair. It tickled, and he laughed. “You remember that, Johnathan,” she whispered. She began to tremble. “No matter what else happens, always remember I love you.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John opened his eyes to a bright afternoon light. Vast, blue plains stretched before him, and a red-leafed tree stood overhead. He licked his lips and yawned. 
 
    He felt movement on his chest. “Something wrong?” asked Mei, shifting to look at him. Her eyes were heavy, same as his. How long had they slept here together?  
 
    “I had a dream,” he said, softly.  
 
    “What about?” she asked. 
 
    He thought back to it, trying to remember the details, but already they were fading. “I was a kid, I think.” 
 
    “Oh? Was it a memory?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, and his eyes drifted to the ground. “I think my mom was in it.” 
 
    John felt Mei’s hand squeeze his fingers. He turned to look at her, only to see her smiling at him. “Let’s go check out those hills,” she said. “What do you say?” 
 
    “Sure. You think we’ll find anything?” he asked. 
 
    She gave him a playful shrug. “Only one way to find out, right?”  
 
    They walked through the valley, away from the red-leafed tree. The hillside slope wasn’t nearly as steep as it had seemed, and John found he could easily get his footing. His boots were made for this, grabbing and clinging to the hardened earth, and together he and Mei pulled themselves to the top in no time. As the horizon came into view, John heard a faint rumbling somewhere far into the distance.  
 
    “What is that?” John scanned the new countryside with his eyes. More of the valley lay ahead, with a blanket of trees beyond it. Further still, a couple of mountains pierced the sky, though they were encased in heavy clouds. 
 
    Mei tilted her head, listening, waiting. “I hear it!” she snapped, after a bit. “It’s getting louder.” 
 
    Indeed, the noise had grown slightly, and soon enough John could even feel the rumbling in his chest and legs. The ground carried the sound, vibrating ever so gently.  
 
    It seemed to come from the mountains beyond the clouds, as far as he could tell, so that was where he watched and waited, listening and focusing.  
 
    A sudden flash of light glimmered through the elevated fog, filling him with sudden apprehension. He waited, but there was nothing. Light from the suns, perhaps, reflecting off the clouds and snowy peaks.  
 
    But then he saw it, a great, silver bird sweeping through the white foam, parting the clouds like mist on the sea. A monstrous thing the size of a small building. An animal with— 
 
    No, he realized, looking with his hybrid eyes. It was a machine. A vehicle or drone.   
 
    It flew from the peaks, trailing clouds behind it, closing in toward the valley. A growing hum rose steadily as the craft drew nearer. John pushed himself to his feet, gawking at the soaring metal craft.  
 
    It flew overhead, filling the valley with the sound of thunder, heading off toward the camp site. John and Mei looked at each other, and without a word they started running. With a finger on his ear, John activated his com. “Brooks!” he yelled. “Brooks, come in!” 
 
    But there was only silence.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 872 
 
    Recorded: February 11, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL:This is Sophia Mitchell. How can I help you? 
 
    HARPER: Hello, Sophia. This is Doctor Breslin Harper calling from Central. Is Curie around? 
 
    MITCHELL: Not at the moment, I’m afraid. Is there something I can do for you? 
 
    HARPER: That’s too bad. I wanted to let her know my office has been authorized to handle your team’s reports, at least in the near future until a better arrangement can be made.  
 
    MITCHELL: This is excellent news. I’ll be certain to let her know when she returns. 
 
    HARPER: Can I ask where she’s gone?  
 
    MITCHELL: She and two of our engineers have joined Sergeant Finn’s team on the other side of the gate. They are assisting in the repair of the communications system.  
 
    HARPER: I see. Well, in the meantime, would you be able to send me your files so my staff can begin their review?  
 
    MITCHELL: Certainly, ma’am. I can have those to you right away. Once Doctor Curie returns, I’ll begin forwarding all future reports directly to you.  
 
    HARPER: Thank you, Sophia. If you need anything from me, you can contact me at this number. It’s my direct line.  
 
    MITCHELL: That’s very generous of you, ma’am. We definitely appreciate it. May I ask why you are requesting the backlog of reports? I could probably draft another document focusing on the highlights. 
 
    HARPER: I’d love any help you can give, but I still want to read through everything myself. As the board’s liaison, I’ll need to relay all of this information as effectively as possible to the board, which includes answering any questions they might have. I’ve got exactly eighteen days before the next meeting, which doesn’t leave much time.  
 
    MITCHELL: You’re presenting our findings? 
 
    HARPER: I suppose you could say that, yes. Your mission is still ongoing, so I’ll only be summarizing the events up to now, bringing the other board members up to date. They like to pretend they’re informed, you see, while accomplishing very little.  
 
    MITCHELL: Is that typical for the Science Division’s board of directors? 
 
    HARPER: It’s typical for politics in general, Miss Mitchell. Take it from someone who knows. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
      
 
    Quarantine Zone 
 
    February 11, 2351 
 
    Lena Sol waited aboard the Red Door, filled with quiet reservations. Despite having absolutely no experience in the field to speak of, she now found herself in an environmental suit on her way to investigate a series of energy discharges somewhere in the quarantine zone. After seven years of active service as an analyst, now level-5, she had spent most of her time behind a desk. Her days were filled sifting through reports, filing data entries, and writing daily summaries for her supervisors.  
 
    In other words, not the most ideal candidate to be out in the field, especially when it came to investigating an energy spike from a two-hundred-year-old trans-dimensional wormhole experiment. What did she know about this sort of thing, other than what she’d read in a file? She wasn’t qualified for this, was she? What could Master Gel be thinking? 
 
    Yet here she sat, waiting to arrive at a place that didn’t appear on any modern maps. A location she’d only found because of an error in the Rosenthal satellite’s systems—an oversight on the part of the designer. If only she’d never discovered it on her own, she’d still be sitting at her desk, going over the day’s reports. 
 
    But she was here, nonetheless, and she shouldn’t question it. Good citizens did what they were told, because it was the only way to keep everyone safe. It was how Everlasting had survived for so long, despite the inherent dangers beyond the outer shield—savage beasts, uncivilized and bloodthirsty natives, and of course the deadly atmosphere itself. The people had the Leadership to thank for its survival. They were the ones who kept them safe. 
 
    “How much longer before we arrive?” asked one of the scientists sitting nearby. Lena recalled the biographical summaries she’d previously memorized. This one was Emile Res, twenty-seven years old, level-6 physicist with some training in biology. Her previous work had involved matter displacement, yielding promising results, but nothing concrete as of yet. A real up-and-comer.  
 
    “A few more cycles,” announced the pilot. “Shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    “The faster the better,” said Emile, obvious impatience in her voice.  
 
    Lena Sol said nothing. The ship could take its time getting to its final destination for all she cared. She had never longed for field work, not in all her days in Analytics. Damn you, Gel, she thought, but then stopped herself, casting the negative thought from her mind. Better not to think such things. Better to stay positive. 
 
    No matter how miserable she might be, no matter how poorly suited she was for this position, she had been placed here by her superiors to fulfill a purpose. Her personal feelings were unimportant, she reminded herself.  
 
    All was for the good of Everlasting.  
 
    “You, there,” said Emile, staring at her. “Analyst Sol.”  
 
    Lena blinked, glancing at the woman. “Pardon?” 
 
    “You’re the analyst, correct?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Lena Sol, level-9. I was chosen by—” 
 
    “Save the biography. Is this your first time in the field? I can’t imagine you’re used to this sort of thing.” 
 
    “It is,” said Lena. 
 
    “This is my fourth, personally, but I’ve never worked with someone from your division before. It’s rather uncommon for an analyst to be out here, isn’t it?” 
 
    It was a fair question, especially from someone like Emile Res who had worked largely in the Northern Islands, far from the city. She’d been stationed at the Love and Grace Laboratories for several years, working on classified research involving biological artifacts. That portion of the hemisphere was outside of Lena’s jurisdiction, so she’d probably never know the details.  
 
    “Analysts don’t usually participate,” said one of the others. A man named Titus Ven, forty-seven years old, archeologist level-12. He was pudgy, with thick red hair and unshaven cheeks. “She’s here because of the nature of our mission.” 
 
    “Which part?” asked Emile. 
 
    “Hardly anyone goes into the quarantine zone, so having an analyst makes it easier to navigate. If the ship goes down and our equipment fails, her job will be getting us home. There’s also the added benefit of having someone who can speak the local languages.” 
 
    Emile’s eyes lit up. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot about the linguistics training. Tell me, Analyst, how many languages can you speak?” 
 
    Lena fidgeted in her seat. “I couldn’t say offhand.” 
 
    “Come on, don’t be modest,” said Emile. “I’ve heard stories about how some of you can speak dozens of them, at least.” 
 
    “That’s accurate, although it ranges, depending on the level of training and memory implant therapy. Master Analyst Gel, for example, can speak over three hundred different languages and seven hundred distinct dialects.” 
 
    “Incredible,” said Emile, gawking a little. “But are there really so many languages in the world?” 
 
    “Not quite,” she admitted. “Many of them haven’t been used in centuries, since Extinction Day.” 
 
    “If no one speaks them, why do you learn?” asked Emile. 
 
    “Most languages may sound different, but they actually share many common traits, including syntax, making them rather simple to decipher once you understand what to look for. As Everlasting has expanded its reach across the globe, we have continued to encounter various tribes, each of which speaks a different language or dialect. Some of these are new to us, but because of our translation technology, we can communicate with them much more quickly than one might expect.” 
 
    “I suppose if you’ve received the training and genetic enhancements, it probably comes naturally, like any other job,” said Emile.  
 
    Not quite, thought Lena, but she didn’t bother correcting her. It was true that many occupations required some level of enhancement, whether genetic or artificial. However, this was not the case for all of them. There were very few enhanced waste management personnel, for example, despite the essential nature of the service. In fact, much of Everlasting’s architecture relied on the work of several hundred unskilled laborers who never had the opportunity for enhancement. What Emile had actually meant was that Lena’s enhancements were similar in nature to other advanced occupations, such as those found in the various scientific, research, and mechanical fields. Everlasting mandated that such individuals receive mental enhancements and advanced training, ensuring peak efficiency and professional inclination toward one’s assigned occupation. Every analyst was an exceptional analyst, for example, and they all took great joy in being one. 
 
    The Red Door shuddered. “Coming up on the destination,” said the pilot. 
 
    “Finally,” said Emile, leaning forward. “I can’t wait to stretch my legs.” 
 
    “Hold on. I’m detecting multiple bio-signatures in the area,” said the pilot.  
 
    “Natives?” asked Titus.  
 
    “Unconfirmed,” said the pilot. 
 
    “Send the image to our screens. Let’s see them.” 
 
    Lena activated her visor, and the image of the cabin quickly disappeared, replaced by the area outside. It was the landing zone, which she recognized from the Rosenthal scans, along with several unknown figures standing and running around. These individuals didn’t resemble any of the local tribes—none that were familiar, anyway. Their clothing suggested they were foreign, perhaps hailing from a faraway region. Had they come this way to trade with one of the nearby settlements? Where their ears should be pointed, they were instead round. Where their noses should be flat, they were rather large. How strange it was to find a people like this in such a well-charted area. On the same continent as Everlasting, no less. The city’s satellites had spent decades observing and mapping the various peoples of this landmass, so to find such a unique one here was very unusual. Were she not sitting aboard an aircraft presently, she might be inclined to run a database search to check for any populations with similar physical traits in order to determine their origin point. For now, she could only speculate. 
 
    Lena knew of tribes in the distant north with extreme body modifications, some of which had presumably never been observed. Everlasting had very little success monitoring them, given how they chose to live—building cities into the sides of mountains, burrowing beneath the stone, rarely surfacing except for trading. The primary resource seemed to be precious stones and metals, which they offered to traveling merchants in exchange for other resources. The analysts often had debates about what these cave people must be like, sometimes coming up with outlandish theories on the nature of their isolation, but there was never any proof. The cave dwellers surfaced only once every few months, and only for a few hours, revealing little. Such was the case for many other civilizations around the globe, though the analysts were intent on closing the gap of knowledge as quickly as possible. The more they learned and understood about the various tribes, the safer and more secure the great city of Everlasting would become.  
 
    Lena wondered if these people could be from such a region, somehow lost to the city’s scans. There were no harbors close by, but it would only take six or seven days to walk to the nearest coast. The Rosenthal satellite hadn’t detected anything out of the ordinary, last she checked, but she’d just spent the last nine days away from her post preparing for this mission. Perhaps her office knew all about them by now, but had neglected to include this information in the daily summaries they’d been sending her at the top of each day. No, Master Gel would never allow for such an oversight. If the information had escaped her, the fault must be her own. She’d have to go over the scans again when she had the time.  
 
    The Red Door began to decelerate, though she could hardly feel it. The floor beneath Lena’s seat hummed, and a soft snap quickly followed, a sign the landing gear had been deployed. As the ship touched down, the natives outside began to scatter, disappearing behind the cliffs and into the woods. “Stay seated while we release the suppressor,” said one of the pilots.  
 
    Lena felt her stomach turn. She hated the thought of the nerve suppressor, otherwise known as compound AX-12009-B3. It was a fast-acting toxin used to paralyze most organisms within two hundred meters. Once activated, the affected fauna remained in a state of paralysis, fully awake but unable to move. The toxin was extremely effective in any situation requiring the use of non-deadly force.  
 
    It was initially conceived as an aid for long-term biological stasis, back before the technique had been perfected. Unfortunately, since the subject remained awake after coming into contact with the toxin, the compound was discarded and believed to be a failure. It wasn’t until several decades later that the Leadership decided to repurpose it, this time as a weapon.  
 
    Everlasting was part of a larger country in those days, long before the gas settled and transformed the landscape, killing or mutating billions. As time went on, and the world fell apart, the toxin was repurposed once again to deal with civil unrest and crowd management. In an age when riots happened on a daily basis, hundreds could be paralyzed in moments, all without risking any essential lives. It was the most effective means of crowd management the government had at its disposal, and many believed its implementation signaled the dawn of the modern age of peace in the city.  
 
    Right now, AX-12009-B3 was being used against these unknown natives. If the ship located any more beyond the dispersal zone, the pilot would release a small drone to deliver the toxin remotely. He would do this as many times as it took in order to secure the area. 
 
    Lena sat in her suit, staring at the display on her wrist, watching as over a dozen natives collapsed onto the ground. Several twitched as they fell into the dirt, flailing wildly before settling into a frozen state of immobility.  
 
    She already wanted to leave.  
 
    ****** 
 
    The hatch to the Red Door opened, and out walked Lena Sol, safe inside her environmental suit. With the local population incapacitated, she had little cause to fear her surroundings.  
 
    The bodies littered the ground like ornaments, as if placed by some unseen hand. They must think I’m a demon, she thought. Some superstitious nightmare, sent to them from fairy tales and old religions.  
 
    But Lena didn’t like the idea of being someone’s monster. She only wanted to go home, sit in her little pod and proceed with her work, analyzing images and filtering data.  
 
    “Look at this,” called Emile, pointing to one of the bodies. “They appear to have weapons. It’s some kind of rifle.” 
 
    “How do you know?” asked the pilot. 
 
    “Barrel. Trigger. What else could it be? And look at their padded uniforms.” 
 
    “So what?” the pilot said. “Plenty of natives have armor and weapons.” 
 
    Emile crouched beside the frozen body. “That’s true, but I’ve never seen any like this. There’s also the patchwork on the clothing. Look at the lettering. It’s more advanced than what you’d normally see.” 
 
    Titus disembarked from the ship a moment later, stopping at Emile’s side and taking note of her findings. “Take some screens. Bag one of the weapons. As much as I’d like to examine them further, we’re here for more important things.” 
 
    “Of course,” Emile responded. She raised her wrist above the body and snapped several pictures. “I can analyze these later when we’re back in the city.” 
 
    “Analyst Sol,” called Titus. “Are you ready to proceed inside the facility?” 
 
    Lena nodded. She’d memorized the entirety of the underground tunnels, so she knew exactly where to go in order to find the designated areas. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good,” said Titus. “We’ll head to the gate room first, then we’ll see about investigating the power station.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said Lena, and she quickly followed after him. 
 
    The mouth of the cave opened into a large stairwell, leading deep into the earth. From here, it was a straight shot through the first major tunnel, with only a few detours to the path before reaching the final room. The hardest part would simply be the distance and the time required to make the walk. The whole investigation would take them a few hours, at the very least.  
 
    The pilot would, of course, need to reapply the AX-12009-B3 multiple times before the end of the day while the rest of them worked, but it couldn’t be helped.  
 
    “Hold a moment,” said Emile as they neared the end of the stairs. She blinked three times, activating her implant, and her eyes dilated. “Scans are showing a few lifeforms further in.” 
 
    “How many?” asked Titus. 
 
    “Four, it seems. Split into groups of two.” 
 
    “We’ll have to deal with them in close quarters. Ready your AX pistols.” 
 
    Lena swallowed, reaching for the holster on her side. She’d never used a weapon outside of training before. Thankfully, the AX pistols were non-lethal, filled with the same compound they’d used on the surface only a few moments ago. “Maybe we should use the drone,” she blurted out.  
 
    “We could,” said Titus. “However, the ship only has one, and the drone is currently monitoring several targets in the nearby woods. If we take the drone further in, the others could regain mobility and attack the ship.” 
 
    Lena frowned. “I understand.” 
 
    “Stay close to each other and use your sensors. Remember, your suit has level-three plating on it. Even if they attack and manage to hit one of us, the damage should be minimal. You won’t be in any real danger.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Lena. “You’re right, of course.” She knew full well about the armor in her suit, but it didn’t bring much comfort. A person could spend all the time in the world preparing for something, spend every moment calculating, looking at all the possible angles, but at the end of the day there could never be any true certainty. No definitive solution. For the world was complex, filled with too many variables. At the end of the day, nothing was ever one hundred percent. 
 
    “We’ll go to the control room first, but let’s see if we can activate the lighting system in here,” said Titus.  
 
    Lena gave a swift nod, then activated her display. A series of holographic images appeared before her, representing menus. Before the mission, Master Gel had given her access to the system directory of this facility. Unfortunately, this required her to be present in order to actually do anything, including something as simple as turning on the lights.  
 
    Lena found the directory soon, then motioned with her hand to activate the file. She found the switch and grasped her fingers, and suddenly the lights came on, filling the hall.  
 
    “Much better,” said Titus, with a smile. “Good work, Analyst.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Lena. 
 
    Emile stared distantly for a moment, reading her map. “It appears the four I mentioned earlier are moving now. The lights must have frightened them.” 
 
    “Keep your maps active and watch them,” ordered Titus. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John ran as fast as his legs could carry him. The ship—if that’s what it truly was—had flown directly toward his team’s camp. Because of their malfunctioning radios, John had no way of finding out just what the hell was going on. To make matters worse, the forest was too dense to see through, even with his enhanced eyes.  
 
    “John, wait,” said Mei, trailing behind him. The words were hardly a whisper, but he heard them clearly. He stopped, letting her catch up to him. They were both fast sprinters, but Mei was small and her short legs worked against her.  
 
    John didn’t mind the delay. No matter the situation, it was better to stay together. 
 
    Before long, they came to the edge of the forest, the field finally in view. John stood next to one of the trees, holding tight against the bark so as not to be seen. In the distance, a short walk from the cave, the flying vessel stood unmoving and alone.  
 
    John stared at the machine. Mei touched his shoulder, startling him. “Look,” she whispered, motioning to the field. John’s eyes followed her finger, quickly discovering the bodies. None of them were moving. 
 
    His eyes widened at the sight of them, and his heart raced. He started to go, but Mei’s hand held him back. “John, wait,” she pleaded. “You don’t know what that thing is. You’ll be hurt, too.” 
 
    He was breathing heavy now, his eyes dashing between the nearest body and the ship. Which of his friends was it? Judging by the size, it could be Brooks. Maybe Hughes. He couldn’t see their face from this angle, so it was hard to say. What was he supposed to do? 
 
    “Look,” said Mei, pointing to the other end of the field.  
 
    Several leaves fluttered through one of the distant trees, and suddenly a small metallic object appeared, speeding and whirling between the branches. “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Some kind of drone, maybe,” said Mei.  
 
    “Must be looking for more of us,” muttered John.  
 
    “What do we do?” she asked. 
 
    He scanned the field again, looking for any signs of movement. Something to point a weapon at besides a giant hulking piece of metal. Had there been any passengers aboard this thing, or was it simply another, albeit much larger, drone? “We need to get inside the cave,” he said.  
 
    “But John, we’ve got no idea what we’re even dealing with. We could be walking right into—” 
 
    A soft hum filled the space above them. Their eyes slowly rose toward the tree tops. The little drone was now hovering several feet in the air between the branches. John remained perfectly still. “Get to the tunnel,” he whispered. 
 
    “It’s just sitting there,” said Mei, swallowing. “Maybe we can—” 
 
    The drone tilted toward her.  
 
    “Get ready,” said John, raising his rifle to get its attention.  
 
    The drone retargeted, focusing on John, but before it could react a second time, he squeezed the trigger tight. John unleashed a barrage of rounds from the barrel, battering the floating machine’s tiny body, knocking it to the ground where it lay, obviously out of commission. The sound of them hitting the little machine filled the area. Whatever secrecy they’d hoped to keep was now entirely lost.  
 
    “Okay, then,” said Mei, looking at him. “Caves?” 
 
    “Caves,” he repeated.  
 
    Together, they burst through the tree line and into the field. John leapt over one of the fallen bodies, which he recognized as Short. Her eyes were open, but she was completely still. He felt the sudden urge to stop, but shook it off.  
 
    A loud snap echoed from behind them, in the direction of the giant machine. John glanced back right as he entered the stairwell, managing a glimpse of the craft’s hull as it cracked open. Before he could see anything else, he was inside, leaping down the stairs several at a time.  
 
    Mei followed with shorter strides. “The lights are on,” she observed, still running. 
 
    John reached the bottom first, then scanned the area. “No one’s here,” he said before turning his weapon toward the cave entrance at the head of the stairs. He kept the target reticle on the opening in case anyone decided to follow them, letting Mei descend the rest of the way. When she finally caught up to him, he backed away. Together, they proceeded into the largest of the tunnels, toward the final room—the only one worth visiting in this barren, empty place.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Lena watched as Titus incapacitated the two natives in the control room. It only took two shots from the AX pistol, which used a lock-on targeting program to ensure complete accuracy, and then it was done. Two soft thuds as they collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    “I suppose we should get to work,” said Emile, taking a seat at one of the nearby consoles. “Analyst, would you mind?” 
 
    “One moment, please,” said Lena. She activated her neural link and called the interface to life, quickly locating the necessary sub-directory. Several of the computer terminals blinked to life, including the one Emile occupied. A hard-light display now sat atop each of the desks.  
 
    Hard-light, unlike neural holograms, did not require an implant to use. Hard-light was an outdated technology by today’s standards, used primarily in construction projects. Its implementation in computer systems was simply too cumbersome to be useful anymore. Not to mention the lack of security and personal accountability. The modern neural interface was far more convenient and had since become the primary choice for computer interaction in Everlasting, though hard-light certainly had a nostalgic charm to it.  
 
    “Excellent,” said Emile. She proceeded to type in a command, activating a screen. Lena and Titus watched as she navigated through a complex directory system. It took longer than Lena expected. “Ah, here we are. It seems the experiment was activated recently.” She paused, brow furrowed in curiosity. “Today, in fact.” 
 
    “What?” asked Titus. “Are you sure you’re not mistaken?” 
 
    “If these logs are to be believed, then I’m afraid not,” she said. 
 
    Titus looked back at the two men in the corner of the room. “Could these people have accidentally—” 
 
    “Activated the ring?” finished Emile. “I don’t see how. They would need access to the network, and the logs show no authorized users in…it looks like two centuries.” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “They may have used an exterior device,” said Lena.  
 
    “Are you suggesting they bypassed our systems?” asked Emile. “I don’t know of anyone capable of such a thing outside of Everlasting.” 
 
    A lull of silence filled the room.  
 
    “Maybe the system is mistaken,” said Titus. “I know the logs say otherwise, but computers aren’t perfect, and two centuries is a long time.” 
 
    Emile nodded slowly. “Yes, perhaps you’re right.” 
 
    Lena said nothing. She’d spent the last decade observing this region of the continent. It was the whole reason she was here. In all that time, however, she’d never observed any tribe developing or using anything close to modern technology. For the most part, their methods were primitive and simple. Wooden ships and caravans, swords and short-range guns, outdated forms of medicine. In all the great, wide world, Everlasting stood alone, unrivaled in its social and technological achievements. Nothing even came close. 
 
    “Still, we have orders to download the logs and copy the database,” said Emile.  
 
    “How long do you need?” asked Titus. 
 
    “It shouldn’t take much time,” she answered. 
 
    Titus turned to Lena. “As soon as she’s done, we’re heading to the power station. After we shut the systems down, our mission will be concluded. However, I’d like to take some screens of the facility, as well as our guests.” 
 
    “Do you believe they’re involved with the ring’s activation?” asked Lena. 
 
    “We can’t rule out the possibility, no matter how unlikely we might believe it to be.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. “At the very least, I do not believe them to be indigenous to this area. Master Gel will find this most interesting.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’ll receive a commendation, then, Analyst,” said Titus.  
 
    Lena feigned a smile. She had little interest in commendations or rewards. She only wanted to return to her desk back in Everlasting. The information she collected on this new tribe could help secure Master Gel’s admiration, which could only help her.  
 
    An icon blinked in the corner of her implant display, indicating movement. There was someone nearby. Could it be the other two natives from before? Lena zoomed out on the map, searching. She quickly found the others, still on the other side of the facility. They hadn’t moved at all. Lena turned to the entrance, not sure of what to do.  
 
    “What is it, Analyst?” asked Titus.  
 
    Lena kept her eyes on the doorway. “There are two lifeforms moving in this direction. They are different from the two we observed earlier.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” asked Emile. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Lena. 
 
    Titus raised his pistol. “We’ll handle them the same as the rest. There’s no need for concern.” 
 
    Lena thumbed the side of her suit. The dots were moving on her display, drawing closer by the moment. She took a step back, toward Emile. It will be okay, she quietly assured herself, reaching for her gun. Only a little longer and then I can go back home. 
 
    Back to Everlasting. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John and Mei stopped a short way from the gate room, slipping into a nearby hall. They had no idea what was ahead, so they would do well to be prepared.  
 
    “Why are we stopping?” asked Mei. 
 
    John leaned next to the edge of the doorway, peering into the hall. Despite the control room being fifty yards from his position, he managed to spot a few individuals inside. Each of them seemed to be holding a weapon of some kind. A gun, by the look of it. They were also wearing some sort of full-body suit. Armor, perhaps. 
 
    “John, answer me,” insisted Mei, gripping his wrist.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said, sliding back into the corridor. “I need you to do me a favor.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    He held her by the shoulder. “Stay here for a minute. I’ll be back in a few.” 
 
    She scoffed. “If you think I’m letting you go in there without me, you must be out of your—” 
 
    “Where’s your weapon, Mei?” he asked, motioning to her side. “You don’t have one. You’re not wearing any gear. Even with your reflexes, you could still get injured. I can’t risk worrying about that. I can’t risk letting you get hurt.” 
 
    “But what if something happens to you?” she asked, desperately.  
 
    “Hey, come on. I’ve done this a hundred times now,” he said with a grin. “I’ll be in and out in no time.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her, then beamed a playful smile.  
 
    Without another word, he backed away from her, then turned into the hall and sprinted through the corridor. She’d be angry with him later, but at least this way she was safe. 
 
    As he reached the control room, he saw the figures on the other side of the archway, their weapons in hand, moving toward him, staring. The nearest one—taller than the others—seemed to take aim at him. 
 
    John rushed forward, keeping to the side of the hall, and unlatched one of his flash grenades. With a quick flick of his wrist, he tossed it ahead of him. The grenade bounced through the doorway, landing beneath the first alien, who only stood there. 
 
    John collided with the side wall, falling into the left corner near the gate room’s entryway. As he did, he shielded his eyes and ears with his arms, and a bright light erupted from within the control room, followed by several screams.  
 
    “Bfoc bor shoc!” cried one of the aliens. 
 
    John took a deep breath, raising his gun to his chest. He closed his eyes and focused. “Okay,” he whispered, and a sudden calmness fell over him, and the air grew still and quiet. “Time to get to work.” 
 
    He twisted around the edge of the wall, exploding into the room like thunder. The foremost stranger stood there, gawking, with his gun still in his hand. John slid beneath the alien’s line of sight and took aim. With a single squeeze of his trigger, he fired his rifle, hitting the alien’s pistol and knocking it away. He continued to slide, then pressed his hand into the floor, pushing up and springing into the disarmed enemy.  
 
    They collided, falling backward, and John wrapped his arms around the stranger’s body to keep him from moving. As they tumbled, John caught a glimpse of the eyes inside the visor. The eyes of a man, he realized. 
 
    “Bfoc qa bi qa!” shouted one of the others.  
 
    “Thaac ec! Thaac ec!” cried the second. 
 
    John tossed the man to his side, then readied his weapon, taking aim at the others.  
 
    Seeing this, they dropped their handheld guns and raised their arms. “Boec! Boec!” 
 
    John got to his feet, rushing to the weapons on the floor, and kicked them into the corner of the room. “Step back!” he ordered, but neither moved. Clearly, they didn’t seem to understand. “Over there,” he said, motioning with his rifle, pointing to the wall. 
 
    The two suited aliens shuffled clumsily to the edge of the room, keeping their hands up. 
 
     John turned to the third one, who was now on his knees several feet away. “You too.”  
 
    The man seemed to understand, and proceeded to join the others. The three of them waited together, mumbling amongst themselves. 
 
    “Mei! Can you come in here for a second?” yelled John. He kept his rifle aimed at the invaders.  
 
    A few seconds later, Mei jogged into the room, pausing to gawk at the strange people in the funny suits now huddled in the corner. “Oh, good,” she said upon seeing them. “They look nice and scared. How hard did you hit them?”  
 
    “Not hard enough,” said John. “But the day’s not over yet.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    Lena Sol was terrified. Standing between Emile and Titus, she had been disarmed and subdued, and now stood helplessly at the mercy of these wild people. To make matters worse, they appeared to speak a foreign language which Lena didn’t recognize—surprising, given her background. Wherever these people were from, it was far removed from Everlasting’s observable reach. If only she could concentrate and listen—pay attention to the way they spoke—she might be able to piece together meanings, but it was no use. She couldn’t stop shaking. She couldn’t let go of her fear. 
 
    Tears began to fill her eyes, and suddenly her lips were trembling. There was a lump in her throat, almost choking her, and a warm flush in her cheeks. She felt like a cornered animal. Maybe the pilot will come and find us soon, she thought, trying to reassure herself. Maybe he will send the drone. 
 
    The smaller of the two wild people said something that sounded like a question, then stared at Lena.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Lena, shaking her head.  
 
    “You’re supposed to be an expert with languages,” snapped Emile. “Talk to them!” 
 
    “I can’t,” returned Lena, frantically. She tried to breathe, but was finding it difficult.  
 
    “Use the software, then,” said Titus, who kept his eyes on the larger of the two. 
 
    The translation program. Of course. Lena had forgotten all about it. The software had been developed in order to decode almost any language on the planet, though there were certainly exceptions, depending on the complexity. Most of the time, the translator simply pulled from a digital dictionary, which stored and catalogued over ten thousand languages and dialects, streamlining the process. However, when a completely new language was encountered and required translation, the program would extrapolate based on sentence structure and phonetics, constructing the most likely translation it could with the data available. This did not always provide the best results, but the basic meaning was usually understood. In time, as more information was provided, the software would adapt and extrapolate further until the bulk of the language was deciphered. It wasn’t perfect, but it helped. 
 
    Lena used her implant to activate the translator program. She’d let it run in the background while the foreigners talked. With any luck, it wouldn’t take long for it to provide her with something she could use to communicate with these people. 
 
    “Titus, you should call the ship. Have them send the drone down here to incapacitate these savages,” muttered Emile.  
 
    “I already did. The drone was destroyed.” 
 
    “What about the pilot? Tell him to come down here.” 
 
    “Protocol says he can’t leave the ship. He’ll leave us behind before that happens.” 
 
    Emile grimaced. “He’d abandon us to these people?” 
 
    The smaller savage yelled, interrupting them.  
 
    “I think she wants us to stop talking,” muttered Emile. 
 
    The larger one raised his weapon, then said something to his friend. She nodded, and proceeded to attend to the paralyzed foreigners in the corner.  
 
    Several words appeared across Lena’s visor as the translation software attempted to do its job.  
 
    …they don’t…maybe if…alive I think… 
 
    Not bad, thought Lena. Not perfect, but not bad. Now, if only she could get a full sentence out of it.  
 
    …good…maybe the others are…about these people… 
 
    Progress, but it would take a while before she could establish two-way communication. The translator had to receive and analyze enough words before it could do the reverse process, too.  
 
    …didn’t think there were any…so much for being alone…aliens… 
 
    Lena paused as the last word scrolled by. Had the translator made a mistake? Not every word had the exact same meaning in every language, so “alien” might simply mean something like “foreigner” or “the other.” Perhaps it was the case here. Regardless, the process had begun. With any luck, she might be able to open a line of communication before things got any worse. 
 
    …almost time for the call from…any second now, actually… 
 
    Lena felt a soft rumble in the wall behind her. She flinched, suddenly, and withdrew her hands from the stone.  
 
    Titus looked at each of the women, then at the strangers. “What is happening?” he asked. 
 
    The smaller of them motioned toward the large, elevated ring, and spoke. Lena waited for the translation to come through. 
 
    …better not try anything. It’s only a friend of mine. 
 
    A dark cloud appeared within the ring, swirling like a dust cloud before coming to a stop moments later. When it did, the fog inside it cleared, revealing an image on the other side. Several artificial lights came into view. What in the world was happening? Did these people just activate the portal without using the computer systems, or had it activated on its own?  
 
    No, wait a moment, thought Lena. The small one mentioned a friend. Could there be someone on the other end? Is that where they came from? 
 
    A sudden realization swept over Lena Sol, and she felt her cheeks go cold. These people—they must be from the other side of that gate. They must be from another place altogether.  
 
    “What in the world is happening?” asked Emile. She sounded both afraid and in awe. 
 
    “They’re from the other side of the gate,” exclaimed Lena. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” said Emile.  
 
    “Look at the lights!” Lena insisted. “They’re not natural. Look at them!” 
 
    The two strangers glanced back at her, and the smaller one said something. Her visor deciphered the words, this time much more efficiently.  
 
    What was that about the lights? 
 
    Lena paused. Had this person actually understood her? Lena looked at Titus and Emile, who were both watching nervously. “Yes, the lights,” she decided to say.  
 
    The translator echoed her, but in a foreign language. A look of understanding fell across the small one’s face. Her suit must have transmitted the last thing she said, translating it automatically. No wonder. A response came soon after. 
 
    Who are you? 
 
    “My name is Lena Sol,” she explained. “And I’ve come from Everlasting.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 888 
 
    Recorded: February 11, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: So, am I to understand you’ve encountered sentient alien life? 
 
    CURIE: That’s correct. 
 
    MITCHELL: And they attacked and paralyzed everyone with a nerve toxin? 
 
    CURIE: Also correct. 
 
    MITCHELL: But you’re all fine now? 
 
    CURIE: We took care of it. 
 
    MITCHELL: Boy. The things I miss by staying home. 
 
    CURIE: It’s not nearly as fun as it sounds, Sophie. Believe me.  
 
    MITCHELL: You’re one of the first people to encounter sentient, alien life. 
 
    CURIE: And it’s a headache. 
 
    MITCHELL: Still, congratulations are in order, I believe. Shall I inform Central? 
 
    CURIE: Not yet. We’re still assessing the situation. John has them here at gunpoint. Half our team is still incapacitated. Let’s at least figure out what’s going on before we file a report. 
 
    MITCHELL: I suppose now would be a poor time to tell you that Dr. Harper called.  
 
    CURIE: Again? What did she want? 
 
    MITCHELL: Our logs. She’s organizing some sort of presentation for the board of directors.  
 
    CURIE: I see. Well, thanks for letting me know. I’ll have to deal with it later. 
 
    MITCHELL: Completely understandable, ma’am. If she calls again, I’ll let her know you’re occupied. 
 
    CURIE: To say the least. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Somewhere in Kant 
 
    February 11, 2351 
 
    Terry sat on the side of Hux’s ship, dangling his feet over the edge, watching the water swell and break. The boat had traveled into the distant sea, staying far enough from the coast that the land was no longer visible.  
 
    How big was the world? How vast were the seas? In all the days since he’d traveled to this planet, when a hole in space had tossed him across the stars, he had only seen a small portion of it. A sliver of possibilities.  
 
    “Feeling nostalgic?” asked a voice.  
 
    Terry turned to see Hux towering over him, a jovial smile spread across his face. “I was just thinking.” 
 
    Hux propped down beside him. “A dangerous practice, I’m told.” 
 
    Terry laughed. “Maybe it is.” 
 
    “What thoughts are in your head, my friend? Good things, I hope.” 
 
    “I was wondering what else was out there. What other kinds of people.” 
 
    “Ah.” Hux nodded. “You’ve got the mind of a sailor, asking such things. Not many think about what lies beyond the sunset. Even fewer decide to go and see.” 
 
    “I used to think I’d traveled pretty far, but sitting here and watching the ocean…now, it seems like nothing.” 
 
    “Even the greatest of wavemasters have not seen the ends of the world, Little Traveler. It is too big for only two eyes.” 
 
    “But you still do it,” he said. 
 
    “That we do.” Hux grinned again.  
 
    The day edged by with ease as Hux’s boat sailed on. The ship came closer to the land in the late afternoon, and Terry watched the coast with some curiosity. Though nothing came of it, he did not feel his time was wasted, and realized there was pleasure to be had in simple observation. It seemed that after years of running, fighting, and surviving, he was finally able to relax. Despite the pressing goal before him and the dangers ahead, something about the open waters brought a calmness to him, a sense of mindfulness.  
 
    Perhaps when all was said and done, he would more seriously consider Hux’s proposition to join the crew and travel the world. I think I could get used to this, he thought as he took a breath of salted air. I think I’d like it very much. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 11, 2351 
 
    “You mean to say you aren’t from this planet?” asked the woman in the suit, whose name was Lena Sol.  
 
    “Are you sure you should be telling her this?” asked John, still with his rifle aimed at the intruders.  
 
    Mei glanced back at him. “Don’t worry. I’m leaving out specifics.” She looked at the alien woman again. “You said you came here to investigate this portal. Does this facility belong to you?” 
 
    The woman hesitated to answer.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Mei.  
 
    Lena turned to the largest of the three, then spoke in a foreign language. The man answered, and she gave a quick nod in response. “Yes, this shelter is under our supervision,” Lena finally said. 
 
    “Is he the one in charge?” asked Mei. 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Can he communicate with me, too?”  
 
    “One moment, please,” she said. 
 
    John watched as the three aliens talked amongst themselves. After a few minutes, the woman continued. “I am transferring your language to their translation software. It will only take a moment.” 
 
    “Translation software?” asked Mei, cocking her brow.  
 
    “Hello,” said the larger alien. “Hello, can you understand me?” 
 
    “I do,” responded Mei. 
 
    “Very good,” said the man. “My name is Titus Ven. These two are Lena Sol and Emile Res. We—” 
 
    “Why’d you attack our people?” John interrupted. 
 
    Titus stiffened. “We mistook you for the local people. It was a simple mistake. I apologize.” 
 
    John scoffed. “Pretty sure Track and Mickey might disagree about it being simple. You paralyzed them.” 
 
    Mei gave him a look that suggested he stop talking. “Titus, help us understand. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I am not authorized to reveal such information. I will say, however, that we did not expect to encounter you here. In fact, I would very much like to know who you are and where you came from.” 
 
    Mei motioned to the portal ring. “You saw that open, right?” 
 
    “I did,” said Titus. 
 
    “Then you know where we came from.” 
 
    “Where does it lead?” he asked. 
 
    “That part I can’t tell you,” said Mei. “Unless, of course, you want to reexamine your previous statement about what you’re doing here.” 
 
    Titus didn’t answer.  
 
    “How about you start by telling me more about Everlasting? Your colleague mentioned it before,” said Mei. 
 
    “Yes, Everlasting,” nodded Titus. “It is our home.” 
 
    “Is it a peaceful country?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Of course,” said Titus, as though anything to the contrary were simply unthinkable. 
 
    “Good,” said Mei. “Because we’re peaceful, too. Do you understand?” 
 
    Titus nodded.  
 
    “Okay, so how about you help us get our friends back on their feet? Is there a way to do that?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Friends?” asked Titus. 
 
    “You mean them?” asked Lena, pointing to Track and Mickey, still in the corner.  
 
    “Right,” responded Mei. 
 
    “They’ll recover shortly. The toxin does not last very long,” explained Lena. “They should be on their feet again before much longer.” 
 
    “The sooner the better,” said John.  
 
    Lena held her hands together, fidgeting a little. “If it helps, there are two others somewhere in the facility. We saw them as we arrived.” 
 
    “Others?” asked Mei.  
 
    “Two of them, yes,” said Emile. “They were near the power station.” 
 
    “That’s probably Zoe,” said Mei. 
 
    John tapped his radio. “Anyone reading me? Hello?” 
 
    A garbled mess of static answered.  
 
    “Looks like we’re still getting interference.” 
 
    “Interference,” muttered Mei. She looked at the aliens. “Is your ship blocking our radio? We’ve been experiencing feedback over the last few days.” 
 
    “Possibly. I don’t really know,” said Titus. 
 
    “Actually, that’s likely due to our scans,” said Emile. “As the ship has grown closer, we’ve gradually increased the frequency of them. You might have been experiencing some feedback because of that. They’ve been known to interfere with primitive forms of communication.” 
 
    “Primitive?” asked Mei. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “Let’s just figure out how to fix it. Call your ship and have them stop the scans. My friend here will lower his weapon. Does that work?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” said Titus.  
 
    John grabbed one of the pistols on the floor and examined it. “We’re holding on to these, though. At least until we figure things out.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    A few hours after their first encounter with the aliens, John and Mei managed to get a fair amount of information together. To begin with, these three strangers apparently came from a place called Everlasting, a city somewhere to the north. It was also its own country, completely isolated from the rest of the world.  
 
    Second, and even more surprising, the suits they wore were more than just armor. They were environmental suits. “We didn’t know what to expect when we arrived,” explained Emile. “This region previously experienced severe radioactivity, making it inhospitable. Our scans showed the radiation had fallen to negligible levels, but we could not assess the status of the tunnels themselves.” 
 
    “Well, as you can see, it’s clear,” said Mei. “Why not take the helmet off?” 
 
    “Perhaps later,” said Titus. “For now, we would prefer to keep them on.” 
 
    The rest of the Blacks came out of their paralysis within the hour, just as Lena had suggested they would. Mickey and Track were the last to come back. It was a gradual recovery, with Mickey slurring his words in an attempt to compose himself, but eventually they all returned to normal.  
 
    John convened the team on the surface, right outside the entrance. He wanted to assess any damages and receive a full report of what had happened before he and Mei arrived. The story was fairly straightforward. Everyone had been working, same as usual, when the ship arrived. The toxin had hit them all within a few seconds, and all they saw from that point on was an extremely close-up view of the ground.  
 
    John stared at the ship, which Lena and Titus had referred to as “the Red Door.” It was an odd thing to call something, and John wondered about the significance and meaning behind the name, if there even was one. Nonetheless, he remained skeptical and on edge about these new visitors, reluctant to place his trust in someone who would so hastily attack another party. 
 
    At his insistence, Brooks and Meridy had taken to following Mei around as she walked and talked to the aliens. Mei seemed to understand the importance of it, so she didn’t argue. He was thankful for it. The last thing he wanted was to leave her alone, but his team needed tending to, and a plan of action would have to be made, should the aliens prove hostile. “I want Hughes in the loft,” he told them. “Keep your eyes on the aircraft. If you see another drone come out of its ass, you shoot it. Understood?” 
 
    “You got it,” said Hughes. “I’ll rip its wings off.” 
 
    Titus had said the pilot couldn’t leave his post inside the ship. It was his duty to stay put, no matter the situation, unless he received an order directly from Everlasting. The thought of a stranger sitting and waiting inside that machine gave John pause, but he played along. He trusted Mei to smooth this mess over and get things situated. In the meantime, he’d do his job and prepare for the worst-case scenario. His team wouldn’t be caught off guard a second time. Not if he could help it.  
 
    Still, with any luck, there wouldn’t be a problem. The last thing any of them needed was to start some kind of intergalactic incident. This was the first sentient alien species humanity had ever encountered, so they had to get it right. 
 
    God, thought John, staring at the alien ship. How the hell did I manage to get myself into this? 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere on Kant 
 
    February 11, 2351 
 
    Terry walked along the deck of the Waveguard, watching Hux and the crew drop anchor. They had decided on a spot near the coast of what appeared to be an island, still far from the mainland. The crystal white beaches stretched on, so at first Terry assumed this to be part of a greater landmass, but Hux had insisted it was only one in a string of islands. The Happy Rocks, he had called them, named for a nursery rhyme.  
 
    Ludo stretched his arm, cracking his neck and shoulder. “What are we doing here?” he asked. “I see no villages.” 
 
    Hux let out a roar of laughter. “Rest easy, my friends. We’ve only come to retrieve a package, then we’ll continue on our way.” 
 
    “What sort of package?” asked Terry. 
 
    “A trade between two traders,” Hux said, ambiguously. He went to the side of the boat, leaping onto the railing overlooking the water. “I’ll return soon and we can leave.” 
 
    “Are you swimming to the beach from here?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux laughed again. “Not quite,” he said, then jumped into the water, diving into the darkness below and disappearing.  
 
    Terry watched with curiosity, waiting for the wavemaster to return. A few minutes passed, however, and he began to worry. “Where is he? Shouldn’t he be back by now?” 
 
    “He must be very deep,” said Ludo, as though he wasn’t concerned.  
 
    “He’ll drown if he doesn’t hurry,” said Terry. 
 
    Ludo looked at him. “What do you mean? Hux is a wavemaster.” 
 
    “So?” asked Terry. “What’s that got to do with drowning?” 
 
    Ludo raised an eye. “Wavemasters don’t drown, Terry.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Has Hux not explained this to you?”  
 
    Terry shook his head.  
 
    “Ah, well I apologize. I thought you knew. Wavemasters are expert swimmers and divers. They can stay beneath the water for hours.” 
 
    “Seriously?” asked Terry. “Do they have gills or something?” 
 
    Ludo laughed. “No, my friend. Wavemasters are trained from the time they are children. In the same way that you and I have learned to fly, the wavemasters have mastered their bodies and learned to swim. It is in their chakka, and so they belong in the sea.” 
 
    Terry watched and waited for Hux to return. After several minutes, when his attention had begun to fade, he noticed a bubble rise and pop from deep below the water. Several more followed soon. A figure moved below, and for a moment Terry could have sworn it was a large fish. The way it moved, gracefully and quickly and naturally.  
 
    Hux emerged, splashing water onto the side of the boat. He waved at the crew, and they cheered, lowering a rope ladder to lift him up. As he reached the deck, Hux swung his legs around, bringing a flood of saltwater with him.  
 
    Beneath his arm, Hux carried a small wooden box. Strands of seaweed had gotten stuck in the cracks, and Terry wondered how far below the surface the treasure had been waiting.  
 
    “I’ll be in my quarters,” announced the captain of the Waveguard. He motioned to Terry and Ludo. “Join me shortly, friends. I need to change out of these clothes first.” 
 
    When Hux was out of sight, Terry looked at Ludo. “What do you think is in the box?” 
 
    “Perhaps some form of contraband,” said Ludo. 
 
    “Contraband?” asked Terry.  “You think he’s smuggling illegal materials?” 
 
    “Wavemasters do not believe in laws,” said Ludo. “If they did, we might not be aboard this ship.” 
 
    Indeed, Hux had allowed the two of them to hide aboard his boat, defying the law in the process. He’d barely given it a second thought, in fact, taking them largely at their word. Anyone else might have turned them away, but not Hux. Not this wavemaster. 
 
    So, maybe he was more than a simple sailor. Maybe he was a smuggler, too. Did it really matter? Terry would choose to believe in his new friend, because it was preferable to the alternative. Everyone deserved the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry and Ludo joined Hux in his cabin before long, gladly accepting his invitation. The wavemaster, now with a fresh change of clothes, took his seat and stretched out his legs and arms. He poured himself a drink immediately, and offered one to each of them. Both declined. Hux laughed, taking a sip from his fat wooden cup.  
 
    The box from the sea sat on the table beside him, and he smacked the top of it with a loud thud. “Has my crew told you what this is yet?” he asked, grinning. “I hope not.” 
 
    “Not a word,” said Terry. 
 
    Hux smacked the box again. “Good! Look here, friends.” He reached a hand in his pocket and retrieved a metal key. It was shiny and fine, as though it had recently been polished. He twirled the key between his fingers, and then jammed it into the keyhole. As it turned, Terry heard a series of hard clicks. They continued for longer than he expected.  
 
    Hux cracked the box open, pulling back the top. He felt inside the chest with both his hands. “Here we are,” he said, a little awe in his voice, lifting up the object. A metallic orb, by the look of it, smooth and seemingly untouched.  
 
    “What is that?” asked Ludo. 
 
    “They call them the God Eyes,” said Hux. 
 
    “What are they for?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” said Hux, chuckling. “All I know is they’re worth a hefty sum of money. Enough to keep my ship afloat for years and years to come.” 
 
    “People pay money for that?” asked Terry. “Is it some kind of stone?” 
 
    Hux shook his head. “This is from Everlasting.” 
 
    Both Ludo and Terry leaned in.  
 
    “The rumors say there are only twelve of these left in all the great wide world, but I’ve only seen two, counting this one.” Hux twisted the orb in his hands, revealing as much of it as possible.  
 
    “This really came from Everlasting?” asked Terry. 
 
    “So goes the tale,” said Hux.  
 
    “Why would anyone give a fortune away for something like this? You don’t even know what it does,” said Terry. 
 
    “My buyer believes this to hold great power. He pays me whatever I ask for any Everlasting artifacts, so I’ve contacted several merchants and explorers and told them to keep their eyes open for such things.” 
 
    “So much work for such a small thing,” said Ludo. 
 
    “Indeed,” agreed Hux. “Truth be told, I don’t believe it to be anything more than a simple ornament, but some men would move mountains for an ounce of opportunity. A shred of prospect. They are hungry, driven by an overwhelming desire to collect and consume. To have everything. They build whole empires, but even then, it is never enough. The need for more is always there, scratching at the back of their mind. I’ve traveled much of the globe, and believe me when I tell you there are always powerful people seeking powerful things. There is always greed.” 
 
    “If you don’t believe in this thing, why did you go looking for it?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux grinned. “I don’t have to believe in fairytales in order to profit off of them.” 
 
    “You don’t think Everlasting is real?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I do,” Hux corrected. “I’ve seen the city’s towers myself, riding my ship off the rocky cliffs of the eastern shore. What I doubt are rumors. Rumors by men who have never had to go and look with their own eyes. You will find there are two types of people in this world, Little Traveler: those who sit and wait, and those who go and see. The man in the golden chair will be fatter and safer, more ready to believe what he is told, but the one who leaves will find and know the truth, and he will come back changed. I would rather search the world for my own truth than be told what to believe by another.” 
 
    Terry stared at the orb, not knowing what to say. Hux seemed to notice, and held the object out to him, offering it. “I couldn’t,” said Terry, shaking his head.  
 
    “Hold it,” said Hux. “See with your own eyes. Touch with your hands. Experience this moment. Life is too short to look away.” 
 
    “What if I break it?” asked Terry. “I might drop it. Aren’t you worried?” 
 
    “The fact you asked the question tells me you won’t,” said Hux. “I believe you’ll treat this as though it were a babe. Am I right?” 
 
    Terry nodded. 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 11, 2351 
 
    A few hours of dialogue with the aliens had proven very useful, albeit a little frustrating. For starters, they refused to provide any detailed information about their home—the mysterious city of Everlasting. However, now that everyone was playing nice, Titus seemed open to the idea of introducing John and the others to his superiors. 
 
    Diplomatic relations were beginning to look like a real possibility. Sometime or another. John wasn’t entirely sure. Titus kept reiterating how his team would have to return to Everlasting soon. This deadline could not be avoided—a strange notion, since encountering another sentient species seemed like it should be enough to warrant some sort of extended stay.  
 
    John just chalked it up to a cultural thing. Maybe their society prided itself on protocol. Maybe they had prior experience with aliens and had specific guidelines for dealing with them. He had no idea. 
 
    After going to the ship to radio his people about the situation, Titus returned and expressed a desire to leave behind one of his team members. “Lena Sol will stay here until we return. She is experienced with linguistics. Please help her learn your language.” 
 
    “You expect us to teach her English by the time you get back?” asked John. 
 
    “It shouldn’t take long,” Lena said. 
 
    “As long as Sergeant Finn doesn’t mind,” said Mei. 
 
    “She’ll have to stay in certain areas,” said John, examining the woman. She was small, even in her environment suit. Not very intimidating, but he knew well enough not to judge a person based on their size. “You get it, right?” 
 
    “I’m afraid Sergeant Finn is correct,” said Mei.  
 
    “An understandable precaution. Your terms should be acceptable. She only needs to learn the language,” said Titus. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    John stared at Lena curiously. How could learning an entire language not take long? Maybe their sense of time was different. It was one thing for a machine—her translation software—to figure out a way to communicate in a short amount of time. Machines could do that sort of thing. Not people, though. Not even close.  
 
    Titus and Emile boarded the aircraft, leaving Lena behind. John watched them leave with some interest, mostly to gauge the maneuverability of their transport. It lifted into the air with little resistance, hovering with an unusually quiet engine, and then quickly accelerated forward, speeding into the distant horizon, back to the mountains.  
 
    When it was finally out of sight, John looked at Mei. “Well, this is interesting.” 
 
    “I should think so,” she said.  
 
    “Guess we’ll have to let Central know about it.” 
 
    “I’ll make a call. They might want to send an actual ambassador, but we’ll see. I might have a way to keep them away from this.” 
 
    “You’ve got that kind of pull now?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I’ve got just yet,” said Mei. “But I’ll keep you informed.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 908 
 
    Recorded: February 11, 2351 
 
    CURIE: Sophie, I need you to contact the office of Breslin Harper. I’m sending you a report and I need you to forward it to her.  
 
    MITCHELL: Of course, ma’am. Shall I add anything to it? A note, perhaps? 
 
    CURIE: Tell her I’ll be contacting her as soon as I return through the gate. 
 
    MITCHELL: When will that be? 
 
    CURIE: In a few days. I have some things to do first.  
 
    MITCHELL: Understood. I’ll make the necessary arrangements. Are you enjoying your trip? How are the aliens? 
 
    CURIE: Mysterious. Annoying. They don’t like questions, I’ve noticed. I spent over an hour trying to get information out of them about this Everlasting place, but it was mostly fruitless. The ship left a few hours ago and headed home. There’s only one of them now. A girl named Lena Sol. 
 
    MITCHELL: For what purpose? An ambassador?  
 
    CURIE: I’m still not sure. Titus mentioned something about her specializing in linguistics. It seems they want her to learn as much from us as possible. 
 
    MITCHELL: Do you suspect she’ll try to spy on you? 
 
    CURIE: Maybe. John and I have agreed to keep her isolated to a single building. She’s not to leave unless accompanied by a soldier. 
 
    MITCHELL: You’re so trusting, ma’am. 
 
    CURIE: When someone refuses to tell you anything about themselves, it’s hard to put any faith in them. For all we know, these people could be xenophobic cannibals. 
 
    MITCHELL: Technologically advanced alien cannibals. I believe I saw that in an old television show once. 
 
    CURIE: A show? 
 
    MITCHELL: Zeta Bounty Hunters X. It was an old pulp science fiction program. I’m sure you wouldn’t like it. 
 
    CURIE: No, I probably wouldn’t. John might, though. You should talk to him. I never knew you were into that sort of thing. 
 
    MITCHELL: We all have our vices, ma’am. Mine just happens to be hastily made, low-budget entertainment. 
 
    CURIE: And here I thought you were boring. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Somewhere in Kant 
 
    February 12, 2351 
 
    “Ready yourselves, men,” roared Hux as the waves beat against the side of the ship, knocking them about. A storm had struck, and its wrath was fierce and powerful. 
 
    Terry sat with Ludo in the belly of the boat, gripping the side of his bed as the whole world shook around him. Rain poured outside, filling the room with noise. He hated sitting still while others worked. It made him feel so helpless. “We should go see if they need help,” he shouted, trying to speak over the downpour.  
 
    “Stay and wait,” said Ludo. “We would only hinder them.” 
 
    “But they might be able to use our help,” said Terry, standing up. 
 
    The boat shook, and he wavered. When the storm had first appeared early this morning, neither of the suns had risen yet. The crew only had an hour to prepare for it, so they hoisted another set of sails, which they called storm sails, and attempted to outrun the chaos behind them. When they could run no further, Hux ordered the ship to stop and heave to, facing the wind and readying it for a full-on collision.  
 
    Terry quickly put his hand on the wall to steady himself. “This is crazy!” 
 
    “These storms are notoriously violent,” Ludo remarked. He was strangely calm, given the circumstances.  
 
    “It makes me wish we’d walked there,” said Terry. 
 
    “You should sit before the force of these waves knocks you down.” 
 
    Terry nodded and took his seat again. “The storm’s been going for hours. How long until it’s over?” 
 
    “I do not know. I’ve never been in one, but the sailors say they can last days.” 
 
    Days? Terry didn’t know if he could make it that long. All the banging around was already too much for him.  
 
    “Easy!” yelled Hux. “Keep the cargo down! Don’t let the wind grab anything!” 
 
    “They need to get inside before it gets any worse,” said Terry.  
 
    “Hux said they would as soon as possible,” said Ludo. “Try to relax, my friend.” 
 
    Lightning cackled from outside. “Careful there! Don’t you dare go falling overboard!” shouted Hux.  
 
    “Dammit, they need help,” snapped Terry, getting up and going to the door. The ship rattled and he nearly fell.  
 
    “Please, you must stay here,” Ludo pleaded. 
 
    But Terry wouldn’t hear it. He left the room and traveled quickly down the hall toward the deck. He gripped the handle and pushed, but was shocked at the weight of it. Could it be the strength of the wind? He would find out soon. 
 
    Terry focused and breathed, and with a mighty surge, pushed open the door. It cracked slowly, but almost immediately left his hand as the wind took hold of it, slamming it against the side of the wall. A shower of rain blew into him, stinging his face.  
 
    Looking out across the deck, he could see the crew drenched in rain and working. Nearly all of them were holding onto something, using their free hand to ready the ship and its cargo. Hux was among them, holding a rope in place. He shouted an order to a crewman by the name of Sederin, telling him to hurry up.  
 
    Sederin was new, having only recently been recruited back in Capeside. He had some prior experience on the water, but nothing more than a few voyages to the neighboring harbors. As far as Terry was aware, this might very well have been his first encounter with a storm. Sederin gave a signal in response to Hux’s order, raising his hand to acknowledge the command. In doing so, however, he lost his grip. The wind tugged at him, and he slipped on the deck, which was covered in several inches of water. Sederin slid towards the stern, tumbling into a nearby crate. The impact was enough to snap the rope lashing the cargo to the deck, and the motion of the deck immediately began tossing crates about. The boxes plowed into him, pushing him further back, and finally over the edge of the deck. His scream was abruptly cut off as he was swallowed by the heaving waves.  
 
    “Man overboard!” shouted one of the crew. 
 
    “Throw the lifeline!” ordered Hux. “Lock the cargo down and get inside!” 
 
    “We can’t just leave him!” 
 
    Hux ran to the edge of the deck. “Don’t worry,” he yelled. “I’ll get him back!” Hux dove headfirst into the roaring sea, plummeting into the waves. Terry watched from the cabin door, waiting for the rest of the crew to do something. They only continued their work, though, acting as their captain had ordered.  
 
    A few minutes later, as Terry quieted his mind and listened, he heard what sounded like sobbing in the distance, along with a series of gasps. “Hold onto me,” Hux commanded.  
 
    The other man attempted to answer, but could only give a whimpering slur in response.  
 
    Terry watched as a single arm came over the edge of the railing, followed by another. The wavemaster, drenched from the sea and carrying his crewman, brought himself onto the deck with incredible ease. Sederin’s arms were wrapped around Hux’s neck, keeping him in place. Hux carried him further toward the cabin, calling on the crew to take the man inside. Two of them brought Sederin to the cabin door, passing Terry and taking him to a bed.  
 
    Hux approached, a victorious look on his face. “Ah, Little Traveler!” he cackled. “What brings you to the storm?” 
 
    “I came to see if you needed any help,” he answered. 
 
    “I appreciate the thought, but there’s no need to worry.” 
 
    “But someone almost died,” said Terry. 
 
    “You mean that?” he asked, pointing to where Sederin had fallen in. “It wouldn’t be a storm if someone didn’t fall!” He let out a hearty laugh. “This is how the sea turns children into men, Little Traveler.” Lightning cracked the sky, and thunder bellowed so loud it hurt. Hux grinned and beat his chest. “These are the days I live for!” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 12, 2351 
 
    Lena Sol sat in the CHU with her hands in her lap, listening intently to the strangers talk amongst themselves. She kept the translator program active, letting it display their speech in the corner of her visor as she attempted to memorize and decipher as much of their language as she possibly could. So far, her new vocabulary had expanded to nearly a hundred words. Not bad considering it had only been about half a day, a portion of which she’d slept through. With any luck, she’d have enough of the language by the end of the day to go home.  
 
    “Don’t you ever take that suit off?” asked Mason Hughes.  
 
    Lena looked up at him from her seat. He stood there, a curious look on his face, towering over her. “My suit?” she asked. 
 
    “You can breathe the air, can’t you? You’ve had that thing on since you got here.” 
 
    “It is easier,” she responded. 
 
    “Easier how?” he asked. 
 
    She turned the translator’s voice on, knowing she wouldn’t be fully able to express her thoughts if she continued without it. “I have to wear a device on my mouth. It’s very uncomfortable. The suit also protects from any radiation or hazardous disease. Please, take no offense, but you could be carrying a deadly pathogen. Until Titus returns with a medical expert, it is safer for me to remain in this suit.” She bowed her head. “I mean no offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” he said, casually. “Just wanted to make sure you were comfortable.” 
 
    “I am. Thank you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it make it hard to eat or, you know, use the bathroom?” asked Alicia Short, another soldier. 
 
    “There are several nutrient bags attached to the back of the suit. On my command, the suit will rotate them and feed the contents through a straw and into my helmet,” explained Lena. “If I manage the bags properly, they can last for over two dozen days.” 
 
    Short looked at Hughes. “Yummy.” 
 
    “Do we even want to ask about going to the bathroom?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “The suit also takes care of—” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” interrupted Short. “I get it.” 
 
    Hughes laughed. “So, moving on, what’s it like on this planet? Is it pretty violent? What’s your city like?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Lena. 
 
    “I think you gotta get more specific,” said Short. “She doesn’t have a clue what Central’s like, or even Earth. She’s got nothing to compare it to.” 
 
    Hughes nodded. “I get you. Well, Lena, do you live in a big place?” 
 
    “Everlasting is quite large. It has over sixty thousand residents,” explained Lena. “In fact, the city is growing every year. We recently expanded the reach of the domeguard to incorporate more landmass.” 
 
    “Domeguard?” asked Short. “The hell is that?” 
 
    Lena hesitated, remembering how Titus had told her not to give them any information pertaining to the city’s defenses. She shouldn’t have said anything. What if her admission got back to Master Gel? She could be reprimanded. Maybe even sent to one of the facilities. A nervous flutter ran over her chest. “I apologize,” she said. “I misspoke.” 
 
    The door opened and Johnathan Finn entered. “How’s it going in here? You two teaching her how to butcher our language?” 
 
    “You know it, sir,” said Short. 
 
    “This sort of job seems better suited for a diplomat or a scientist, don’t you think, boss?” asked Hughes.  
 
    “Yeah, probably,” answered Finn. “But that’ll have to wait until Central sends us one. In the meantime, you two are stuck with the job.” 
 
    “What about Curie’s team?” asked Short. 
 
    “Left a few hours ago. Mei has to go get the person you were just asking for, or at least put in the request. She says she knows someone who can help.” 
 
    Short glanced back at Lena, smiling. “Well, this one’s a quick study. She’s already talking in full sentences. Not sure we’ll need anyone by then.” 
 
    Finn closed the CHU door. He walked over to the table in the center and sat on it, facing Lena. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Show him what you got,” said Short. “I’m telling you, sir. She’s unreal.” 
 
    Lena deactivated her translator. “Thank you, but I still have far to go. It will take me some time before I am fully conversational.” 
 
    Sergeant Finn raised his brow. “Wow, you guys weren’t kidding. You already know how to talk like this? It’s only been a day.” 
 
    “Thirteen hours, approximately,” said Lena, a little proudly. 
 
    “It takes most people years to learn another language,” said Hughes. “She’s been at it for less than a day and she’s already almost there. How nuts is that?” 
 
    “Yeah, nuts,” said Finn, staring at her. “Lena, do you know when your friends are coming back? Doctor Curie went home to let our people know what’s going on, but it would help if we had something more to give them.” 
 
    “They should arrive within a few days. Perhaps more. It depends on what the Leadership decides.” 
 
    “A little vague,” said Finn.  
 
    “I apologize,” said Lena. She didn’t know what else to say. Everlasting had little experience dealing with technologically advanced civilizations. Certainly, these people were not on the same level as Everlasting, but they were far above the primitive tribes inhabiting this continent. There were very few protocols in place to deal with such a scenario, particularly when it came to alien lifeforms from another universe. Another reality. 
 
    Perhaps there had been, though, back when this facility had first been constructed and the portal was activated. Maybe Master Gel had access to such a document and could use it to decide what actions to take next. Such protocols were very important in Everlasting. The entire society relied on them. Order was crucial to the longevity of the city and its people. Without such practices, civilization would cease to exist. Master Gel and the rest of the Leadership had taught them as much. 
 
    “We’ll just have to hold down until they get here,” said Finn. “Hopefully Mei can—” 
 
    A loud roar came from outside, followed by a series of gunshots. “The hell was that?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “Better find out,” said Finn, gripping his weapon. “Hughes, you’re with me. Short, stay here with our guest.” 
 
    Short grunted. “Alright, boss.”  
 
    “Sorry, but someone’s gotta babysit.” 
 
    “I get it,” she said. 
 
    Finn ran outside, along with Hughes. Short closed the CHU door once they were clear. “This sucks,” she said. 
 
    “Sucks?” asked Lena, hearing the word for the first time.  
 
    “It means it’s unfortunate,” explained Short.  
 
    “The incident outside?” asked Lena. 
 
    “No,” she answered, shaking her head. “It sucks I’m missing all the action.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    As soon as John left the CHU, he could see motion in the woods. Several of the trees were moving, almost dancing, like weeds in the wind, except these were sturdy trees, and the wind was almost nonexistent. Something was inside the forest. Something big. 
 
    Gunfire echoed, a spray of bullets from a weapon John recognized—the same sort he carried by his side. His team was under attack. “Hurry, Hughes,” he snapped, bolting through the field.  
 
    “Right behind you,” said the sniper, who was readying his own weapon, bulky as it might be. 
 
    The two of them ran through the tree line toward the chaos and gunfire. They found the source of it quickly, as three soldiers had gathered around a massive beast, a snarling animal with thick legs and a large snout, with daggers for teeth.  
 
    Brooks held her rifle steady and yelled, “Let him have it!” 
 
    The other three opened fire, unleashing a swarm of heat. The animal staggered, but regained itself, seemingly uninjured. It turned toward them and snarled, heaving and growling, dripping spit and slime. “The hide’s too thick,” said Hatch. “Aim for the mouth and eyes!” 
 
    Before they could follow through, the animal charged, aiming itself at Brooks and Meridy. The two dodged to the side, landing several meters away, and the animal continued into a tree, ripping it from the ground. It roared a mighty cry, so loud it shook John’s chest.  
 
    He could feel the adrenaline building in his body, giving way to instinct. He felt his heart calm and his muscles relax. The world around him slowed, and he heard the heavy breathing of the animal before him, grunting. The beast had its back to him, so he’d have to get around it. “Get ready to fire,” he told Hughes. “I’ll set you up.” 
 
    “Right,” said the sniper. 
 
    John bolted forward, passing to the side of the animal, firing his gun into its ribs in an attempt to get its attention.  
 
    The animal screamed at him, charging in his direction. John took a few steps back, squaring himself between two trees. As the beast pounded forward, John kicked himself off the bark and over the head of the creature, firing his weapon into his skull. Most of the bullets deflected, but a few managed to graze the animal’s mouth. John landed on its spine and ran onto the ground, rolling free. He fired into its back, letting it know to turn around. “When you see its face, hit it!” he yelled. 
 
    Hughes and the other Blacks took aim and waited.  
 
    The hulking creature shook its head erratically, roaring for revenge, and soon enough it turned to find its enemy waiting patiently to its back.  
 
    The entire squad let out a storm of bullets, filling the beast with pain. Its eyes tore apart as heated metal grazed its flesh. In a fit of panic, the creature roared. It ran headfirst in the direction of the camp, kicking its back legs like a raging bull.  
 
    John and the others hurried, keeping pace as best they could. But the animal was fast and wild, too afraid to stop and fight. “It’s heading for the CHUs!” cried Hughes as they chased after it.  
 
    “Get out of there, Short!” John screamed so loud his voice cracked. “Short, get out of the building!” 
 
    A second later, the mammoth beast plowed straight into the structure, toppling part of the structure to the ground. It stumbled, rolling onto its side.  
 
    A woman screamed. “What the shit!” 
 
    “Short!” John yelled again. He unsheathed his knife, preparing for a close range fight. No bullets here where people could get hit. John leapt into the air, landing on the creature’s back. He gripped the top of its head, readying the knife.  
 
    The animal took quick notice of him and started bucking.  
 
    John held firm, plunging the blade into the beast’s eye socket and twisting. 
 
    With a wail, the animal stumbled and fell, kicking, tossing John to the ground. He rolled to his side, scrambling away, trying to avoid getting trampled. Blood gushed from the animal’s skull, pooling into the broken CHU and the ground around it. It gargled as the blood filled its throat, and then all at once it went quiet and still. 
 
    Hughes ran to John’s side, a look of wonder in his eyes. “Are you okay?” he asked, breathing heavily. 
 
    John nodded, slightly dazed. “I…yeah, yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “Well, I think you got him,” said Hughes. “I’d say he’s good and dead.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “I gotta say, Lena, your planet’s getting on my nerves,” said Johnathan Finn, who now wore a fresh set of clothes after the last one had been drenched in blood. “Seems like every other day, our camp is attacked by some crazy animal.” 
 
     Lena had been moved to another CHU, following the destruction of the last. It was all very startling, to say the least.  
 
    She didn’t fully understand the capabilities of the weapons these people carried, but she was certain they could handle themselves. If they were anything like the pistols she and her team had been assigned, then they must be powerful. 
 
    “Next time, can you boys give me some sort of heads-up? Talk about a surprise,” said Short. 
 
    “I tried yelling,” said John. 
 
    “Well you weren’t loud enough, boss.” 
 
    “Oh well. Just another monster,” said John. “No big deal.”  
 
    “A monster?” asked Lena.  
 
    John sat on the nearby table. “Sure. You know, deadly monsters with horrible breath that try to kill you. Haven’t you ever seen one? We’ve had to kill at least a dozen by now.” 
 
    She paused at the word kill. Was that the right translation? It couldn’t be. Only savages and the uncivilized killed. “Please, say this again.” 
 
    “Which part?” asked Short.  
 
    “Did you say you killed the animal?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Hughes. 
 
    “Was it necessary? Do you not have the capability to paralyze them?” 
 
    “If you’re talking about that stuff you used on my team when you first got here, the answer is no,” said John.  
 
    “Then you have no means of peaceful resolution? No way to avoid violence?” 
 
    “We always try to avoid it,” said John. “Sometimes you can’t. Did you see how it plowed into the CHU? You were inside, right? What were we supposed to do? Let it trample you?” 
 
    “It is forbidden to kill in Everlasting. That is why we use the toxin,” explained Lena. 
 
    “Sure, but like I said, we don’t have that. Besides, you don’t even bother to ask questions first before you dish that stuff out.” 
 
    “Questions?”  
 
    “You came into our camp and took us down without so much as a hello. You didn’t even try to reach out first.” 
 
    “But the toxin is harmless. We would never—” 
 
    “I think our definition of the word harmless is different. We don’t consider getting paralyzed a good thing.” 
 
    “It’s kinda bad, actually,” said Hughes. 
 
    “Yeah, no good,” agreed Short. 
 
    “Look, Lena, we do everything we can to avoid killing, but when it comes right down to it, you have to defend yourself,” said John. 
 
    Lena gave a slight nod, but she still found the notion disturbing. It reminded her of the recent terrorist attack back home where Jinel Din, a fellow analyst, had been killed. Only extremists did such things. Only the uncivilized or the mentally ill.  
 
    The Leadership had always taught against murder, even in self-defense. If someone was found to deviate from this, they were promptly sent to either the reeducation facilities or the wellness centers. Everlasting took care of its people. 
 
    It was a safe place. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 920 
 
    Recorded: February 12, 2351 
 
    CURIE: Have you had a chance to look over the files I sent you? 
 
    HARPER: I only finished a few moments ago. 
 
    CURIE: And what did you conclude? 
 
    HARPER: That you must be out of your mind.  
 
    CURIE: It’s not the worst thing anyone’s said about me. 
 
    HARPER: This is incredible, Doctor Curie. Sentient life? I don’t even know what to say. 
 
    CURIE: Thank you, but I didn’t do anything. We assumed whoever built that facility had long since disappeared. When they actually showed up, it was a surprise. 
 
    HARPER: It said in your report they incapacitated your entire group. Is that right? Do you think they’re dangerous? 
 
    CURIE: I don’t think so, but we still know little about them. Their leader wasn’t very forthcoming about their home. Or anything, really.  
 
    HARPER: This Everlasting…it’s such an odd name for a city, almost as though it’s missing another word. What sort of culture do you think they have? 
 
    CURIE: That’s sort of why I’m calling. I need you to send an ambassador. Someone who represents Central. I assume you’ll want a politician who knows how to speak with people. Maybe one of the board members in the Science Division.  
 
    HARPER: I see. I’ll have to ask them. Do you have any suggestions? 
 
    CURIE: Not really.  
 
    HARPER: I’ll ask around and see what I can do. I might have to get in touch with Colonel Ross as well. She’ll probably want to send her own representative. 
 
    CURIE: Thank you for your help, Doctor Harper. 
 
    HARPER: Hey, you’re the one who just discovered an alien race. I’m only helping you with the details. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Somewhere in Kant 
 
    February 13, 2351 
 
    The ship pulled into the dock at Edgewater in the late morning. Terry helped unload a few barrels, though there wasn’t much to be done.  
 
    The bulk of Hux’s cargo would remain on the boat, headed straight for Tharosa. The spices and materials from Capeside and the other villages further south would sell for quite a bit upon his return. Tharosa was frozen for most of the year, locked beneath snow and ice, with very few native crops to call its own. The plants it had were deep inside its city caves, far underground. The cities were vast and sprawling with life, as busy as one could imagine, Hux had explained, with thousands of people living and working together. He’d spoken of it with such pride—strange, since Hux seemed more inclined to travel the seas than live in a city. 
 
    But then, every traveler needed a home to come back to.  
 
    When the barrels had been delivered to a merchant by the name of Plead, Terry returned to Hux’s side, along with Ludo, and together the three shared a brief meal. “I have talked with Plead and he tells me he can show you the way to the border,” said Hux, drinking down his glass of wine.  
 
    “Thank you, Hux,” said Ludo. “There are too few men as kind as you, sir.” 
 
    “No need for thanks. I would go with you myself, were I able to leave this ship. Deliveries must be made, though.” 
 
    “It’s more than enough,” said Terry. 
 
    They finished their meal together, and Hux walked them to the dock. Plead stood there waiting, holding a cloth satchel. “Welcome to Edgewater!” exclaimed the merchant. “I’m Plead, your guide to the temple. It is good to meet you both!” 
 
    “Please, tell me of your route,” said Ludo. 
 
    “Of course, dear sir,” said Plead. “Please, allow me to show you a map.” 
 
    Terry felt a hand on his shoulder. “Give me a moment, if you will,” said Hux. 
 
    “Of course,” said Terry. 
 
    Hux had a serious look on his face. “The place you’re going…I trust you understand what it is.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous. I already know.” 
 
    “Dangerous, yes,” said Hux. His eyes grew distant, like he was remembering. “There is a great wall there, which stretches far and wide beyond measure. On the other side, there is a valley, stretching into the mountains. That is where they perform the ritual with the priestesses. It is where Ludo’s wife will be, should you delay too long.” 
 
    “What kind of hazards?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The Guardians,” said Hux. “Legendary beasts. They say they protect the city of Everlasting and the gods who dwell there.” 
 
    “Ludo mentioned them once. Are they real?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux nodded. “I’ve seen them myself, but I don’t know what they truly are. In all my travels, I’ve yet to see any animal like them. They seem more like giants. Like men.” 
 
    “Men? How?” 
 
    “Two legs. Two arms. A head with eyes to see. You’ll know when you find them, but be wary. Do not venture into the valley unless you have to…unless there is no other choice. Do you understand?”  
 
    “I think so,” said Terry. 
 
    Hux extended his arm, and Terry took it. “I am glad to have met you, Little Traveler from the unknown lands. I will see you again, once you’ve done what you need to. On that day, you should bring me good news.” 
 
    “I will,” said Terry, grasping Hux’s arm. “Thank you for everything.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 12, 2351 
 
    John was surprised at how quickly Lena Sol adapted to English. He’d always heard it was one of the more complex languages, but it seemed she had very little trouble with it. By the end of the first day, she was speaking basic sentences, but midway through the second she was already nearly fluent. It was truly remarkable, and that was coming from a man who’d seen some extraordinary things. 
 
    “There’s always new surprises,” Thistle used to tell him, back in the early days. “Every single day, there’s possibilities. That’s why we can’t let our guard down, kid. You never know what’s around the corner.” 
 
    John had listened and believed, without question. He could see the truth in what the old soldier said, and it stayed with him, even now. He thought about it often, and it kept him ready. 
 
    Always ready. 
 
    The morning suns dragged into the zenith, looming overhead and passing between a set of clouds, providing random fits of shade. The temperature on this planet was more or less the same as Earth, but it was hard to know how much it varied. Maybe if he stayed here long enough, there’d be snow. John had only ever read about blizzards, since the weather back home was generally lukewarm most of the year. He wondered if he’d find out. 
 
    The whole reason he came here in the first place was to locate Terry. So far, he’d found nothing. Maybe Lena could help him. Could Everlasting, with all of its advanced technology, track down a missing person? When he actually thought about it, John wasn’t so sure.  
 
    On the one hand, Lena said the city had a satellite, which allowed them to scan large sections of the surface. They’d know there were people here before they arrived. On the other hand, they’d believed John and his team to be part of a local tribe. This, despite their armor and weapons, their physical differences. How useful would such technology be if it couldn’t tell the two apart? 
 
    Oh well. He’d still talk to them and try, should the opportunity present itself. In the meantime, his team would continue to expand their search through the neighboring valleys and forests, exploring and scanning as much of the landscape as possible. With any luck, he wouldn’t need to rely on these aliens for help at all.  
 
    “Boss, you got a sec?” called Short, standing near the CHUs.  
 
    John was currently on his way to the latrine, but stopped when he heard her. “Make it quick. I’ve got business.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “Just wanted to let you know, Lena says her people are on their way. Should be here soon.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she tell us before now?” he asked. 
 
    “She told me as soon as they called her. At least, that’s what she’s saying.” 
 
    “Alright, give me a few and I’ll relieve you. When I do, I want you on the perch with Hughes. He needs his spotter in case things go south.” 
 
    “I got you, boss.” 
 
    John continued on his way, and Short returned to the CHU. The portal was scheduled to open once an hour now, so he’d send an update over to Mei as soon as he could. After the initial encounter with Lena’s crew, a decision was made to shorten the time between openings. The portal was their only line of communication, and for now it could only be opened from the other side. Perhaps in time they’d find a way to activate it from this side, but not yet. 
 
    Hopefully, if Mei was successful, a delegate from Central would already be on their way. If not, then John might be all on his own. He’d be stuck as the first human representative to an alien species, a job which he was absolutely unqualified to do.  
 
    John checked the timestamp on his pad. Twenty more minutes before the next portal opening. That wasn’t too long. He’d probably have plenty of time. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Brooks’ voice came over the radio. “We’ve got company!” she announced. 
 
    John came running out of the latrine, still holding his unbuttoned pants around his waist. “You gotta be kidding me,” he said. “What kind of short notice—” 
 
    “Boss!” yelled Short, coming out of the CHU. “What’re your orders?” 
 
    “Tell Lena her people are here,” he said. “Ask her to come outside.” 
 
    The aircraft landed in a matter of seconds, gently touching the ground. The CHU door opened and out walked Lena Sol with Short by her side. John joined them, and together they waited for the door of the ship to open. When it finally did a few moments later, a strange man appeared. “Hello,” his suit said, translating his speech. 
 
    “Uh, hey,” said John. 
 
    “My name is Master Gel,” said the man. He held a case in his left hand, marked with strange symbols. He stepped off the ship and joined them on the ground. “I apologize for the delay. Leadership had to convene to provide authorization for our meeting.” 
 
    “Alright,” said John. He glanced at Lena, who stood quietly to his side. What would have happened if their superiors had decided against this meeting? Would they have left this woman here alone? “I sent for someone to come and talk to you. An ambassador. They haven’t gotten here yet.” 
 
    “Do you not speak for your city?” asked Gel. 
 
    “I do today, I guess,” said John, half-smiling. He scratched his neck.  
 
    “I brought a medical scanner to examine you for contaminants. I hope you understand the necessity. We don’t want to risk the spread of disease. You are from another world, after all.” 
 
    “Sure, I get it,” said John. “No needles, though.” 
 
    “Rest assured, Sergeant Finn, our scans are extremely accurate. There is no need to penetrate your skin.” Gel looked at Lena. “I hope our analyst was not unpleasant for you.” 
 
    “She was fine,” said John. “Already knows English and everything.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” said Gel. 
 
    The scans proceeded soon afterward. Brooks volunteered to go first, followed by Short. John took the opportunity to step away and place a call through the portal, since the allocated time had come for it to open. Mei was already waiting for him. 
 
    “They’re back already?” she asked upon hearing the news. 
 
    “Yeah, I only got a few minutes’ notice. Guess that ambassador of yours needs to get here ASAP.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard back yet. I’m supposed to talk to Harper in a few hours. Think you can play nice with the aliens until then?” 
 
    “I’m no politician, but I’ll do my best. Can’t say I’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Mei. “Skip the next call, and I’ll try to have something for you in two hours. With any luck, Harper will know who she’s sending.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” he said. 
 
    “Stay safe over there,” she answered.  
 
    He ended the call, then joined the others near the ship. When he arrived, Gel was putting the scanner back inside the case. “Already done?” asked John. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. Your people don’t seem to be carrying any deadly illnesses, and whatever microorganisms you have are nothing for us to be concerned about. Though, before we allow you access to Everlasting, we will need to perform an examination on the rest of your team.” 
 
    “What about germs?” asked Short. “Our immunities are different, right? Won’t you get sick?” 
 
    “Everyone in Everlasting has received extensive gene therapy to prevent such illnesses. However, they are not definitive, which is why we had to perform the scans.” 
 
    “So, you guys don’t get sick?” asked Short. 
 
    “Illnesses have been known to happen, but such incidents are catalogued and used to prevent further outbreaks. Our medical teams work diligently to avoid contamination.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” said John. “Did I mishear you, or did you just say something about entering Everlasting?” 
 
    “You heard correctly,” said Gel.  
 
    “Are you inviting us to visit your home?” 
 
    “The Leadership has authorized me to escort you back to the city under certain conditions. Should our exchange go well today, you will be granted limited access and permitted to meet with some of the Leadership.” 
 
    John wasn’t sure what to say next. He didn’t want to seem like he wasn’t up to the task, but he was no ambassador or diplomat. He needed to wait for Mei to find someone.  
 
    “We have some questions to ask you, if you are willing, about your home and your people. Leadership has also given me permission to provide you with answers to a range of questions, should you decide to ask.” 
 
    “I’ll try to think of something,” said John. He had no idea what to ask them. What the hell was he even doing in this situation in the first place? 
 
    “Would you mind if we spoke privately with our analyst? There are some things we must discuss.” 
 
    “Go right ahead,” said John. Whatever he could do to stall until Mei called him back. There was no way he was going to Everlasting without someone else to do all the talking. 
 
    Lena and her companions boarded the ship and closed the door.  
 
    “Wonder if she’ll tell them about the wild animal almost killing her,” said Short. 
 
    “Hope not,” said John. “If they really look down on killing like she says, we might have a problem.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll understand?” 
 
    “Who knows? We’ll have to wait and see. If she’s got any brains, she’ll understand that we did what we had to do.” 
 
    “Not sure brains are the problem, boss. Seems more like common sense.” 
 
    John grunted. “Theirs or ours?” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Lena sat aboard the Red Door and removed her helmet. It was good to have it off at last. She took a seat near the back of the aircraft with Master Gel. “How was your stay?” he asked her. 
 
    “It was not unpleasant,” she answered. 
 
    “How is your grasp on their language?” 
 
    “I have memorized approximately six hundred words so far. Their language is more complex than some of the tribes’, but not entirely foreign. It still operates on the same basic structure of many other languages in our database. The slang is rather jarring, though. They use it frequently.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’m pleased to hear your progress. I was also told to ask you about their behavior. Did you see anything especially concerning about them? Anything I should report to the Leadership?” 
 
    Lena paused at the question. If she mentioned the animal attack, Master Gel would almost certainly not approve. Killing was forbidden in Everlasting, even when it came to animals. However, she did not believe these people to be intentionally hostile. They simply had no other choice. As Johnathan Finn had said, they had no toxin with which to incapacitate their enemies. Still, the thought of actually killing another living thing made her feel uneasy. That people should have to do such a thing in order to survive…it was unthinkable. 
 
    “Analyst?” asked Gel. “Was there something you wished to share?” 
 
    Lena turned over the various possibilities in her head, going through each of the discussion paths her answers might provide. The Rosenthal satellite could scan this entire region in great detail, so there was a chance the attack had been recorded. Given that she was the primary analyst for this sector, it stood to reason she had been replaced, albeit temporarily. No doubt, Master Gel had likely requested ongoing scans of this facility, especially given the arrival of an alien species. He would probably already know of the event, and so would the rest of the Leadership. In fact, such a scenario was far more likely than the alternative.  
 
    At the same time, Gel had still arrived, bringing promises of further discussions and dialogue between the two groups. The Leadership must have seen more value in maintaining the relationship than dismissing it over the death of a wild animal, no matter how forbidden such a practice might be.  
 
    So, they likely already knew, and probably didn’t care. If her line of thought was accurate, she had no choice but to tell them the truth. “There was an attack on the facility by a wild animal, resulting in its death,” she explained. “I did not witness the event, but I was nearby.” 
 
    “We already know,” said Gel, holding his hand up. “Leadership believes there was no alternative to the ordeal, based on what was observed. However, they have authorized a memory purification session for you, should you need it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Lena, but not meaning it. She had no interest in a memory purification session, despite the promise of a Sin-Din injection afterward. Twelve hours of ecstasy was hardly worth the cost of losing one’s memories. “I appreciate the generous offer.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere in Kant 
 
    February 13, 2351 
 
    Terry and Ludo followed after Plead as he led them to his shop. Once inside, the bearded merchant shut the door behind them. “Give me a moment to get everything together for you,” he said, heading to the rear pantry. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Hux gave me a few sacks of coin in exchange for your accommodations. You can stay here tonight in the guest room upstairs, and I’ve got food for the journey. It will take me some time tonight to prepare everything, but don’t worry. I’ll have it all ready for you by the morning. We can leave as soon as you want.” 
 
    “Hux gave you money for us?” 
 
    “He did,” said Plead. “A generous amount, too, I should say. You’ll tell him I helped you, yes? He’s a good customer. Always brings me the best materials from Tharosa.” 
 
    Plead disappeared into the back, leaving them alone in the shop. “Hux is a good man,” said Ludo. “I should like to thank him when I see him next.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Terry.  
 
    “The border is not far from here. Less than a day, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll run into any trouble?”  
 
    “There are no checkpoints between here and the temple,” said Ludo. “But anything could happen.” 
 
    Terry thought back to the attack on the farm. Gast Maldeen had captured them and burned their house to the ground, and neither Terry nor Ludo had seen it coming. I won’t be caught off guard again, he thought.  
 
    Plead reappeared after a few moments with a stack of bread and cheese in his arms. “I’ve brought a snack,” he exclaimed, cheerfully. “Something to tide you until the bird is ready.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” said Ludo, smiling. 
 
    “Think nothing of it. Any friends of Hux are welcome here!” 
 
    Terry took a piece of bread and several slices of cheese, wolfing them down with startling speed. As he did, he grew even hungrier. The pain in his stomach intensified, which surprised him. Had he really been so famished?  
 
    The meal itself was ready within the hour. Roasted matta, a type of bird, with sides of krinto and pallin, two delicacies exclusive to this city. The krinto was similar to mashed potatoes, but crispier and spicy, while the pallin had the texture of a bean with the taste of honey. Every dish was different and new, and Terry found he enjoyed them all. Was this what it was like to travel to different places around the world? Was this what Hux’s life was like? 
 
    They finished eating, and Plead showed them to their room upstairs. “I’ll wake you in the morning,” he told them, and left them to themselves. 
 
    As he did on most days, Ludo took the time to meditate. He had missed a few sessions, but still found time whenever possible for the practice. It was a necessity, he would say. A part of one’s life, the same as breathing or sleeping. 
 
    Terry joined him, taking a seat on the floor beside him.  
 
    Soon, he found himself inside his own mind, walking in the summer fields of Ludo’s farm. The warm breeze blew hard against his cheeks. Birds fluttered overhead, and in the distance the soft flow of a river gushed through a forest.  
 
    Terry smiled and took a deep and pleasant breath. No matter where he walked in life, no matter what cities or continents he visited, he could always return to this scene. 
 
    Hux had spoken of his own home with such longing and reverence, despite his desire to travel. It was good to have a place to come back to, and while this farm no longer existed in the real world, at least it would not be lost to him, not as long as he had it here inside his mind. 
 
    Not as long as he had the memory. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 932 
 
    Recorded: February 13, 2351 
 
    CURIE: Has the board come to a decision on the matter of who they want to send? We need someone as quickly as possible. 
 
    HARPER: I’m happy to say that we have.  
 
    CURIE: Wonderful. When can I expect them? 
 
    HARPER: Right now, I’d guess. 
 
    CURIE: You mean they’re already on their way? 
 
    HARPER: Oh, not quite. I was referring to you, Doctor Curie. 
 
    CURIE: Me? What do you mean? I can’t— 
 
    HARPER: Of course you can. You’re more familiar with the situation than anyone else. You had to know we were considering you as a representative. 
 
    CURIE: Not really. I’m no ambassador. 
 
    HARPER: Neither is anyone else in this city. Remember, we’ve been alone for two centuries, and it’s not like anyone’s sitting around training for the job. Nobody ever expected us to find another group of survivors, let alone an alien race. Considering you’ve already spent time with them, you’re more prepared than anyone around here.  
 
    CURIE: I don’t know how I feel about representing Central in any sort of negotiations. I’m not even a board member. 
 
    HARPER: You know as well as I do how useless the board is. Imagine if we sent one of those idiots there. They wouldn’t know what to do. 
 
    CURIE: Aren’t you a board member, too? 
 
    HARPER: And look where I am. Sitting behind this desk answering calls from a scientist in the field. No, Doctor Curie, you’re the one for the job. There is no one else. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 13, 2351 
 
    John watched as the portal opened, and Lena Sol and Gel standing beside him. They had asked to see the activation process in action. John couldn’t see the harm.  
 
    The ring erupted into a dark void, swirling chaotically as it transformed itself into a window. A second later, the cloud settled, and an image of the other side appeared. 
 
    Mei walked through, two bags in her hands.  
 
    Sophie stood behind her near the back of the room. John waved at her, and she returned it right as the event horizon collapsed.  
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting,” said Mei, stepping off the ramp.  
 
    “Mei, you remember our pals,” said John. 
 
    “I remember Lena,” said Mei. 
 
    “This is Master Analyst Gel,” said Lena. 
 
    “Sergeant Finn tells me that you’ll be representing your people in our talks,” said Gel. 
 
    “It looks like it,” she said, handing the bags to John. He took them, frowning. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, I’d like to discuss our guidelines regarding outsiders entering Everlasting.” 
 
    “Entering Everlasting?” she echoed.  
 
    “You are to join us in the High Room. The Leadership would like to meet with you. They’re very interested to meet the visitors from another universe.” 
 
    Mei blinked. “Huh?” 
 
    “I think your translator’s busted,” said John. “Sounded like you said another universe, unless that’s what you guys call a planet.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Gel. “Analyst?” 
 
    “I believe the translation is correct,” said Lena. 
 
    “This portal breaks the seal between realities. It is a trans-dimensional gate. Were you unaware of this?” asked Gel. 
 
    “Wait a second. Are you saying we’ve been traveling back and forth between two universes?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Absolutely. Our predecessors built this facility specifically for that purpose,” he responded. “They were exploring a method of transporting matter across vast distances. Things did not proceed as planned, however, and this bridge was made instead. A portal between realities.” 
 
    “Wait,” said John, trying to think. “You’re saying we’re not in the Milky Way anymore?” 
 
    Mei sighed. “That’s a galaxy, John, not a universe.” 
 
    “Oh,” said John. 
 
    “Anyway,” Mei continued, “if I’m understanding this correctly, this is simply another version of our world. Very different, but still the same.” 
 
    “That’s a difficult question to answer. No one from this side has ever seen your world, so comparisons are impossible. We would have to collect our own data for analysis.” 
 
    “There’s two suns, though,” said John, tilting his head. “How can you have two suns and still be the same planet?” 
 
    “Theoretically, there are multiple universes, possibly infinite, each a little different from the last. In this reality, the solar system has two suns instead of only one. In another, it might not have any at all.” Mei scratched her ear, tugging a strand of her hair. “For all we know, there could be a billion universes layered on top of one another, each with a different race, a different atmosphere.” 
 
    “There you go again with your head in the clouds,” said John.  
 
    “It’s fascinating to think about. If what you’re saying is true, Gel, the implications are staggering,” said Mei. 
 
    “Indeed,” he said. “Though, I must admit I am surprised to learn of your ignorance. We assumed you understood the capabilities of this machine, given how you were able to activate it from the other side.” 
 
    Mei’s eyes reflected a brief annoyance, but the look quickly disappeared. Had John not known it firsthand, he may have missed it entirely. She was good at concealing her feelings, especially when dealing with strangers. Central had chosen their ambassador wisely, whether or not they knew it. Mei had a higher tolerance for this sort of thing than anyone else he knew. “Well, thank you for clarifying the situation.” 
 
    Gel nodded. “If you wish, we can leave immediately,” said Gel without missing a beat. 
 
    “Of course. I just need to speak with Sergeant Finn for a few minutes to go over some things. It won’t take very long.” 
 
    “Understood. We’ll be waiting on the aircraft whenever you’re ready.” He started to leave. 
 
    “Sir,” said Lena. 
 
    He stopped. “What is it, Analyst?” 
 
    “The machine. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he said. “I brought a technician to assist you with the bridge. We believe we can open it from this side so that you no longer have to wait.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be helpful. Thank you,” said Mei.  
 
    “We are happy to assist,” said Gel. 
 
    “You understand we’ll need to supervise the process.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    They headed back to the surface. Gel and Lena joined their people aboard the ship, while John and Mei proceeded to the largest CHU. John collapsed into one of the chairs. “This sucks. I can’t believe Central didn’t send someone else to do the talks.” 
 
    “You don’t want me going?” asked Mei. 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of you alone inside their city. We barely know those people,” he said. “You’d better take a few of my crew with you, just to be safe.” 
 
    She giggled. “I meant to talk to you about that. After I spoke with you last, Harper contacted me again. Apparently, the military wants their own representative to be there.” 
 
    He straightened. “Oh?” 
 
    “It’s funny. I was about to tell her to put your name in, but it seems Colonel Ross already did.” 
 
    It made sense, he supposed. John was already here, and he had the most experience. Ross probably weighed her options and he was simply the most logical choice. “She just likes me. That’s the reason.” 
 
    “Sure she does,” said Mei. 
 
    “I’m a likeable guy, you know. Everyone says so.” He leaned in and put his arm around her. “I lured you in, didn’t I?” 
 
    She beamed a grin at him. “You’re just persistent, that’s all.” 
 
    “Same difference.” 
 
    “Think you’ll be able to handle the responsibility you’ve just been given?” 
 
    “Probably not. I’m kind of reckless, ya know. Untamed, you might say.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’ll keep you in check.” 
 
    “What about you? Think you can handle being an ambassador to an alien race of technologically advanced weirdos?” 
 
    “I’ve dealt with worse,” said Mei.  
 
    “Sure, your old boss,” said John. 
 
    “She was demoted and moved to Salamander outpost. Don’t mess with me, buster. I’m dangerous.” 
 
    John laughed, not because it was funny, but because it was true.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere in Kant 
 
    February 13, 2351 
 
    Terry was glad to be on the road, though he liked the sea as well. His time with Hux had shown him something new, and for that he was thankful. There was so much variety to the world, he had found. The more he thought about it, the more he wondered what else there was to see. 
 
    After providing them with sacks of food and drink, along with a few extra sets of clothes and a clean bath, Plead took Terry and Ludo to his traveling cart, which he had parked a short walk from his shop. Plead often traveled between the nearby villages, carrying supplies and selling them to his many clients. Hux delivered a variety of materials to Plead, and the partnership had made him very wealthy over the years. It was for this reason, he explained, that he had agreed to assist with escorting Terry and Ludo to the Temple of the Eye. Plead did not go there often, but he knew the path well enough. 
 
    He did not foresee any delays, and Ludo was thankful to hear it.  
 
    Ahead of the cart were two domesticated animals, which Terry had only had the pleasure of seeing one other time, back in Capeside, and only in passing. Plead had called them haddins, similar in many respects to oxen but without the horns. Large, muscular, and with burgundy fur, the animals could pull fifteen hundred kilograms for two days without tiring. They were also fairly intelligent, and would stick to whatever path their master put before them. If trained properly, they could even memorize routes. Haddins, Plead had told them, were the perfect laborers. 
 
    Terry jumped into the back of the cart, along with Ludo, as Plead handed him some supplies. “We’ll be at the temple by tomorrow,” said Plead.  
 
    “That soon?” asked Terry. 
 
    “My cart doesn’t stop. We can travel through the night. I’ll sleep once we arrive.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing this,” Ludo told him. He’d expressed his gratitude to the man several times since yesterday. 
 
    Plead smiled and raised his hand. “Please, sir, you flatter me. I am happy to do it. I’ve been meaning to sell some of my incense to the priests and priestesses. This is the perfect opportunity to try to open a new route.” 
 
    Ludo gave the merchant a happy nod and continued moving supplies. When they were finally done, Plead set the haddins to moving, and the cart began its trek across the eastern countryside.  
 
    As the hours passed, Ludo and Terry decided to meditate in order to prepare themselves. “We must clear the mind if we are to stay vigilant,” said Ludo. “There will be opposition when we arrive, and things may not go smoothly.” 
 
    “You think we’ll get into a fight?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I would not presume to guess our fates, but I believe in being prepared. The temple guards are some of the most decorated in the region, given their station because of their valor and proven worth in combat,” said the farmer. “We would do well to be as cautious as possible.” 
 
    Terry believed his friend, as he often did about such things. He would not let down his guard when they arrived, not for a single moment. The lives of his friends were in the balance, and Terry would do whatever it took to keep them safe. This he swore to himself, sitting there in the back of the traveling cart, meditating, and reflecting.  
 
    ****** 
 
    The journey to the temple lasted for over a day. The sun set and rose in the time it took to travel through the countryside, but when Terry opened his eyes to the morning light, he could hear voices in the distance. Dozens of them. Maybe more. 
 
    Ludo sat meditating on the other side of the cart, his eyes shut. He was entirely motionless. Probably far away somewhere, dreaming of another world. 
 
    Terry sighed and licked his lips. He was more than a little thirsty, having drunk most of his water the night before. What he wouldn’t give for some Academy cafeteria orange juice right about now.  
 
    The cart continued to bump along the road, and the sounds of the temple grew louder. “Ludo,” said Terry. “Hey, we’re almost there.” 
 
    The farmer stirred, but was slow to open his eyes. “Already?” he asked. “Has so much time gone by?” 
 
    “How long did you meditate?” 
 
    “Not meditating,” muttered Ludo. “I was dreaming.” 
 
    “Good things, I hope,” said Terry. 
 
    Ludo smiled, although there was a touch of sadness to it. “We were on the farm, all of us. You and I, Ysa and Talo. Even Grandmother…and everyone was happy.” 
 
    “It sounds like a good dream,” said Terry.  
 
    “We must make it come true,” Ludo insisted. “Together, as chakka-kin, we will bring our family home again.” 
 
    “We will,” agreed Terry. 
 
    The cart came to a stop a short distance from the edge of the temple grounds. Plead dismounted and came to the rear, raising the flap. “We’re here, or nearly. Are the two of you prepared? Shall I take us in?” 
 
    Terry waited for Ludo, letting him give the order.  
 
    The farmer replied immediately. “Let us go,” he told the merchant. “We are ready.” 
 
    Plead clapped his hands together with excitement. “Right! I’ll take the cart to the rear of the temple with the other traders. There is a stretch of them there selling knockoff jewels and lackluster goods. Wait until they see what Plead has brought.” He smirked and closed the flap. 
 
    As the cart proceeded, Terry listened with great interest to the voices from the temple grounds. He wondered who they were and why they had come. As Ludo had told him, the temple was a place of both worship and sacrifice, where priestesses came to pay tribute, often with their very lives.  
 
    How many Gast Maldeens were walking on these hallowed grounds? How many people with unbelievable power? Would he have to fight them all to save a farmer’s wife? Would he and Ludo have to kill again? 
 
    As humanity itself had shown, true believers could be dangerous. They did terrible things to each other, and in their minds it was always justified. Genocide wasn’t so bad as long as the gods gave it their blessing.  
 
    All throughout mankind’s history, death had followed faith. Here, it seemed, the tradition was still ongoing. 
 
    The cart came to a stop right as it entered the grounds. “Hello, good sir,” said Plead. “It’s a wonderful morning, isn’t it? The Eye is on us today!” 
 
    “What business do you have here?” asked a man with a husky voice. 
 
    “I’ve got goods to sell. Fabrics for the temple, food, and spices. A variety of things from the southern harbors and across the sea. All the finest things!” 
 
    The man grunted. “You brought it all yourself?” 
 
    “Oh, certainly not! I have two apprentices in the back. Stronger than me, I can assure you.” 
 
    The stranger walked to the rear of the cart, each footstep growing louder. Terry focused on the motions of his body, the clanking coins in his pocket, the wind against his tunic. By the time he reached the rear, Terry already had an image in his mind. “Hello, sir,” said Ludo, opening the flap before the guard could do it. He stepped out into the dirt. “It is good to be here…in such a holy place.” 
 
    The man nodded, turning to Terry. “You there. Step outside.” 
 
    Terry did as he was told, saying nothing. 
 
    The guard observed him, a look of growing concern on his face. “Is something wrong with you?” he asked, after a moment.  
 
    “This one is a foreigner,” said Plead, almost dismissively. “Pay him no mind.” 
 
    “A foreigner?” asked the guard. 
 
    “He is from Lexine,” said Ludo. 
 
    “Where?” asked the man. 
 
    “From across the sea to the east,” said Plead.  
 
    “What sort of place is it?” 
 
    “There are a lot of deserts. Not very civilized.” 
 
    “He’s so pale, though,” said the guard. 
 
    “I came here when I was younger. I arrived in Capeside as a baby and never went back,” said Terry, trying to hasten the conversation.  
 
    “I’ve heard of your country, I think,” said the guard, nodding along.   
 
    “Shall we continue, sir? Oh, and please take one of these fruits. Ripe and delicious, believe me,” said Plead.  
 
    “Yes, very well. Go ahead to where the other merchants are. Stay out of the way, and no selling during the Day of the Eye. That’s tomorrow. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you very much for your patience,” said Plead. 
 
    Terry and Ludo got back into the cart, leaving the guard with the husky voice to munch on his newly acquired piece of fruit. As Plead brought them around to the side of the temple, Terry caught a glimpse of something standing in the distance, blocking the horizon. It was a wall, and he was surprised at how far it seemed to stretch. Even with his hybrid eyes, he couldn’t see its end. The wall was mostly obsidian black, though smaller pieces were white and gray. He couldn’t tell what sort of material it was, though it rose at least a hundred meters into the sky. “Is that the border?” asked Terry, gawking. 
 
    “It is, indeed, and inside lies Everlasting,” answered Ludo. 
 
    “Does it go all the way around the city?” 
 
    “So the stories go, but no one knows for certain. Some have tried to walk the whole of it, but most gave up and returned.” 
 
    “Why? How hard could it be to follow it around?” 
 
    “There are mountains eventually, and even an ocean,” explained Ludo. “But worse, still, there are the Guardians, who stop any who linger near the wall for too long.” 
 
    The Guardians Terry thought, remembering what Hux had told him. Demons shaped like men. Deadly and dangerous. Giant killers looking to destroy. 
 
    Despite his own curiosity, he would stay far away from the border’s walls. They had come to retrieve Ysa and bring her safely home. With any luck, they’d be gone this time tomorrow.  
 
   


  
 

 Part 2 
 
      
 
    The only means of ridding man of crime 
 
    is ridding him of freedom. 
 
    ― Yevgeny Zamyatin 
 
      
 
    Cage an eagle and it will bite at the wires, 
 
    be they of iron or of gold. 
 
    ― Henrik Ibsen


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 965 
 
    Recorded: February 15, 2351 
 
    CURIE: This is the last time I’ll be able to speak with you for a while. Zoe and Bart will remain behind at the outpost. They’ll return in a few days, once their work is finished.  
 
    MITCHELL: When should I expect you back? 
 
    CURIE: I don’t know. Maybe a few days. I can’t imagine we’ll stay longer than that. In case we do, though, I need you to do something for me, Sophie. 
 
    MITCHELL: Of course, ma’am. What is it? 
 
    CURIE: If you haven’t heard from me in five days, I need you to disable the portal.  
 
    MITCHELL: Disable it? Oh…I see. You’re concerned we might get attacked, is that it? 
 
    CURIE: Right as always. I’ve seen their technology. The ship they came here in is highly advanced. The same goes for their armor and weapons. John managed to disarm a few of them, but Central only has so many Variant hybrids. Even if we had an army, it still might not be enough. 
 
    MITCHELL: I understand. Don’t worry, ma’am. I’ll do the job. 
 
    CURIE: I know you will, Sophie.  
 
    MITCHELL: In the case of such an event, what should I tell Harper and the rest of the board? 
 
    CURIE: The truth, I’d imagine. Tell them you were following orders. I don’t mind taking the blame. I’ll be too far away to give a damn.  
 
    MITCHELL: You’ll excuse me if I remain optimistic about your return.  
 
    CURIE: Of course. I’m not planning to go off and die. I still have things to do. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    February 15, 2351 
 
    Mei ordered Zoe and Bart to stay behind to work in conjunction with the technician from Everlasting. “Don’t let him out of your sight. You limit his access and observe his actions as carefully as possible,” she told them. 
 
    “You don’t trust them?” asked Zoe. “What am I saying? Of course you don’t.”  
 
    “Nor should she,” muttered Bart.  
 
    “We barely know these people. Just because they’ve offered to help, it doesn’t mean they’re our friends,” said Mei. 
 
    “Got it. No trust,” said Zoe. 
 
    “Record everything, if you can. Have him explain everything he does in detail as he does it. If you suspect he’s doing something suspicious, pull him away.” 
 
    “Brooks is in charge while I’m gone,” continued John. “She’ll post someone in the room with you while you work, just in case.” 
 
    “I don’t need any babysitting,” Bart insisted. 
 
    “Not saying you do, but everyone needs backup.” 
 
    “So, how do we get in touch with you if we need you?” asked Zoe. 
 
    Mei took out her pad, showing her the screen. “See this?” she asked. It was a picture of a small device resting on a crate. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “That’s a communicator that Lena gave me. Gel brought it for the exact reason you’re asking about.” 
 
    “Why’d you take a picture of it?”  
 
    “In case it’s bugged,” she said. “Obviously.” 
 
    Zoe laughed. “You sure are paranoid, ma’am.” 
 
    “After what happened with Tremaine bugging our entire outpost, can you blame me? We can’t let these people know everything. Not if there’s a chance of them betraying our trust.” 
 
    “Smart thinking, Doc,” said Bart. “I like where your head is at.” 
 
    “At any rate, we need to understand how this machine works. Should everything fall apart and these people prove hostile, we may have to shut the whole operation down. If so, I don’t want any hiccups. Find out how this thing works. Learn as much as you can.” 
 
    “We understand,” said Zoe. “Don’t worry, ma’am. We won’t let you down.” 
 
    Mei nodded. “I know you won’t. You never do.” 
 
    John escorted her back to the landing zone, signaling his team to break apart. Half would remain behind to guard the gate, while the rest would go along to Everlasting.  
 
    Short, Hughes, Track, and Mickey all piled into the aircraft, taking seats along a side adjacent to one another. John sat next to Mei. “Think this Everlasting place is worth the trip?” asked Short. 
 
    “I’ll tell you one thing,” said Track. “If it’s underground, you can count me out. I’ll stay inside the plane.” 
 
    “I’m not sure this thing’s a plane,” said Hughes. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I ain’t leaving it.” 
 
    “The city is on the surface,” said Lena, surprising them. She’d apparently snuck into her seat without anyone realizing.  
 
    “How’s that work if you can’t breathe the gas?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “There’s a protective shield in place. It has its own atmosphere.” 
 
    “Neat,” said Mickey. 
 
    The engines started, and a low hum erupted from the floors, vibrating their seats. John watched from behind a glass window as the Red Door lifted off the ground. Several of the remaining Blacks—Meridy, Brooks, and Hatch—waved. John hoped to be back as soon as possible, but his confidence in Brooks to handle things was firm. She’d led this team for several months while he was visiting Mei at the Ortego outpost. She could handle this, too.  
 
    The Red Door began to accelerate, leaving the camp and the other Blacks behind. John watched as they faded from view, overshadowed by the forest trees and, eventually, the mountain peaks. The ship soared high into the stratosphere, piercing clouds. When it emerged, the world seemed to transform. The land faded beneath them, revealing the clearest sky he’d seen in days. 
 
    He wondered how far Everlasting truly was from their camp, and what such a place might be. Would it be dangerous? He hoped not. The last thing they needed was another fight. With any luck, the aliens would have some kind of technology to help him locate Terry. It was the reason he had, after all, leapt through the rift in the first place.  
 
    It was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Temple of the Eye 
 
    February 15, 2351 
 
    They had been at the temple for nearly a day. The first afternoon was spent unloading supplies and transforming the cart into a standalone shop. As Plead had said, they had to play the part before beginning their true mission. During the day, they’d sit around and sell their goods, talk to people and ask questions about the temple, walk around and get a feel for the layout. Once they knew where to go, they’d strike at night and rescue Ysa, then be packed and gone before the suns rose in the morning. No one would know until it was too late. 
 
    With any luck, they’d be out of here by tomorrow. 
 
    “Hand me that jug, would you?” asked Plead, motioning to the side of the cart. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” said Terry.  
 
    “Your mind somewhere else?” asked Plead. “It’s best to stay here. Keep your head on the prize, you know?”  
 
    Terry handed over the jug, and Plead poured him a cup of water.  
 
    “Don’t leave for a bit, yes? I’m going to talk to our friends at the meat cart. I’ll see if I can get some information.” 
 
    “Be careful,” said Terry.  
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’m as subtle as they come,” said Plead, leaving with a grin. 
 
    Terry wasn’t so sure about that, given what he saw at the gate the day before. Plead was a good man, probably not used to wearing such a big lie. If he wasn’t careful, the entire operation would be blown. 
 
    Ludo came around the side of the nearest building, carrying an armful of chopped wood. He’d gone into the forest with a few of the other apprentice merchants to retrieve some kindling for the community fire, which the band of travelers lit together every night. Ludo volunteered to do it himself, suggesting he might learn a thing or two from the other men. Maybe even catch a glimpse of something. Perhaps Ysa, if he should be so lucky. Maybe he would spot her leaving one of the tents, preparing for the upcoming ceremony.  
 
    But as he returned from the woods still wearing the same expression he’d left with, Terry knew his friend had been unsuccessful. Nothing had changed, and Ysa was still lost. 
 
    Ludo dropped the firewood off at the rear of the cart. Terry poured him a cup of water and handed it over. “Thirsty?” he asked. 
 
    “Thank you,” said the farmer, accepting the gift.  
 
    “Plead took off for a few minutes, but he should be back in a bit. Did you learn anything new from the others while you guys were in the woods?” 
 
    “Nothing we did not already know, I’m afraid,” said Ludo, gulping the water down. “They only talked briefly about the ritual. A bet was placed on how many of the priestesses would die this year. The average was three.” The energy in his voice was entirely gone.  
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll find Ysa before it comes to that,” said Terry.  
 
    “Right,” said Ludo. He climbed into the back of the cart. “I’m going to rest for an hour. Wake me if I sleep too long, would you?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Terry.  
 
    It was concerning, seeing Ludo with such a dour look in his eyes. Perhaps the many restless nights had finally caught up with him.  
 
    Plead returned from the meat cart after a while with a slab of bloody flesh resting on a metal hook. It carried an awful smell, like something rotten. Terry couldn’t help but plug his nose.  
 
    Plead laughed when he saw him. “Sorry about that,” he said, taking the meat behind the cart. There were several small pikes in the ground, which he used to hang the meat. “They call this Pinstridge. It might not have the greatest scent, but the taste is incredible, and it’s filling.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Plead motioned for Terry to come closer, near the side of the cart where no one could see them. “I was talking to the owner of the other shop. I mentioned that I had only been here one other time, so I was unfamiliar with the layout of the temple. He was happy to help with information.” 
 
    “We already know what most of the tents are for, though,” said Terry. 
 
    “Right, but not all of them, and we still don’t know where your friend is,” said Plead, referring to Ysa. 
 
    “Did you find out?” 
 
    Plead grinned. “They’re not here.” 
 
    Inside the cart, Ludo stirred.  
 
    Terry kept his focus on Plead. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Each of the priestesses are staying in another location. It’s not too far from here, but we’ll raise suspicion if we go right now. I suggest waiting for nightfall.” 
 
    “Where are they?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Further east. The butcher called it the Sanctum. It’s a cathedral, by the sound of it.”  
 
    “We will go tonight,” said Ludo, speaking at last. 
 
    Plead looked surprised. “I see our friend is awake.” 
 
    Terry leaned in closer to the side of the cart. “Ludo, wouldn’t it be better to wait for them to come to us? He just said they’ll be here tomorrow.” 
 
    “No, it must be tonight. If we wait too long, we may lose our chance to rescue Ysa,” he said. 
 
    “He’s right. This temple has guards stationed all around it,” said Plead. 
 
    “You don’t think the monastery will be the same?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Perhaps so, but when the priestesses arrive, they will likely bring their guards with them. The odds of success would drop considerably,” explained Plead. 
 
    “Alright, you’ve convinced me. How long after dark should we leave?” 
 
    “The two of you,” began Plead, “will leave a few periods after Jino sets. I’ll wait here and prepare the cart for departure.” Jino was, of course, the name given for the second sun, with Luxa being the first. According to legend, there was once a great war in heaven between thousands of immortal gods. Jino was on one side of the conflict, while Luxa was on the other. They were both considered the greatest fighters in existence. It was said that if the two should meet on the battlefield, the fate of the war would be determined. 
 
    As it happened, this was exactly what happened, but instead of trying to cut each other’s throats, the two gods found they were unable to raise their swords. They fell in love almost immediately—a common theme in Kant’s ancient stories—and resolved to end the conflict once and for all. After a few days of intense debate, they finally managed to convince their leaders to lay down their arms and end the war. All because two warriors fell in love. 
 
    Afterwards, Jino and Luxa were gifted the responsibility of protecting Kant, blessing them with the gods’ most favored world. Terry had always thought it was a nice story in an otherwise violent world. 
 
    “You’re not coming with us?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. Do I look like a soldier or a high priest? I’d end up dying in a ditch somewhere if I went along with you,” said Plead. “No, I’ll stay here with my cart, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Ludo, does this work for you?” asked Terry. 
 
    “If it means finding and saving Ysa, then I will do what needs to be done,” he answered. 
 
    Terry walked around to the rear and raised the flap, shining some light on his exhausted friend. “You need to get some rest beforehand. You understand, Ludo? I can’t have you keeling over on me when we’re in the middle of a fight.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Ludo, sitting up and closing his eyes, taking on a position of meditation. “I need only clear my mind. It may take a few moments, but I’ll be ready when the time comes.” 
 
    Terry nodded. “I’ll come and get you later.” He closed the flap, leaving the farmer to rest. If only they’d arrived a few days earlier, Ludo might still have enough energy in him to be useful. If he hadn’t slept by the time the hour came, later tonight, Terry might very well have to leave him behind.  
 
    ****** 
 
    The Red Door 
 
    February 15, 2351 
 
    The ship flew over the landscape of Kant with unparalleled speed. It was unlike anything John had ever witnessed. Forests, rivers, and lakes came into view and then faded, all within the same minute of one another. The only things that lingered were the mountains in the west, which rose high into the violet sky, piercing clouds for several kilometers. 
 
    According to Lena, Everlasting was far to the north, near the edge of the continent. John expected such a trip to take hours, but was surprised to learn it would be much sooner. 
 
    After about forty-five minutes, the pilot announced they had entered Everlasting airspace. They would be there shortly. 
 
    “How far did we just travel?” asked Mickey. 
 
    “I’m sure they measure distance differently than we do,” said Mei.  
 
    “Indeed. It would be difficult to answer without knowing your measurements,” said Gel. 
 
    “Do you have a map?” asked Mei. 
 
    Gel nodded. “Lena, can you show them?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she responded, and a holographic display appeared before them. It showed a large landmass, ripe with mountains, rivers, and lakes. There were several dots scattered across, with strange markings next to each. One of the dots lit up, blinking neon blue. Lena did all of this without moving. “This is where the facility is. Where we retrieved you.” 
 
    Another dot began to blink, also blue, far to the north. “This is the Red Door.” 
 
    A third dot followed, finally, a short distance from the second. It was much larger than the others. “And here is Everlasting.” 
 
    “Are these mountains to scale?” asked Mei. 
 
    “They are,” answered Lena. 
 
    “Incredible. We traveled…this has to be at least a thousand kilometers. Probably more. We did this in under a few hours?” asked Mei. 
 
    “The ship achieved suborbital status and then descended to where we are now, making for a faster flight than if we would have stayed at this elevation,” said Lena. 
 
    “What’s she talking about?” asked Mickey. 
 
    “The ship went really high up and then came back down,” said Short. 
 
    “And that made us go faster?” asked Mickey. 
 
    “I’ve heard about this,” said Mei, looking at John. “We used to have ships like this, before the Jolt. You could make it from Tokyo to New York in just a few hours.” 
 
    “What’s Tokyo?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. The point is those two places were really far from one another,” said Mei. She glanced out the cabin window. “Only the military and billionaires had them, if I remember right. Taking a plane like that was expensive because of fuel costs. They used to tell people this type of transportation would eventually be affordable and easy, but it never actually happened.” 
 
    “Because of the Jolt?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “Correct,” she answered.  
 
    “Then you understand?” asked Lena. 
 
    “We do,” said Mei. “Thank you for the explanation.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” said Lena, and the hologram shattered, dissolving back into the air. 
 
    John leaned against the hull, staring out into the distance, and spotted an object. It was massive, filled with glistening towers and activity—vehicles flying from one place to the other. It was Everlasting, and he could already tell it was massive and sprawling with life. “Hey, check it out,” he said, pressing his finger against the glass. 
 
    “I can barely see anything,” said Hughes. 
 
    “You don’t have the Sarge’s eyes,” said Track. 
 
    Mei leaned in beside John. “I see it,” she whispered. “It’s incredible.” 
 
    There were so many buildings, John couldn’t begin to count them. So many people walking on the ground between them, and those were the ones outside. “It’s bigger than I thought it would be.” 
 
    A sudden fear rose in his gut as he watched from behind the glass. A reminder of what could happen, should the talks fail. If Everlasting was so powerful, and its people this plentiful, then Central stood no chance at all. The threat would be undeniable. 
 
 
    Maybe I should let Mei do all the talking, he thought, right as the Red Door began its descent into the city. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John hardly felt it when the aircraft touched down on the landing platform. It was certainly a graceful machine, if nothing else. 
 
    The door opened almost immediately, and a blue light filled the cabin. “The hell is that?” he asked, shielding his eyes. 
 
    “The biometric scanner. It’s automatic. Please ignore it,” said Gel. 
 
    “Hard to ignore something so bright.” 
 
    John stepped off the ship, but stopped when he saw where they’d landed. The ship had brought them into a loading bay of some kind, with curved walls resembling the inside of an egg.  The landing platform sat in the center, connected to an elevated path into the facility. Lights flickered in the distance. He spotted a few other platforms at various points above and below this one, many with ships of their own. 
 
    Everyone piled out of the Red Door. “Whoa, check this place out,” said Track.  
 
    Short cracked her neck and stretched out her arms. "Finally. Can’t stand sitting that long.” 
 
    “It was only a few hours,” said Hughes. 
 
    “Quiet down,” ordered John. “Eyes up and ears open while we’re here. Everyone follow?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Short, suddenly serious. 
 
    Lena and Gel disembarked from the ship, following the others. “If you will come with us, please, we’ll take you to your rooms. The Leadership has expressed you be given whatever you need during your stay with us,” said Gel. 
 
    “We appreciate it, but when will we be meeting with them?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning, I believe. For now, Lena Sol will show you to your rooms.” He gave a slight bow. “Good day to you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Mei. 
 
    “Follow me, please,” said Lena. She led them out of the landing bay and through a corridor. Everything was so clean and smooth, a far cry from what Central had to offer.  
 
    “Think the food here is good?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “Seems classy so far,” said Short. 
 
    “Wonder if they know what chocolate is.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it.” 
 
    They came around a small corner and entered another room. It reminded John of the train stations back home, only smaller. Like those, this one had a tunnel running through it, with a loading platform at the center. Lena Sol approached the side of it, standing completely still and saying nothing. 
 
    A sound erupted from within the tunnel, like a piece of metal unlatching itself. “Did you hear that?” he asked, looking around.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Mei. “Is it coming from the tunnel? Can you see anything—” 
 
    Before she could finish, a vehicle appeared from inside. It was much smaller than the trains, more compact. The whole thing looked like a long, white box with curved edges.  
 
    It came to a stop right in front of Lena, and two doors slid open. “This is a transportation vehicle known as an ipp.” She paused. “I believe the proper translation is egg.” 
 
    John tried to see the resemblance to an actual egg, but couldn’t. Must be a cultural thing. 
 
    “Inside, please,” said Lena, inviting them in with a sweep of her hand. 
 
    “Guess we’re going on another trip,” said Hughes. 
 
    “Hopefully not a long one,” said Short. 
 
    The inside was fairly minimalist, with a single row of seats lining each of the walls. As soon as the doors closed, however, the walls flickered and changed, transitioning into what seemed to be glass. It was like it was no longer there. “The hell just happened?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “Did the walls disappear?” asked Track. 
 
    The vehicle started moving, passing into the tunnel, accelerating quickly and quietly. John couldn’t help but feel like he was riding through the barrel of a gun. 
 
    As the tunnel curved, a flicker of light caught his eye from further down the line. 
 
    The vehicle exited the covering and a blanket of sunlight swept over them. They were outside now, driving on a slightly elevated track several yards above a pool of water. Several ships flew overhead, cruising between skyscrapers.  
 
    To their right, a second vehicle identical to their own passed by them, heading in the opposite direction. It appeared to be filled to capacity with people, many of whom were smiling and talking. 
 
    The light faded as they entered another building. Like the one before, the tunnel was long and winding. John felt the momentum begin to shift as the vehicle slowed, finally stopping at another station. The walls turned white again, losing their transparency, and the doors slid open.  
 
    “We’ve arrived,” said Lena, stepping onto the platform. “Your rooms are down the hall. Please follow me.” 
 
    “Do these things run through your entire city?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Yes. Public transportation is a vital part of our infrastructure,” said Lena. 
 
    “Sounds familiar,” said Hughes. 
 
    “We have a similar system where we’re from,” said Mei. 
 
    “Fascinating. I wasn’t certain if you had the capability for such technology. It’s good that you take care of your citizens,” said Lena. 
 
    Their rooms were right next to each other at the end of a long hallway, far from anything else. Lena touched the side of each of the three doors, opening them. “Here you are. Please come in and I’ll show you where everything is. The food dispenser is located over here. The beds are on the other side. If you need anything specific or have any questions, you can contact me directly by touching this tile.” She motioned to a carved block on the wall, which illuminated whenever she brought her hand near it. “I’ll receive a notification immediately.” 
 
    “How do we come and go from the rooms?” asked Mei. 
 
    “The doors are synced to your biometrics. No one else can enter.” 
 
    “How does it already have our signature on file?”  
 
    “Remember the scanner in the landing bay?” 
 
    Mei looked slightly annoyed, but seemed to let it go. “Alright.” 
 
    “Can we wander around?” asked Track. 
 
    “Yeah, I wanna check this place out,” said Mickey. 
 
    “You’ve been given access to most of the building. If there’s an area that is off limits, the doors will simply not respond to your biometric signature.” 
 
    “If you leave, you go in pairs,” said John.  
 
    “Gotta love the buddy system,” said Hughes. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I must return to Master Gel. There is much to do in preparation for tomorrow,” said Lena. She left, heading back the way they came. 
 
    John waited until she was out of sight before turning to his team. “Okay, everyone check your rooms. If you see anything weird, tell me.” 
 
    “Looks like they only gave us three. Does that mean we gotta share?” asked Short. 
 
    “We’ll double up. Mei and I will take this one. You four figure it out.” 
 
    “Buddy system,” repeated Track. 
 
    “I’ll stay with Short,” said Mickey, almost too excited. 
 
    “Too late. I’m with Hughes.” Short touched the door to open it, then went inside. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Hughes, shrugging. He followed behind her. 
 
    “Damn,” said Track.  
 
    “What do you expect?” asked Mickey. “She’s his spotter. They go everywhere together. Don’t fool yourself.” 
 
    “Looks like you two are stuck together,” said John, motioning at the third room. 
 
    “Oh, well. What else is new?” asked Track. 
 
    Mei tapped her door. “Here’s hoping they know what a shower is.” 
 
    “I feel the same way about dinner,” answered John. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Central Command File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 112, 193 
 
    Recorded: February 15, 2351 
 
    HARPER: Hello, Colonel. Thank you for taking my call. 
 
    ROSS: No problem, Doctor. It’s good to hear from you again. Has the board finally wised up and promoted you to chairman?  
 
    HARPER: No, ma’am. We’ve yet to make a decision on a replacement for Tremaine yet, but I’ve been given authorization to handle these responsibilities.  
 
    ROSS: So, you get all of the work, but none of the benefits? I’ve certainly been there. 
 
    HARPER: If I’m being honest, I don’t much want the job. I like working from behind the scenes. Makes it easier. Less red tape and fewer problems. 
 
    ROSS: You’re not wrong, Doctor. Have you heard back from our intrepid explorers yet? Please tell me you’re calling with good news. 
 
    HARPER: I’m afraid not, but I don’t expect to hear from them for a few days more, at least. They’re visiting the alien city at the moment, which keeps them out of communication range. 
 
    ROSS: I still can’t believe that’s even happening. It’s both exciting and terrifying.   
 
    HARPER: I agree, which is why I’m calling. I wanted to start coordinating with you on how we should proceed. 
 
    ROSS: Is the current plan insufficient?  
 
    HARPER: I believe it’s sound. Blowing up the portal in case of emergency should be adequate in the short term, but I thought we’d want an alternative…just in case. If the aliens prove hostile and somehow find a way to stop us from destroying their gate…or, let’s say, we succeed, only for them to rebuild it, we’ll inevitably need another option. 
 
    ROSS: What are you suggesting? 
 
    HARPER: A contingency plan. A way to defend ourselves in the unlikely event that everything fails and we’re faced with an invasion. 
 
    ROSS: Based on the information you’ve already sent me, I can’t imagine our military would be enough to withstand an attack from such an advanced civilization. A single aircraft was able to take out one of our best squads. That toxin of theirs is something else.  
 
    HARPER: Yes, although we did have one of the hybrids there. I heard Finn took control of the situation rather quickly. 
 
    ROSS: He did, but we only have so many of those children, and they’re hardly an army.  
 
    HARPER: Did you have something else in mind? A weapon, perhaps? 
 
    ROSS: I’ve been considering the sort of situation you’re describing. What would happen if another portal opened and an army of thousands landed on our planet? How could we combat such a force? 
 
    HARPER: As I understand it, you have a handful of bombs. We could arm a few, have them waiting at the Ortego facility in case they decide to open another rift. 
 
    ROSS: Are you so certain they would come through at the same place? What if they enter from fifty kilometers away? What if it’s on another continent? For that matter, what happens when it isn’t just a single gate, but a dozen? A hundred portals open in the sky and out pops a flying armada. There’s no way to predict how it might unfold. 
 
    HARPER: Damn, I suppose I don’t think like a military commander, do I? What would you do in a situation like that? 
 
    ROSS: There isn’t much we could do, except run and hide. Go back into our little hole in the ground and lock the doors.  
 
    HARPER: Are you saying you don’t plan on fighting back? 
 
    ROSS: Oh, on the contrary. I’d use every weapon at my disposal against them. Remember El Rico Air Force Base? 
 
    HARPER: Sure. That’s where the military evacuated from when Variant was released.  
 
    ROSS: We sent the Blacks there last year to retrieve some medical tech. In doing so, they managed to find the arsenal. We’re trying to repair a handful of those weapons as we speak. 
 
    HARPER: I had no idea you were doing any of this. God, our departments don’t communicate nearly as often as they should. What did you even pull from there? 
 
    ROSS: A few stockpiles of long-range ballistic missiles, but those are largely useless without any working silos…and we don’t have time to build them. We did find some bombs, though, and plenty of useless ammunition.  
 
    HARPER: Useless ammunition? 
 
    ROSS: Leave some bullets in an uncontrolled environment for a few hundred years and watch what happens. You’ll find they’re mostly unusable.  
 
    HARPER: It doesn’t sound like we have enough. 
 
    ROSS: We don’t. That’s why we’ll have to hope those kids succeed with the talks. If they can’t, then I trust Finn to finish the job and blow the gate. 
 
    HARPER: You recommended him, so I have to imagine he knows what he’s doing. It’s the same reason I put Curie’s name forward to the board.  
 
    ROSS: Here’s hoping we made the right call with those two. If things go south, I doubt we’ll get a second chance. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Temple of the Eye 
 
    February 15, 2351 
 
    The moon was absent tonight, shielded by a blanket of far-reaching clouds. A fire blazed within the temple yard, surrounded by a group of traveling merchants, and the scent of roasted meat floated through the air. 
 
    A short walk from the fence, two men moved silently beneath the trees, minding their footing, trying not to draw attention. 
 
    Terry and Ludo had left the camp a short while ago, slipping out while the other merchants were occupied. Plead had managed to make a fuss over the butcher’s cut of the meat, providing an adequate distraction.  
 
    Ludo had slept through most of the afternoon, exhausted from days of traveling. Terry nearly went on without him, but the farmer would not be so easily abandoned. He stirred from his sleep an hour before sunset, ready for the task. 
 
    Now they crept together, moving like thieves in the night. The neighboring monastery wasn’t far, only an hour’s walk. Before they had reached the halfway mark, Terry could already spot the other camp’s fire, a dying light in the distance.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he whispered. “Almost there.” 
 
    There were a handful of guards posted around the monastery, but nothing they wouldn’t be able to handle. Terry focused and listened, trying to estimate their numbers. Two on the north side, four to the south, one inside the building. Seven altogether. Easy enough. 
 
    The two to the north would go down easier, so Terry would start there. The others had gathered around the fire on the other side of the camp. It would be best to save them for last. “We can sweep the whole yard if we’re quick.” 
 
    “We must avoid bloodshed,” said Ludo. “Let us infiltrate silently. We can rescue Ysa without anyone taking notice. This is a holy place, and violence here would anger the Eye.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I would rather not spill blood on holy ground unless it is necessary,” said Ludo. 
 
    “Okay, but if it comes to it, we may not have a choice.” 
 
    “If the need arises, I will do what must be done to protect Ysa. Do not worry.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll follow your lead.” 
 
    The monastery was comprised of several small buildings surrounding a rather large one at the center. Each of the little ones were shaped like domes, the same design Terry had first found when he arrived on this planet, while the main structure had a more complex design, showcasing several floors and rooms. Many of the walls and floors were cracked, with gaping holes from centuries of decay. The eastern wall of the main building had a gap so large it could have doubled as a door. Clearly, years of neglect had taken its toll on this place. Why had no one bothered to maintain it? 
 
    Ludo ran to the side of one of the domes, motioning for Terry to join him. Once there, they made their way toward the center building, minding the guards, and entered through one of the open walls.  
 
    It was filthy inside, with rubble and broken debris scattered all across the floor. The door was missing from its hinges, replaced instead with a large cloth. Ludo swept it aside and entered into the hall, which was noticeably less cluttered. He continued, with Terry behind him, pressing on toward the innermost section. Like the previous room, most of the others were in shambles. Vines grew over much of the walls, and flowers bloomed through cracks in the floors. Only a handful remained in working order, containing beds and chests. No doubt these were the guards’ quarters.  
 
    Terry touched Ludo by the shoulder, then motioned at the farthest room. He could hear deep breathing coming from there. Someone was sleeping.  
 
    Ludo seemed to understand. He moved slower now, passing by the room. Terry took a moment to peek inside, and as he had expected, two men were in their beds, their faces buried in their pillows.  
 
    When they had gone far enough away from the guards, Ludo stopped before another curtain at the end of the hall. “The priestesses are here,” he whispered.  
 
    “How do you know?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I have been here before, a long time ago,” he answered, and then proceeded through the curtain. 
 
    Inside, the monastery finally opened up, doubling the height of the previous rooms. Statues lined the walls, each with a different face. As Terry scanned them, he realized they were all women, dressed in similar robes, and each with a bald head. Patterns of varying sizes had been carved into their scalps, each with its own unique pattern. Beneath each of them lay a handful of candles and a bowl of flowers, filling the room with a naturally fresh smell, unlike the rest of the otherwise damp building. 
 
    At the far end sat another statue, this one much larger than the rest. A city resting on a cloud, with a beautifully carved eye above it all. “There, behind Everlasting,” motioned Ludo.  
 
    Terry touched one of the city’s towers. It was hard not to be impressed by the detail. Dozens of buildings, many with windows, filled the bulk of the pillar, while layers of patterns took up most of the base. Terry could only guess what the scribblings meant.  
 
    Ludo ran behind the pillar to a set of stairs, calling for Terry to hurry. “The purification chamber is below,” he said, taking the first step. 
 
    Terry clutched the side of the stone. “Ludo, what did you mean when you said you’d been here before?” 
 
    “I served here, many years ago, back before I left the Order.” 
 
    Terry followed after him. “You said you ran away with Ysa. Did you meet her here? Is that what happened?” 
 
    “No, we met in Three Waters, several years before. I was assigned to protect her, and I did for a long time.” 
 
    “So, how did you end up here?”  
 
    “She was chosen for the ceremony, so they brought her here to prepare. As her protector, I was tasked to follow.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything about this place before?” 
 
    “The priestesses did not stay here for very long. They used to spend most of their time at the temple, performing blessings and rituals for the visitors, which lasted for many days, right before the ceremony. I assumed nothing had changed.” 
 
    “Did you run away from here together?” asked Terry. 
 
    Ludo stopped and turned to him. “You must understand, I could not let her die. I wouldn’t be able to live without her.” 
 
    Terry didn’t say anything. 
 
    “The priestesses are sent to the other side of the wall where many are killed. I told her if she went, I would follow. Along with Talo, Ysa is my life. We both feared our sins would return to us someday…and now, here I stand again.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” said Terry, looking him in the eye. “We’ll get Ysa out of here, just like you did the last time.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend, but make no mistake. I do not doubt my actions. Not for a moment. I would sin a thousand times to be with Ysa. She gives my wings strength.” He faced the curtain at the base of the stairs. “I would fight the gods for her.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    In the following room, two men sat together near a wall, several feet from the entrance. They immediately noticed the two would-be rescuers. “Who are you?” one barked, reaching for his knife. 
 
    Ludo leapt toward the man, barely giving him time to respond. He slammed into his side, pushing him against the wall, holding him by the neck. 
 
    Terry spotted the armed soldier, then went for his gun, grabbing it by the barrel. In a single, fluid motion, he pushed the rifle so it was aimed at the stranger’s temple. “Let it go!” 
 
    The man relinquished the gun, and Terry backed away. The soldier raised his hands.  
 
    Ludo kneed the second one in the stomach, knocking the wind from him.  
 
    “What should we do?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Keep them there until I can get Ysa.” 
 
    “Don’t touch the priestess!” one of the men insisted.  
 
    “You’d better stand still,” said Terry. “My hand could slip and this gun could go off. You don’t want to chance that.” It was a lie, but he would never admit it. Terry had no wish to kill anyone, not unless he had no other choice. Besides, the sound of a rifle would only bring more trouble. 
 
    Ludo motioned at the adjoining room. “Bring them this way. The cages are here.” 
 
    Terry nodded to the soldiers. “You heard him. Start walking.” 
 
    They did as he said, slowly.  
 
    They entered through the curtain and into a much larger area. Inside, several barred cells lined the walls. It was like a tiny jail. 
 
    “Ysa?” called Ludo, scanning the room. 
 
    Terry spotted a woman in the corner, sitting completely still with her eyes closed, most likely meditating. “Over there,” said Terry. 
 
    One of the guards took this as an opportunity to try his luck, turning and reaching for the weapon. Terry elbowed the man in the jaw, knocking him to the floor in one quick motion. The guard spit blood on the other soldier’s shoe. 
 
    “I told you not to try anything,” said Terry. 
 
    “We’re sorry,” said one of them. “Please, here.” With a shaking hand, the guard grabbed his keys and dropped them.  
 
    “N-no,” muttered the man with the bloodied face, still trying to breathe. 
 
    “Quiet!” said the other. “Let them take her. She’s a traitor.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth,” said Terry, grabbing him by the wrist. He gave him the keys and pointed at the nearest cell. “Open it.” 
 
    Once the door was open, Terry pushed him in. “You two, inside,” he said. He slammed the metal door behind them, sealing them in. “Say anything and I’ll shoot.” 
 
    Once he had it locked, Terry helped Ludo open Ysa’s cell. The farmer ran to his wife’s side, touching her face. She didn’t move, not at first. Only sat there, no doubt deep in her meditation.  
 
    Ludo kissed her cheek, and tears filled his eyes. He wrapped his mighty arms around her, holding her close. “My love,” he whispered. “I’ve come to take you home again.” 
 
    She cracked her eyes, as though from a long slumber. “Ludo…?” 
 
    He buried his face in her neck. “I’ve found you!” 
 
    She blinked a few times, apparently startled, but soon relaxed. She placed her arm on his back and rubbed him gently. “It is alright now,” she told him. 
 
    “I’m sorry it took me so long.” 
 
    “Do not say such things,” she said, stroking his face. “You should never be sorry. Not you. Never my Ludo.” 
 
    “My Ysa!” he exclaimed.  
 
    He kissed her bald head, and she smiled.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Ysa also had several cuts across her thighs and stomach, apparently made using a sacred vessel—the same sort of weapon Ludo had killed Gast Maldeen with in the prison. “Why did they cut you?” asked Terry, staring at the marks. 
 
    “To clip my wings. The blade prevents me from flying,” said Ysa.  
 
    “So, you can’t use your abilities?” 
 
    “It is barbaric!” snapped Ludo. 
 
    She touched her husband’s face. “I will soar again. Worry not, my love.” 
 
    “Where are the other priestesses?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The night before the great ritual, another ceremony is performed. This one is to ask the Eye for protection and guidance,” said Ysa. 
 
    “There is a single idol not far from here. A statue of one of the guardians. They will have gone there,” said Ludo. 
 
    “They didn’t bring you with them?” asked Terry. 
 
    “They know I would attempt to escape.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, what makes them think you won’t just leave when tomorrow comes?” 
 
    “The final ritual requires us to go beyond the wall. Once there, we cannot come back until it is complete.” 
 
    “They force you to stay there?” 
 
    “The gate is sealed from this side. They lock us in.” 
 
    “Like animals,” muttered Terry. 
 
    “We need to go before the others return,” suggested Ludo. “Facing the priestesses would not be wise.” 
 
    “Let’s return to Plead. He’ll be able to hide Ysa until we leave.” 
 
    The three of them ran out of the basement as quickly as they could, climbing the stairs and ascending into the upper monastery. The guards were still asleep, thankfully, so they could avoid further unnecessary confrontations. In the yard, the active patrols remained at their posts, but something was wrong. Terry could hear voices in the distance, slowly drawing near. 
 
    “They are returning,” whispered Ludo. “Quickly, to the forest.” 
 
    The trio ran to the fence, squeezing through the planks. They entered the tree line and hid behind a few of the thicker trunks. Across the yard, where the fire blazed, a group of ornately dressed individuals were walking toward the monastery. The guards bowed as they passed, backing away. “Tomorrow is the day of glory,” decreed one of the priestesses. 
 
    “We shall bask in the presence of the guardians, sisters. What a remarkable day!” cried another. 
 
    “Except Ysa. She doesn’t have the blessing. The guardians will feast on her heathen flesh.” 
 
    “Without her wings, she is nothing. Even if she had the blessing, it would do her no good.” 
 
    The light of the flame flickered off their bald heads, revealing a range of tattoos, each with a unique pattern. They reminded Terry of the statues he saw in the monastery. 
 
    The women entered one of the smaller structures surrounding the main building. Was Ysa the only one forced to stay in the monastery’s basement? He had to assume as much, given her status as a traitor. No doubt the others received far better treatment.  
 
    “Quick,” whispered Ludo. “They will hear the guards’ cries soon. We must leave this place.” 
 
    “Right,” said Terry.  
 
    They ran into the woods together, under the cover of darkness, leaving the monastery behind. With any luck, they’d reach the other camp in a few hours. Plead would be there waiting, hopefully prepared to go. They could find Talo and return to the farm. Rebuild and regrow.  
 
    It’s almost over, thought Terry. We’ll finally be able to go home. 
 
    ****** 
 
    They managed to get Ysa inside Plead’s cart a few hours before sunrise. She wasn’t eager to sit inside another box, but given her injuries, it was the only option. She had to stay out of sight. 
 
    Terry had suggested to Plead that they depart as soon as they could, but the merchant refused. “Leaving before daylight is unusual. When it is discovered that there’s a priestess missing, we’re bound to have pursuers.”  
 
    “If we sit here too long, they might find her,” said Terry. 
 
    “Have a little faith,” said Plead. “Besides, I’ve already promised the butcher that I would have breakfast with him. I can’t go breaking promises at times like this. The best thing we can do is act normal and follow our routine. Several other merchants are departing this morning, so we will do the same.” 
 
    Ludo joined Ysa in the cart, bringing her a blanket and some water, while Terry and Plead remained outside.  
 
    The two suns rose soon enough, breaking light over the eastern woods and filling the temple grounds. Terry sat against one of the cart wheels, flicking a piece of blue grass, watching Plead eating breakfast with the other merchants.  
 
    When everything had been concluded, the other carts began preparing for departure. Plead returned with a few bowls. “Eat quickly. Give this to your friends.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Terry. He distributed the food and then assisted Plead with feeding the haddins their morning grains.  
 
    Plead took his place at the front of the cart, reins in his hands. “Sit here with me, Terry,” he said, tapping the seat. “Let your friends stay to themselves. I could use someone to talk to, anyway.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Terry, climbing aboard.  
 
    The caravan began moving a few minutes later, staying to a single line. The guards allowed them to leave without a request to search anything. They must not know about the escape yet, thought Terry.  
 
    Plead kept the cart between the others, following the road to the north. “We’ll stay with them until we reach the fork. The caravan will continue west, but our path will keep us north and curve around to the east.” 
 
    “Why not just go back the way we came?” asked Terry. 
 
    “We aren’t returning home. I’m to take you elsewhere.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Hux gave me specific instructions. There is a place to the northeast…a cabin with some supplies and furnishings near a dock. You shall wait there for Hux’s ship to return for you. From there, he will escort you to Capeside.” 
 
    “He never mentioned this to me,” said Terry. 
 
    “In case you turned him down, I should wager,” said Plead.  
 
    “How long until he comes back for us?”  
 
    “A few weeks. Not nearly as long as usual. He’s going to drop off some merchandise to a client and then he’ll return.” 
 
    Terry didn’t know what to say. Hux had proven quite the ally in their travels. A generous man, to be certain. “I need to thank him.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Can you imagine trying to return to Capeside through the many military checkpoints with an injured priestess from the Temple of the Eye with you? You’d have an army at your back.” 
 
    Terry couldn’t argue. Without her abilities, Ysa couldn’t do much in a fight. If they ran into another priest or priestess before getting home, they’d have a serious problem on their hands.  
 
    Plead’s cart eventually pulled off the main path, turning north. He waved farewell to his new caravan friends, including the butcher. They returned the farewell and disappeared into the next valley. As the new road curved north, the border wall came into view.  
 
    It stood like an dark scar, reaching beyond the horizon, splitting the world in two.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1012 
 
    Recorded: February 16, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: Zoe, have you received any news? Did Doctor Curie arrive safely in Everlasting? 
 
    MASTERS: I’m fine, thank you, Sophie. So good of you to ask. 
 
    MITCHELL: I assumed as much, given that you answered my call. Have you heard from Doctor Curie? 
 
    MASTERS: I haven’t, no, but I’m guessing she’s a little occupied. 
 
    HIGGS: Is that Sophie? Tell her to send us some food. 
 
    MASTERS: Get out of here, Bart. I’m busy! 
 
    HIGGS: Sophie, did my potatoes come in yet? 
 
    MASTERS: I’m talking to her about actual business and you’re yapping about food? Get out of here, Bart! 
 
    HIGGS: Not until I get some answers. This is serious. 
 
    MASTERS: Ugh, Sophie, do you have his stupid potatoes? 
 
    MITCHELL: Yes, they arrived yesterday.  
 
    HIGGS: Can you send them through? Do you need me to come get them? 
 
    MITCHELL: I’m afraid neither will be necessary. They’re already gone. 
 
    HIGGS: What? How the hell are they gone? Did they get infected? Don’t tell me there was a crack in the box. 
 
    MITCHELL: Doctor Tabata cooked us a stew last night. It was quite tasty. You would have enjoyed it.  
 
    HIGGS: What?! You ate them? Why would you do that? 
 
    MITCHELL: I’m sorry. I expected we’d have time to order more before you returned. It was delicious, though. 
 
    MASTERS: Don’t apologize, Sophie. He deserves it! 
 
    HIGGS: I can’t believe this! Just wait until I get back.  
 
    MASTERS: Oh, yeah, like you’ll do anything, you big baby. 
 
    HIGGS: I hope the stew was worth it, Sophie, because it’s going to be the last meal you ever get. Do you hear me? 
 
    MITCHELL: I do…and I have no regrets. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Border 
 
    February 16, 2351 
 
    The road near the wall was thin and full of stones and roots. Hardly anyone traveled this path, and it showed. How long since the last carriage pressed its wheels to this dirt? Weeks? Months? For all they knew, the path ahead had been blocked by fallen trees or a flood.  
 
    Doesn’t matter, thought Terry as he rode alongside Plead. I’ll get out and push if I have to. We’ll make it. 
 
    The wall towered over them, they were so close to it now. Were it not for Plead telling him to stay in the carriage, Terry would have gone to examine it. For hours, he watched the metal structure as they rode along the rocky path. How long had such a thing stood here, guarding the forbidden kingdom on the other side? He could scarcely guess. 
 
    Terry had Plead stop the cart a few times throughout the day in order to check on Ysa. She was still under the influence of the knife. Still powerless and unable to fly. Ludo had no idea how long her affliction might last, given the number of cuts on her body. He suspected a few days, but the doubt in his voice was obvious. 
 
    Gray clouds filled the skies to the north, and were moving toward them. “We’ll need to find a good place to stop,” said Plead. “Don’t want the wheels getting stuck in the mud.” 
 
    When the first drops hit, Terry pointed out a small clearing in the nearby trees, suggesting they stop there. By the time they brought the carriage to rest, the strength of the storm had come upon them.  
 
    Terry and Plead climbed in the back of the cart with Ludo and Ysa. Combined with their supplies, it was a tight fit. “Can’t we toss some of this to make some room?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Not unless you want to starve when we arrive,” said Plead. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ll need all this to help us last until Hux comes. Did you think I brought it all to sell?” 
 
    “What if the people at the temple had actually tried to buy some of it?” asked Terry. 
 
    Plead laughed. “There’s a reason I rarely travel there. You saw how they are. Holy men are not in the habit of spending money. The other merchants go because it’s on the way to Delionos, and they stop again on the return journey, but no one stays for long.” 
 
    “What’s Delionos?” 
 
    “A city to the west. There’s a string of towns between my home and there, and the caravans stop at all of them, including the temple.” 
 
    “Is it on the coast, too?” 
 
    “Oh, no, certainly not. Delionos sits atop a river—the fattest river there is, actually—called the Plume. Beyond that, there’s only mountains.” 
 
    “The world is so big,” remarked Terry, surprised to hear of even more cities. 
 
    “Bigger than any of us could hope to guess,” said Plead.  
 
    Terry stared at the falling rain outside the cart, letting it relax him. His eyes drifted through the trees, watching little birds fluttering from branch to branch, trying to hide, and chirping. Beyond them, the wall stretched on, its dark gray stone now drenched, shining the sky’s reflection. He remembered the underground city he’d found before, unlike anything else he’d seen since his arrival in this world. He recalled the computer room with its massive ring at the center, surrounded by terminals and equipment. Advanced technology beyond the primitive capabilities of the native people here. Did the same people who built this wall also construct the other place? Had they built other wonders throughout the rest of the world as well? Was a place called Everlasting truly waiting beyond the protection of the wall? Were those people even still alive…or were they gone and lost to time? 
 
    If anyone could have answered Terry’s questions, it was, he wagered, the people of Everlasting. How disappointing, then, that they were nowhere to be found. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John stood in the hall outside his temporary quarters, waiting for the rest of his team. They’d received a call from Lena informing them of her arrival. She would be here soon to escort them to another part of the city in order to meet with the Leadership. With any luck, he and Mei would be able to convince them to open some sort of trade deal between Everlasting and Central. At the very least, he hoped to leave here today on good terms. 
 
    Short emerged from her room, popping her head out, geared and ready. “Hey, boss.” 
 
    “Hey,” he returned.  
 
    “You and the lady have a good night?” she asked. 
 
    “As much as you can in a weird, alien megacity,” said John. “What about you? How was staying with Hughes?” 
 
    “It was fine,” she said, breaking eye contact.  
 
    “Just fine?” 
 
    The door opened, and Hughes stepped out. “Did I hear my name?” 
 
    Short pushed him back inside. “No one’s talking about you.” She shut the door in his face. 
 
    “Not what it sounded like from in here!” said Hughes with a muffled voice. 
 
    John grinned. “Interesting.” 
 
    “What’s interesting?” asked Mei. She’d snuck up beside him, with hair still damp from the shower.  
 
    “Hughes and Short,” said John. 
 
    “Hey, don’t go making assumptions. Just because we stayed in the same room don’t mean nothing,” said Short. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” said Mei. 
 
    “Hey now, don’t go saying it like that. I told you, nothing’s going on,” she insisted. 
 
    “The more you deny it, the more likely it seems,” said Mei, tapping her chin.  
 
    “It’s true,” said John, nodding thoughtfully.  
 
    Short’s eyes dashed back and forth between the two. “I just, um,” she said, flustered. “Hughes, hurry up in there!” She opened the door and ran into the room. 
 
    John snickered.  
 
    “You’re so mean to your people,” said Mei, laughing. 
 
    “They like it,” he said. 
 
    “Do you think she knows we could hear them last night?” 
 
    “I think they forget how good our ears are sometimes.” 
 
    “Four walls between us and it still wasn’t enough,” she said, shuddering. “I could’ve done without all that.” 
 
    “If you say so,” he said, winking. 
 
    She punched him in the arm. “Pervert.” 
 
    Several minutes later, John’s team had fully assembled, ready to go.  
 
    Lena Sol arrived to greet them. She was holding a bag in her right hand. “Hello,” she said. 
 
    “What’s in the sack?” asked Track. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” said John. 
 
    “I’ve brought a few gifts,” said Lena. She took out a weird orange orb and handed it to him. “Try a piece.” 
 
    “Is this food?” asked John, cautiously taking a sniff.  
 
    “Oh, yes. It’s a fruit, and very difficult to find. We discovered them on the other side of the planet several decades ago. They can only be grown in temperate climates on volcanic soil, high above sea level. We have a greenhouse specially designed only for these. You’ll find nothing else like them.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of work just to grow a piece of fruit,” said Mei. “What do you call them?” 
 
    “Jesotni,” explained Lena. “Miracle.” 
 
    “How do we know we can eat this? It could be poisonous to us,” said Mei. Before now, the team had used their personal rations to sustain themselves.  
 
    “Our scans confirmed your biology is surprisingly similar to ours. I also had our botanists examine the fruit’s genetic markers to ensure compatibility. Rest assured, no harm will come to you. The only uncertainty is your level of enjoyment. The taste may be slightly different.” 
 
    The fruit felt soft in John’s hand. He considered returning it, but dismissed the idea. If they wanted him dead, they could use the toxin and be done with it in a matter of seconds. No need to send a timid girl like Lena to deliver a piece of fruit they might not even eat. With a slight shrug, John quickly took a bite, breaking the skin with a hard snap. Red juice gushed out of it and slid down his fingers. A flood of tastes filled his mouth. It was so sweet, almost like candy. It reminded him of butterscotch, only better, purer. He took another bite, and somehow it was even more delicious than the first. 
 
    “Man, this is good!” Track exclaimed, inhaling the food. 
 
    “Slow down,” Mei told him.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy you like it,” said Lena. 
 
    Mei still had the fruit in her hand. She nudged John’s leg with her own. “How is it?” 
 
    “Really good,” he said, very seriously. 
 
    She stared at the orange ball in her hand, a skeptical look on her face. After a long moment of consideration, she gave in and took a bite.  
 
    John watched as her expression shifted from reservation to one of pure delight. She took several more bites before finally swallowing.  
 
    “I guess you like it, huh?” asked John. 
 
    “I can have a crate of them prepared for your return journey, if you like,” said Lena. 
 
    “What do you guys think?” asked John, glancing at the others. 
 
    “It’d be rude to say no, right?” said Hughes. 
 
    “Very well. One moment, please.” Lena’s eyes dilated as she stood quite still, staring at nothing in particular. A second later, she blinked. “There we are. All finished.” 
 
    “I’ll never get used to that,” said Hughes. 
 
    “Wish I had me one of those implants,” said Short. “She can do all kinds of stuff with it.” 
 
    “No thanks. I don’t need no tech in my skull,” said Track.  
 
    “They are quite convenient, and the procedure is completely painless. If Leadership allows, perhaps we can arrange for you to receive one,” said Lena.   
 
    “Let’s worry about the talks first,” said Mei. “One step at a time.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John stepped out of the egg and onto the boarding platform. As Lena had explained, this was the Grand Foyer, a central hub of the different offices. “To the left you will find the Department of Agriculture, the Department of Labor, the Office of Civic Duty, the Office of the Interior, and the Department of Transit. To the right you will find several others, including the Office of Compliance, the Department of Civil Protection, and the Department of Pacification. There are many others in this building, scattered through the various floors, but our destination lies ahead in the Department of Leadership.” 
 
    “So many departments,” said Track. 
 
    “And offices,” added Mickey.  
 
    “Think they’ve got any branches?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Mickey. “Divisions, maybe. A couple of sections.” 
 
    “Oh, boy,” exclaimed Track. 
 
    “Will you two shut up?” said Short. 
 
    Lena led them to a set of double sliding doors. “This platform will take us to the appropriate floor.” 
 
    Everyone piled into the elevator, though it was little more than a box. There were no controls on the wall, nor any indication to let them know what floor they were on. Lena stared with the same blank expression she had when using her implant. A second later, the box began to move. 
 
    It arrived in less than a minute, its doors sliding silently open. The new floor looked remarkably similar to the first, minimalist design and all. The only difference, as far as John could tell, was there were no branching paths to speak of. Instead, only one option lay before them: a single door on the other side of the room. “Right this way,” said Lena, motioning with her hand in a courteous gesture. 
 
    The door was elegant in design—charcoal black with gold trim, standing out amongst the room’s plain, white design. It opened as they approached, and everyone stepped through. 
 
    On the other side, a solitary figure awaited them. He had the sort of relaxed look one might find on an old grandparent. Tender brown eyes and a kind smile invited them. “Welcome, explorers,” he said with a slightly husky voice.  
 
    “Master Trin,” greeted Lena, touching her chest.  
 
    Trin did the same. “Hello, Lena. I heard you were given the honor of escorting our new friends. I’m happy to see you in good health.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Trin,” she said, looking happy.  
 
    “Who are you?” asked Track. 
 
    Mei glared at him. “Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “Morning, sir,” said John, getting right to it. “It’s good to be here.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, you must be Johnathan Finn,” said the old man.  
 
    John was surprised to hear his name, but he knew he shouldn’t be, given the situation. Everyone in upper management probably had a dossier on every single one of them. “That’s me. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You’re certainly larger than I expected,” said Trin, looking up at him. “Are there many in your home as tall as you?” 
 
    “A few,” he answered. 
 
    “How wonderful, and you all seem like such nice people.” He smiled. 
 
    “Thanks,” said John. 
 
    “Master Trin, is Master Gel with the Leadership?” asked Lena. 
 
    “He is. The entire Leadership is already seated and waiting. Shall I escort you inside?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” said Lena. 
 
    John and Mei exchanged glances. She took a deep breath.  
 
    Fingers crossed, he thought. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Blacks stood before a dozen individuals clad in white garments, each sitting comfortably behind an oversized and surprisingly long desk. “Welcome to the Hall of Leadership,” said Master Trin, touching his chest. He proceeded to take his seat alongside the others.  
 
    John looked around for Lena, but she was far behind them, still at the edge of the entryway. She stood quietly to herself, arms in front, almost like she didn’t belong here. 
 
    Mei glanced up at him. “Ready?” she mouthed. 
 
    He tilted his head as if to say, Sure. Why the hell not? 
 
    Mei cleared her throat and stepped forward. “Thank you for inviting us to meet with you today,” she began. “We’re honored to be here.” 
 
    A short silence filled the room as the leaders watched from behind their great desk. John could see in each of their eyes the same blank expression he’d witnessed on Lena’s face many times before. They had to be using their implants. Were they managing their translation software? Perhaps they were going over the files they had on John and his team, or maybe they were talking to each other, somehow, trying to decide what to do next. Could the implants allow for that level of raw communication?  
 
    A man with a short, gray beard and charcoal eyes sat at the center of the table. He seemed to look them over, one at a time. His composure was steady, unwavering, and his presence commanding. John had known commanders in his time. He had known leaders. The man before him, here in this strange, empty place—he was the backbone of this council. He was the central pillar. The rest of them didn’t matter.  
 
    John stared at him with heavy curiosity.  
 
    “The Leadership welcomes you,” came a voice, breaking the silence. It was Master Gel, sitting at the opposite end to Trin. He let out his hand. “We invite you to tell us as much as you are willing about your home world. We understand you might not wish to disclose certain details, and we accept this, but nonetheless remain very curious.” 
 
    John leaned over to Mei. “I think this is your cue.” 
 
    She stiffened. “I suddenly hate this.” 
 
    “You nervous?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” asked Master Gel. 
 
    “No, we’re okay,” answered Mei. She took a deep breath. “I’m not sure where to begin. There’s a lot to cover.” 
 
    “How about you start by telling us about your home and what brought you to ours? Tell us whatever you think is appropriate.” 
 
    “Alright, from the beginning,” she muttered, looking one more time to John. “Two hundred years ago, a group of scientists unwittingly opened a bridge to another world, killing nearly every living thing on the planet.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Leadership seemed very pleased with the answers Mei gave about the nature of Earth. Every question posed was immediately followed by a series of follow-ups, asking for more and more detail. Mei was very precise with her answers, providing enough to satisfy them, but leaving out anything that could be considered sensitive or pertinent to the security of Central and its outposts.  
 
    Since they had only been in Everlasting for a day, there was hardly enough time to gauge whether these people could actually be trusted. Even if John and Mei did believe them, they couldn’t risk the safety of humanity just to satisfy curiosity. When the Leadership asked about Central, Mei only revealed surface-level information. When they persisted with further questions, she would respectfully decline to answer. Master Gel seemed to understand and would often change the topic of interest rather quickly.  
 
    John listened intently to the back and forth. Some of the questions were expected, though a few surprised him. “Your weapons are very curious,” said Trin. “I have been told that they can kill.” 
 
    Mei looked at John. He nodded, letting her know he’d handle this one. “That’s right,” he said, stepping forward. “We use them for defense.” 
 
    “Defense against what?” asked Trin. 
 
    “Animals, mostly. It’s dangerous back home.” He paused. “Actually, it’s dangerous here, too.” 
 
    “Why do you not simply develop a non-lethal alternative?” asked Trin. 
 
    “You mean like the toxin you used on my guys?” asked John. 
 
    Trin said nothing. 
 
    “We don’t have anything like that, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Our customs forbid the use of deadly force, you understand,” said Trin.  
 
    John nodded. 
 
    “Everlasting has taken a more sophisticated approach to dealing with conflict. We understand your level of technology is less…refined…than our own when it comes to personal defense, but we need your assurances that you will do everything you can to avoid such acts while visiting this planet in the future. To clarify, we simply request you not kill any lifeforms, be they sentient or otherwise, in or outside of Everlasting.” 
 
    “Exceptions can be made, naturally,” Trin interjected. “We know that without the toxin you cannot always avoid fatalities.” 
 
    John was surprised at the lack of an emotional reaction. Lena had been quite upset at the notion of killing anything, even in self-defense, so why weren’t these people more appalled? Why weren’t they squirming in their seats at the very idea of it? They had expressed their concerns and made some objections, but it all felt so mechanical. For a group of people who considered all forms of killing unthinkable, they were surprisingly forgiving. “Thank you for understanding,” said John. “If we can avoid killing, we will.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Gel. “With that matter closed, we would like to pose a question to you regarding your biology. Would such a topic be appropriate?” 
 
    “Depending on the question,” said Mei. 
 
    “As you may have guessed, the people of Everlasting cannot breathe the corrupted atmosphere outside our borders. I believe you call it Variant, correct? It is why Titus Ven and his team were wearing environmental suits when you encountered them. Should the atmosphere come into contact with them, they would most certainly die.” 
 
    “I thought Variant was from this planet,” said John. 
 
    Each of the Leadership froze, briefly. The man at the center of the table moved, but only barely, tilting his head slightly to the side.  
 
    John watched him with growing interest. “Something wrong?” 
 
    The man twisted his lower lip, flicking his nose like he was about to sneeze. A second later, the blank stare on all their faces receded. Master Gel smiled. “The atmosphere of this planet was not always as it is. A few centuries ago, the gas as you know it was released into our world, altering the entire ecosystem.” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” asked Mei. 
 
    “There is some debate on the matter, but our records suggest it originated from within the ground,” explained Gel. 
 
    “The ground?” asked Mei. 
 
    He nodded. “At the time, a competing nation was attempting to show their strength by drilling the largest hole ever made. A rather meaningless endeavor, obviously, but it had unintended consequences. XM-13, the contagion you call Variant, was released soon afterwards.” 
 
    “Did the drill hit something?” 
 
    “We think so, yes. A pocket of gas, long hidden away and stored underground, completely isolated from the rest of the world. It is now believed that the drill breached a layer of ancient stone, allowing the trapped gas to escape. Everything you see on this planet is a result of that occurrence.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t Everlasting affected?” asked John. 
 
    Master Trin smiled. “The domeguard, of course.” 
 
    Gel nodded. “The threat of biological weapons was strong in the old world. Our ancestors focused their energy and resources on protection. The domeguard was intended to be used all across the continent, back when this city was but one of many. When XM-13 struck, however, only Everlasting was prepared.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” muttered Mei. 
 
    “Now that we have answered a few of your questions, I hope you will do the same.” 
 
    “Certainly,” she responded. 
 
    “Our next question is related to this very topic, in fact,” continued Gel. “We have noticed that some of you do not require breathing devices while immersed in the gas. Would you please explain the details of why this is?” 
 
    “You want to know why a few of us can breathe Variant?” asked John. 
 
    “Very much so,” answered Gel. “Our scientists have expressed some curiosity over the matter. Upon your arrival, our scans showed a distinct genetic difference between those of you with breathing apparatuses and those without. Is this accurate?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m authorized to—” He stopped, unsure of what to do.  
 
    “You’re right,” Mei interjected, taking over for him. “It’s genetic. Our people have been working on a solution to the gas for almost two hundred years. We are the fruit of that labor.” 
 
    “Would you be willing to show us your research?” 
 
    “That research is no longer in circulation. It’s been sealed by our superiors.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” asked Gel. 
 
    “I’m not authorized to detail that information,” said Mei. “I apologize, but—” 
 
    “Who is authorized?” asked Gel. 
 
    “Other people,” she said, flatly. 
 
    Track leaned in to Mickey’s ear. “I thought these guys were pretty advanced. What’s the deal?” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t know as much as they say,” answered Mickey. 
 
    John cleared his throat, quieting them. They both stiffened and shut up. 
 
    The Leadership’s eyes froze again in unison. They didn’t move for several seconds. John was about to say something—to ask whether or not there was something wrong with them—when Gel finally opened his mouth to speak again. “We would appreciate the inquiry. How quickly can you contact your superiors, Doctor Curie?”  
 
    “Provided I leave soon, I could contact them within the day.” 
 
    “We will arrange for one of our ships to escort you back immediately. It will wait for you as long as you require. Tell your government we are willing to make an offer on the information, should they be interested.” 
 
    “What kind of offer?” asked Mei. 
 
    Master Gel leaned forward. “Our own research on the gas, to begin with, along with supplies and resources. We’re also open to further negotiations should this offer prove insufficient.” 
 
    I’ll deliver your request immediately,” said Mei.  
 
    “Very well. My analyst will show you to the aircraft. It’s already waiting.” 
 
    Lena scurried up beside them. “If you’ll follow me, please.” 
 
    The Blacks began to leave, following Lena toward the exit, but John kept his place. He flicked his thumb, staring at the Leadership. These people had such advanced technology, but for some reason they seemed to come up lacking in this particular field. If ever there was a time to request their assistance in finding Terry, this was it. “Excuse me,” said John, looking directly at the silver-haired man at the center of the table. “I have something you could do.” 
 
    All the eyes in the room were suddenly on him. 
 
    “You’ve probably heard we’re looking for our friend. He came through the portal a few years ago,” said John. “His name is Terry, and he’s lost somewhere on this planet.” 
 
    “We have been informed of this, yes,” answered Gel. 
 
    “I want assurances that you’ll help me find him.” 
 
    “Assurances?” asked Trin. 
 
    John nodded. “A promise to do everything you can, to use all your technology to help us.” He looked at the man in the center of the table, who returned the stare. He had the eyes of a contemplative man. “Please.” 
 
    “We will have to discuss this request,” said Gel. “It is not something we can so easily—” 
 
    He stopped, a blank expression suddenly on him, along with the rest of the Leadership—all except the man with the silver hair, who let out a long, soft sigh and licked his lips. As he did, the rest of them returned, no longer statues. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked John. 
 
    Gel sat down, and each of the Leadership members turned to look at the man in the middle. The stranger leaned forward. “We hear your concern, Sergeant Finn of Earth.” His voice was deep and rough. “Rest assured, Everlasting will assist in your search.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said John. “Can I ask your name?” 
 
    “I am Kai, Master of Public Safety.” 
 
    The title surprised John. He’d expected something with a bit more significance.  
 
    “Master Gel will oversee the search. Consult with him on this matter in the future,” said Kai. 
 
    “Thanks,” said John. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “It is the least we can do for our new allies,” said Master Kai. “Rest assured, we will do everything in our power to find your missing friend.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1035 
 
    Recorded: February 17, 2351 
 
    HARPER: Let me see if I understand what you’re saying. These people…the Leadership…they’re asking for all of our research as it pertains to the Variant gas? More specifically, everything from the Amber Project, itself. Is that correct? 
 
    CURIE: It is, and they’re willing to hand over their own research in exchange for it. 
 
    HARPER: I assume you explained the classified nature of it. 
 
    CURIE: It was the first thing I mentioned. 
 
    HARPER: Putting aside the fact that the research itself is highly unethical and morally reprehensible, what in the world could they possibly need it for? 
 
    CURIE: They have the same vulnerability to Variant that we do, unfortunately. I should have guessed as much, based on their environmental suits, but the team we first encountered implied they were for protection against disease and radiation, not Variant. 
 
    HARPER: Didn’t you say these people were scientifically advanced? I was under the impression their technology was far above ours. Were you mistaken? 
 
    CURIE: That’s the interesting part. From what I’ve been able to gather, they gave up on solving the Variant problem with genetic therapy some time ago. Their scientists concluded it was impossible to stop the gas from invading the cell membrane. They’ve been looking for a breakthrough ever since, mostly in other fields that they believed were more viable.  
 
    HARPER: Other fields? 
 
    CURIE: Everlasting invested in dozens of other fields of inquiry. Environmental suits, strengthening the shield, medicine, implants, communications, transportation, and so on. They have outposts all over the planet, each with a different purpose. They seem to have cast a wide net, believing the solution would eventually present itself.  
 
    HARPER: I see, so when genetics seemed like it might not yield adequate results, they had no qualms with abandoning it and looking elsewhere. 
 
    CURIE: Precisely. 
 
    HARPER: Sounds familiar. Before Archer made his infamous discovery, our people believed the same thing. Of course, his ideas were outrageous for the time. No one took him seriously. Not until he found Bishop.  
 
    CURIE: It also doesn’t help that Archer discovered his solution by changing his ethics. Dozens of women were nearly killed in the early trials, while countless fetuses had to be aborted and discarded. What’s more, several of my own classmates never made it out of the gas chamber alive. He did it all without a second thought, because he believed the ends would justify the means. Maybe these people just don’t think that way.  
 
    HARPER: Perhaps it never occurred to them to even explore it. It sounds like they felt safe behind their shield, patient to look for their own solutions. We put all our money on genetics because time was running out. Desperation was our motivator, and a powerful one it proved to be.  
 
    CURIE: You’re right about that. Their shield hasn’t had a breach in eighty years, according to Lena. Maybe if death was knocking at the door, they would’ve kept trying. 
 
    HARPER: I guess that makes us lucky, then, since our grim reaper came early and pushed us into giving Archer his way. 
 
    CURIE: It’s just a shame it had to happen this way.  
 
    HARPER: Maybe so, but you’re here, aren’t you? Despite everything the old man did, all the lives he ruined, something good came from it in the end. The children of that project have been a vital asset to this city. To humanity. 
 
    CURIE: Is that your way of saying we should give them the research? Because it could help them? 
 
    HARPER: No, not exactly. They don’t need to know all of our dirty secrets. We can start with some light reading and go from there. If they play nice, maybe we’ll do more. What else did they offer in exchange for all this? 
 
    CURIE: Supplies, research, authorization to use the portal and establish an outpost. 
 
    HARPER: Anything else? 
 
    CURIE: Sergeant Finn made a personal request, which I supported. He asked them to help us look for Terry.  
 
    HARPER: The Matron’s missing son? What did they say? 
 
    CURIE: They agreed. Lena says the chances of locating him are minimal, but it’s a start. 
 
    HARPER: If that’s true, then I’d say it’s reason enough to help them, don’t you? 
 
    CURIE: You won’t hear me disagreeing. 
 
    HARPER: Then let’s make this work.  
 
    CURIE: Do you think the board will approve it? 
 
    HARPER: If I’ve learned anything about politics, it’s that you can do anything if you phrase it correctly. Don’t worry, Doctor Curie. You leave the old men in dusty jackets to me. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Border 
 
    February 17, 2351 
 
    Despite the rough country road, Terry managed to sleep through the night. He once again used the meditation practices to push real-life distractions out of his mind, ignoring them. Ludo had said it was dangerous to fall asleep during meditation—while visiting the mind palace—but there didn’t seem to be much harm in it. During these moments, nothing could stir him, but when he finally awoke from his long rest, he felt reinvigorated.  
 
    As soon as he opened his eyes, Terry caught the first glimpse of a dome building, hidden between hundreds of blue forest trees. “Are we here?” he asked, pointing into the woods. 
 
    “You’ve got some good eyes on you,” remarked Plead.  
 
    Finally, thought Terry, leaning back. With any luck, Hux’s ship would arrive before much longer and take them home. Ysa and Ludo could be with their son again, and things could go back to normal. After the farm gets rebuilt, he reminded himself.   
 
    Terry still wasn’t sure what he would do once that was finished, though. Would he stick around and live the quiet farmer’s life with his friends or would he take Hux up on his offer to travel the world? In truth, he’d be happy with either scenario. Maybe I’ll do both, he thought, watching the trees as the cart passed through the forest. I’ll join Hux and then come back. Live the quiet life. 
 
    He pictured himself on the deck of the ship, staring out into the sea, observing a new land. Then he imagined himself by the river, lounging under the suns. He could have them both in time, and what a life it would be. 
 
    Plead’s cart came through the tree line at the edge of the woods and into a field. The house lay at the peak of a small hill overlooking the beach. Based on the size of the home, Terry wagered they’d have more than enough room. For all its simplicity, it was a nice spot of land. Were it not for the wall to the north, standing less than a quarter kilometer away, he might have suggested they stay. 
 
    Terry helped unload the supplies, placing everything into the centermost room of the house. Ludo immediately ran to the kitchen and began sorting through dishes and utensils. He was excited to be in a relaxed setting, it seemed, a familiar smile across his gentle face. 
 
    Ysa was still weak, so she went to one of the rooms to rest. She’d slept for most of the trip and would likely continue to do so until her strength returned. 
 
    Plead had told them Hux would arrive in a few weeks. Would Ysa be back to normal by then? Terry hoped so. Traveling was dangerous, so it would do them well to have everyone in full health, especially someone like Ysa who could help fight. 
 
    After all the supplies had been unloaded and the animals fed, Plead grabbed a few poles from one of the closets. “Shall we catch some fish?” he asked. 
 
    “Right now?” asked Terry. 
 
    “There’s no better time. The dock is always swarming with churin. Not very fat, but delicious. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Do you fish a lot?” Terry took one of the poles. 
 
    “Only when I’m here, but I know a great deal about fish. I’m an expert!” He laughed. 
 
    Terry followed the merchant to the dock at the bottom of the hill. The waves heaved back and forth along the beach, reminding him of his time with Hux. He smiled instantly. 
 
    Plead stuck some bait on the end of the line, then dropped the hook into the water. He sat with his legs dangling off the edge and took a deep breath. “After so much time on the road, there’s nothing like the sea, is there?” 
 
    “It’s nice,” answered Terry, staring out into the water. He followed the horizon, spotting several tiny isles in the distance. His eyes stopped when he saw the border wall. He hadn’t noticed before, but it continued from the land and went far into the ocean, eventually curving north after several kilometers. Wonders never cease. 
 
    By the time the suns had set, Plead had caught three fish. Ludo was very pleased with them, and cooked enough to satisfy everyone. Ysa joined them for a few hours around the central fire pit where her husband served a pleasing meal. For a few hours, things felt familiar again, the way they ought to be.  
 
    Before it was time for bed, Plead asked Terry to hold on a minute. “I want to give you something,” he said, motioning toward one of the storage rooms. “Hold on, would you?” 
 
    Terry agreed, and waited for the merchant to return. When he did, he had an object in his arms, wrapped in an old cloth. “What’s that?” 
 
    Plead grinned. “Ever hear of the Carthinians?” 
 
    Terry said he hadn’t. 
 
    “The Carthinians used to rule the lands across the sea before they were banished. You’ve heard of Lexine, right? There was a civil war there, maybe a hundred years ago. The Carthinians ended up scattered, but most took shelter in Tharosa.” 
 
    “That’s great, but what does it have to do with the thing in your hand?” 
 
    “The Carthinians were expert craftsmen in the old days, particularly when it came to weapons. They made the finest swords on the planet, you follow? They found a way to take ancient metals and repurpose them. Most folks today, like those priests in the Temple of the Eye—they think the swords are holy. They call them vessels.” 
 
    “You mean the ones you can kill a priest with?” 
 
    “Sure, that. The Carthinians made them. Only a few weaponsmiths are left who still know the craft, but if you’ve got the supplies and the money, you can find them in Tharosa. I know a lot about these things, you know.” Plead smiled proudly. 
 
    “I always wondered where those things came from,” said Terry. 
 
    “Those blades can cut through just about anything, but they’re also hard to find. That’s why I keep this one here in the cabin. It’s worth a small fortune.” He removed the cloth, revealing a black piece of metal, glimmering in the afternoon light. “Impressive, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Wow,” remarked Terry. 
 
    Plead flipped it over a few times, letting him get a good look. “Here,” he finally said, rewrapping it in cloth. “For you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The sword. I want you to hold on to it.” 
 
    Terry blinked at the blade, shaking his head. “I can’t! Plead, it’s too valuable. Look at it.” 
 
    “It’s also useful…and I’m not a warrior. Not like the rest of you.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    “Will you take it? I’m not giving it to you as a gift. You’re a fighter and this is a weapon. Use it to protect me.” He gave a devilish smile. “We all have our strengths, don’t we? Yours is looking out for me.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, I guess it’s true,” said Terry.  
 
    Plead handed him the sword. “I’ll get you the sheath so you can carry it without dulling the blade.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Terry muttered, looking down at the priceless weapon in his arms. 
 
    As the night came, and everyone went to bed, Terry lay awake, staring into the darkness of his temporary room. For once, he’d chosen to keep himself awake, listening intently to the sounds of the neighboring forest and its activity. As much as he enjoyed this place, it was new. He had to ensure nothing was out there. 
 
    He concentrated, pulling in the sounds of the woods and the field and the ocean. He listened to the waves crashing softly against the shore, the insects buzzing on the leaves, the heavy breathing of the haddins outside, still hooked to the cart. The world was alive, even in the middle of the night, but it was nothing new to him. 
 
    But that was when he heard it. A different voice from the other creatures, singing out of tune. It came from far away, something buried in the distance. 
 
    Zhaa, zhaa, zhaa, it gently cried. Zhaa, zhaa, kaa. 
 
    Terry filtered more until he had it, clear and present as the rest. A sound unlike any other, like a child crying…or perhaps an engine whirling.  
 
    Zhaa, zhaa, zhaa, he heard it say. Zhaa, zhaa, kaa. 
 
    He didn’t get out of bed or go outside, but instead waited…and listened, clutching the sword Plead had given him. Terry did this for hours until the sound began to fade. Until the light at the edge of the horizon appeared. Until the night had come and gone, and the sound finally faded, replaced by morning birds. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Border 
 
    February 19, 2351 
 
    Terry and Ludo walked through the forest near their temporary home, their hunting equipment in hand. Plead had noticed a cheche grazing early this morning, telling the others upon his return. Ludo expressed some interest in attaining some fresh meat, as they’d had nothing but grains and fish for the last several days. Terry agreed to accompany him, eager to get some exercise.  
 
    Ludo found the tracks exactly where Plead had suggested, then proceeded to follow them north near the wall.  
 
    Terry carried a large knapsack full of rope and knives, along with the sword Plead had given him. He’d wrapped the hilt to his hip, allowing access to the blade at any time, should he require it. He wasn’t very adept at using the weapon, but he’d figure it out. Probably. Maybe if he started practicing, he could get a better grasp on the fundamentals.  
 
    They followed the trail for nearly three hours, tracking the cheche as steadily as possible. It took them west for nearly half a kilometer, but eventually they found their prey.  
 
    The cheche stood beside an old tree, rubbing its neck against the bark, presumably scratching an itch. It did this for several seconds, sticking out its long tongue between each stroke. 
 
    Terry debated whether to use his new sword or the knives in his pack, but opted for the larger weapon. He needed to get some practice in with it.  
 
    Ludo took out a few of his own throwing knives and readied himself behind one of the trees. The cheche looked distracted, so he gave Terry the signal to attack.  
 
    Terry rushed toward the animal, readying the weapon in his hands. He wasn’t entirely sure how to hold it, but decided the optimal position was over his shoulder. Not that it mattered. Swing and hit. That’s all it took, right? 
 
    Lunging at the cheche, Terry brought down the sword with a heavy swing. The weight of the unfamiliar blade had surprising momentum, and the handle was wrenched out of his hand and flew in the direction of the beast, hitting the tree and falling to the ground. The cheche exploded into a dash, spooked by the commotion.  
 
    A small knife cut through the air a few feet beside Terry, piercing the animal’s rear leg and forcing it to the dirt. It rolled in a pile of mud and twigs, letting out a sharp cry. Ludo released another wave of daggers, hitting it in the neck and side. He ran to it, quickly grabbing it by the neck and ending its struggle with one final puncture. The noise stopped instantly, and blood leaked freely from its wounds. 
 
    Terry regarded the sword at his feet with some embarrassment. He’d made himself look like a bumbling idiot.  
 
    Ludo picked up the weapon and wiped the mud on his boot. “You should have used the daggers,” said Ludo. “They’re much better for hunting. No one hunts with swords.” 
 
    “I was trying to get better.” 
 
    “I can teach you.” He handed the sword back to Terry, a forgiving look in his eyes. 
 
    “You know how to use it?” 
 
    “The temple guards are trained for years on many weapons. This design is very similar to the one I used to carry. I will show you how.” Ludo put his hand on Terry’s shoulder. “Come, my friend. We have done well today. Let’s return so I can prepare the meat.” He beat his chest, chuckling. “Wait until you taste what I have planned for dinner. You’ll love it. I know it!” 
 
    Since they were so far from the house, they decided to field-dress the cheche on the spot, removing its organs and draining most of the blood in order to better preserve the meat. Once they had it clean enough to move, Ludo wrapped the legs and mounted the beast on his back, securing it in place.  
 
    They made it home within the hour, and Ludo got to work in the kitchen. Terry helped him further clean and skin the meat, then assisted with the cooking, all despite Ludo’s protests.  
 
    The dinner was delicious, though it was hardly surprising. Ludo’s skills in the kitchen were unparalleled. Afterwards, Terry returned to the field, taking his new sword with him.  
 
    Ludo followed, calling for him to wait.  
 
    “I’m going to practice,” explained Terry. 
 
    “Let me show you first,” said the farmer. He asked for the weapon, so Terry relinquished it. “Come with me.” 
 
    Ludo led him to a standing tree in the nearby field. It had many branches of varying sizes. “Hold the blade like this,” he said, showing him. “Firm fingers. Next, do you see the curve of the edge?” 
 
    Terry nodded. 
 
    “This is not for piercing,” explained Ludo. “Some swords are long and thin. Others are fat and wide. This one is curved and sharp on its whole edge. You must slice with it.” He motioned for Terry to stand back, then raised the weapon to his side, keeping the sharper edge away from him. “Stand like this, and then move in close.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to stay away from whoever’s attacking?” 
 
    “With a sword like this, you must get close. Most blades are built to pierce from a distance, but once you get through, they’re left defenseless. This is how you win.” 
 
    Ludo leaned in and cut the tree, slicing one of its branches clean off, almost effortlessly. It fell to the ground with a soft thud. He stepped back, looked at Terry, and then lunged forward again, slicing at the tree. It left a clean, but deep, marking on the bark. Ludo handed the weapon to Terry, who took it somewhat hesitantly. “You make it look easy.” 
 
    “Anything is easy with enough practice,” said the farmer, smiling. “Every talent is merely repetition, performing the same action ten thousand times until it is perfect…until it is divine. With enough strikes of this sword, anyone can become a master, but there is always a beginning. There is always the first strike.” Ludo moved aside, letting Terry replace him.  
 
    Terry gripped the hilt of the sword, mimicking the position Ludo had shown him. He raised his hand to his chest, and with a single, fluid swipe, stepped forward. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1115 
 
    Recorded: February 25, 2351 
 
    HARPER: It took some doing, but I was able to convince them. 
 
    CURIE: So, you’ll be sending us the files? How much of it did they authorize? 
 
    HARPER: The board decided against full disclosure, but you knew that already. It should still be enough to help them get started. From what you’ve told me about the state of their progress, what little we give them should prove invaluable. 
 
    CURIE: Did you manage to get any of the Amber Project files? 
 
    HARPER: Only a few. Nothing about the experiments involving the Chamber. The board doesn’t want to give them a way of creating their own batch of super soldiers. No offense. 
 
    CURIE: None taken. I’m a scientist. 
 
    HARPER: Right. Sorry. 
 
    CURIE: It’s okay. I understand what you’re saying. Another set of hybrids could be problematic. 
 
    HARPER: To prevent that, the board has agreed to disclose some of our other research. Specifically, the stuff we’re doing now to modify living humans without creating hybrids. We don’t have anything conclusive yet, but we’re close to solving it. 
 
    CURIE: Doesn’t that require hybrid cells to work? 
 
    HARPER: It did in the beginning, but we’ve since managed to synthesize something artificial to do the same job. It omits the section of your DNA that grants you your abilities, which consequently lowers the mortality rate, and it can be used on existing humans instead of embryos. Still doesn’t solve the breathing problem, but we’re working on it. 
 
    CURIE: Is that the injection I keep hearing about? 
 
    HARPER: Right. You take it once a week and it allows you to breathe Variant. It’s also in testing, like the rest. We’ll see what happens. 
 
    CURIE: Thanks for doing this, Doctor Harper. I’ll look over the files and get them to Everlasting as soon as possible. I’m sure this will go a long way toward getting us what we need.  
 
    HARPER: I hope so, but do be careful, won’t you? The last thing I want to do is brief the board on something happening to you or, worse, an impending invasion. Imagine the paperwork involved in that nightmare. I’m not sure I could handle it. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Tower of the Cartographers, Everlasting 
 
    February 25, 2351 
 
    Lena sat in Master Gel’s office, reporting as requested. She had no idea what she was doing there, but wagered it had something to do with Doctor Curie’s recent contributions to the city’s genetic research project. 
 
    Master Gel cleared his throat. “Thank you for coming today,” he told her. “I wanted to discuss something very important with you, but it will require some background information, which you are not currently authorized to receive.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but he raised his hand to quiet her.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve updated your clearance. You have nothing to worry about.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    He nodded. “Before I get on with it, I must explain something critical to you. It will not be easy to hear. Should you find it overwhelming, simply let me know and we will have you brought to the Department of Pacification for memory therapy treatment immediately. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, but no matter how she felt, she’d never allow herself to go to such a place.  
 
    “Something is happening in Everlasting, Analyst Sol. Something very dangerous,” said Master Gel, calmly staring at her from across the desk.  
 
    The statement caught her off guard. What was this about, exactly? 
 
    Master Gel called up an image with the help of his implant. A holographic screen appeared above them, hovering like a cloud. “This is the square outside the Second Scientific Research Center. Most of the citizens here work in that department. Keep your eyes on them, and look for anything you consider out of the ordinary. Tell me what you see.” 
 
    The video played. There were people walking back and forth. Some were sitting together on benches, casually talking. An average setting with average citizens. Nothing out of the ordinary, except— 
 
    Except for the man in the back, standing alone under the overhang. His mouth was covered by a breathing mask, which implied there was a leak in the city shield…but none of the other people had their masks on, so what was going on? He also wore an unusually thick coat, despite the apparent warm weather. All the other visitors had thin clothes on, with no sign of discomfort. Did this stranger have some kind of disorder? An illness, perhaps? “Who is that man?” Lena finally asked. 
 
    “Ah, so you noticed,” said Gel. “Keep your eye on him.” 
 
    The video played, and the oddly dressed man just stood there. He watched his fellow citizens continue their routines, all the while doing nothing. After nearly two full minutes of this, Lena started to ask what was going on, when suddenly the man stepped forward. What happened next left her speechless. 
 
    The masked individual opened his jacket and took out a canister. He began to yell, but there wasn’t any audio. Odd, she noted, given how each of the monitoring stations used specialized sound amplifiers to record audio up to hundreds of deci-units away.  
 
    The people panicked immediately, taking off in every direction and emptying the scene. It would not take long for the Department of Civil Protection to respond with full force, releasing the toxin and disabling the suspect. No doubt the man knew this. 
 
    As soon as the area was clear, the man turned and threw the canister at the building, igniting the scene in a white flash. Master Gel stopped the recording. 
 
    Lena stared at the screen. “What happened?” she asked, quickly. 
 
    “The suspect was killed in the explosion,” explained Master Gel. 
 
    “Who…why did he do that?” Lena had never seen anything like it. Why would he show her such a horrible thing? 
 
    “Do you recall the discussion we had the day before you left for the quarantine zone? I called you into this very office and told you of the death of Jinel Din.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I could never forget something so tragic.” 
 
    “At the time, I was not at liberty to disclose the truth about this matter, due to your lack of security credentials. You had yet to prove your nature, Analyst Sol, but that has since changed. What I am about to tell you is not to leave this office. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “As you know, the city of Everlasting has long stood as the single greatest bastion for scientific curiosity throughout the world. Because of this, we are left with the greatest of responsibilities: the preservation of all that we have…and all that came before.” Master Gel’s eye twitched, and the video feed reversed, freezing just before the blast. It quickly zoomed in and focused on the individual as he raised the canister. “But there are some who do not agree.” 
 
    Lena stared at the man on the screen. Who in their right mind would do such a thing? Who would go against their city? “People say there’s an organization behind the attacks. Is it true, sir?” 
 
    Gel waved his hand dismissively. “False rumors, I can assure you. The cause is much less sinister.” The holographic display changed instantly. An image of a brain came into view, replacing the man in the square. It had several black spots on it, indicating some form of deterioration. “Mental degeneration caused by prolonged, gradual exposure to the planet’s atmosphere, particularly XM-13. Normally, exposure to XM-13—or Variant, as the humans call it—results in the death of a citizen, but in a few select cases, something else occurs. Rather than dying, the individual is driven mad, experiencing bouts of paranoia, heightened aggression, and both suicidal and homicidal tendencies. They cannot be reasoned with. They cannot be cured.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” said Lena. 
 
    Gel nodded. “Indeed it is. Before recently, there were very few cases, but in recent years the number of occurrences has grown significantly. They are becoming more frequent…and more dangerous.” He leaned forward. “And the Leadership believes this will only continue, unless something is done to stop it.” 
 
    A wave of panic coursed through Lena’s body. “Is there a plan? There has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “In fact, there is,” said Master Gel. “We even have a cure.” 
 
    “Truly?” asked Lena. 
 
    “You’ll recall the boy from Earth that Doctor Curie and her team are looking for.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “We believe his genes hold the key to stability. A means of controlling the disease caused by XM-13.”  
 
    “Because he can breathe the contaminated atmosphere?” Lena asked. 
 
    “Correct,” said Gel. 
 
    “But isn’t Doctor Curie providing us with the original genetic research?” 
 
    “Indeed, she is,” Gel admitted. “We are thankful to her for this, but it is simply not enough. As you can see from the footage, the dangers are very real and present. If we do not find a solution to this problem soon, our entire way of life could be under siege.” Gel blinked, and the image of the cell was replaced with the man in the square. “We must find the missing human and analyze his biology for ourselves. It is the only way to stop events like this from happening again.” 
 
    “Examine?” asked Lena. She didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “Only temporarily,” said Gel. “Once we have what we need, he will be returned to his people. Don’t worry.” 
 
    That was a relief. Johnathan and Mei were good people. They deserved to have their friend back, and Lena wanted to help Everlasting. Finding Terry could be good for both sides. “What would you have me do, sir?” 
 
    “I’m putting you in charge of your own team of analysts. You will use the Rosenthal satellite to locate the missing human at all costs. Set your people on rotation so that they are working every moment of every day. I don’t want any gaps. Once we have the boy in custody, we can focus on finding a cure for this terrible illness. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir! I’ll do whatever I can to help Everlasting.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said the Master Analyst. “You do your city proud.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Border 
 
    February 25, 2351 
 
    Terry left the house in the early morning, snagging a quick bite of bread and cheese on his way. He took his sword with him, ready for another day of practice. He’d spent every single day with his weapon—sometimes under Ludo’s guidance, but often on his own. He took long walks in the woods, pausing at various points to work on his stance and form, using the trees as targets. 
 
    He found that when he focused and relaxed his mind, the rest came much easier. He did his best to travel with the blade always in his hand, trying to grow accustomed to its weight and feel. In the short amount of time he’d spent with the sword, he found himself quite comfortable with it. Perhaps it was due to having wielded a machete and knife for so many years in the wild, or maybe it was simply his determination that drove him. Either way, he would not rest until he could use this sword to defend his friends from anyone who dared to come. 
 
    There would always be dangers on this planet, no matter how safe it might seem. He would always have someone to contend with. The cries from across the wall, which came frequently throughout the night, were a constant reminder of that. Even after he and Ludo’s family found their way back home to the farm, he would not relax.  
 
    A soft yip came from within the forest—an animal of some kind, by the sound of it. Terry paused and listened, trying to pinpoint the location. He concentrated on the direction of the cry, filtering the other noises. 
 
    A few minutes passed, but he found it—a large beast, breathing heavily, letting out of a soft moan. Was something wrong with it? 
 
    Terry took off in its direction, staying light on his feet with his weapon ready. He ran swiftly through the woods, avoiding branches and twigs, making almost no noise, except for the rustling of leaves. The animal’s cries grew more frequent, more frantic, as though it were in pain. The scent of blood filled the air as well, causing him to cringe. Whatever was happening ahead of him, it seemed to be the messy sort. 
 
    A short while later, a voice erupted in the thick of the woods. Terry stopped immediately, waiting behind one of the larger trees. “Quiet the beast,” ordered one. “Quickly, before it wails again!” 
 
    “Quiet it yourself, Zika,” snapped another. “I’m not your servant.” 
 
    The voices sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place them. Despite his eyes, the trees severely limited his line of sight. He’d either have to wait for them to get closer or— 
 
    What sounded like a weapon tore through the flesh of the animal. Its breathing stopped in only a few seconds. “There,” said the voice. 
 
    “Good. The animal never should have charged at us. Let’s get going. The faster we kill the traitor, the faster we can get out of here.” 
 
    “Are you sure we’re even headed in the right direction? It’s been over a week since that merchant saw the cart, and—” 
 
    “Do not question me, Tia. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “You always say that, but it was your idea to leave her at the temple in the first place. Look what happened.” 
 
    Who the hell were these people? They sounded female. Could they be priestesses? If so, this could prove a serious problem. Ysa wasn’t healed enough to deal with them, and Terry wasn’t sure he could do it on his own. He and Ludo had barely managed to stop Gast when they were in the prison.  
 
    Judging by their voices, he could estimate they were nearly a kilometer away. If he left now, he could warn the others. I need to hurry, he thought, stepping away from the tree. He turned and ran toward the house. Ludo would be busy in the kitchen by now, and Plead would be sitting at his usual spot near the beach. Their vacation was over, it seemed. Things were about to get a lot more complicated. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Tower of the Cartographers, Everlasting 
 
    February 25, 2351 
 
    Lena Sol brought up a holographic display using her neural implant, requesting an immediate scan of grid 1103-22. The Rosenthal satellite responded with its acknowledgment and proceeded to act as it was programmed, searching each and every biological signature across the grid. It would do this until it discovered entities matching the parameters Lena had given it. In this case, those pertaining to a human male by the name of Terrance, born and raised on the planet Earth, but now presumably living somewhere on Kant. Due to an agreement between the Leadership of Everlasting and the government of Central, efforts were now underway to secure the young man and bring him safely home.  
 
    As of this moment, the analysts had been scanning the continent for nearly two days, moving from one grid to the next, cycling their staff through all hours. With any luck, the process would be swift, but there were no guarantees. Despite the strength of the satellite, the possibility of locating a specific individual, particularly without any evidence to their movement, remained unlikely. For this reason, the Leadership had given Lena Sol a team of twenty-six other analysts, each one tasked with the single goal of finding their target.If only the other satellites were still operational,< thought Lena. Just sixty years ago, this process would have taken far less time.  
 
    In truth, the Rosenthal satellite was the product of another age, back before the gas destroyed most of civilization. In those days, Everlasting was one of many cities within the Galant Empire, which spanned the bulk of the continent. Galant was in the midst of an arms race with another country called Andur, which caused a surge in technological advancements, including the construction of several satellites. Andur’s efforts were tame, resulting in dozens of failures and deaths, but Galant managed to launch six successful missions. Over time, these satellites broke orbit and were decommissioned, but the Rosenthal was still holding steady with no signs of orbital decay. Even after the Empire had fallen, Everlasting and the Rosenthal satellite lived on. 
 
    If only the other satellites had survived longer, thought Lena, sorting through the data from grid 1103-22.  
 
    She found nothing of interest, filed the results of the scan, and continued to 1103-23.  
 
    This grid took her to a seaside village. The locals called it Capeside. The town was filled with people of varying ethnicities from all along the north coasts, including sailors from across the northern ocean. Scanning so many individuals took longer than expected, so Lena used the extra time to sort through reports from other analysts under her command.  
 
    Grid 1104-01. Seventeen humanoids. No matches. 
 
    Grid 1105-12. Six humanoids. No matches. 
 
    Grid 1105-34. Ninety-seven humanoids. No matches. 
 
    Grid 1108-04. Fifty-three humanoids. No matches. 
 
    Grid 1113-02. Zero humanoids. No matches. 
 
    The list went on, giving similar results each time. With over eighty thousand parent grids, the process could potentially take weeks. Maybe longer, depending on his movements. The Rosenthal satellite began its scanning sequence by examining a central point of interest and expanding outward. In this case, the portal facility in grid 1103-29. 
 
    If Terry went underground, the satellite might not be able to find him at all. If he crossed the ocean at any point, the scans would have to go on for months before they reached him. Let’s hope he doesn’t like to travel, thought Lena. 
 
    The hours stretched on as she worked, pouring over scans and data, waiting for reports to come in. At various intervals, her team of twenty-six analysts came and went, replacing one another throughout the day and night. 
 
    But Lena Sol continued on, unhindered. She had been given a task and would see it done to the best of her abilities. All was for the good of Everlasting. 
 
    Halfway through the night, an alert blinked on her display, indicating another report had been filed. She opened it, expecting the same results. 
 
    Grid 1121-87. Four humanoids. One match. 
 
    She blinked, wiping her eyes. She took a quick breath and read it once more. 
 
    Grid 1121-87. Four humanoids. One match. 
 
    One match. 
 
    Could this be accurate? She motioned to bring up the full report. Grid 1121-87 was adjacent to the southern wall, near the ocean. It was far removed from any settlements and seemed an unlikely location for someone to go, especially considering how far it was from the portal site. Had Terry truly traversed such a distance on foot? If he was anything like the other humans, particularly the Blacks, then perhaps. They had revealed themselves to be quite adept at survival. 
 
    Lena brought up a live feed of the grid in question, magnifying several times until she had the exact location of the match. In an open field on a hill, sitting between a beach and the forest, she found a single building. Outside of it, two figures walked together through the nearby field, while two others waited inside. With a single command, the satellite pinpointed the specific individual and magnified. 
 
    A young male with long dark hair walked in the direction of a couple of large animals. He held a thick bag on his shoulder, but dropped it to his side and tore the top open. Petting one of the beasts on its forehead, he proceeded to pour the contents of the bag into a trough. He waited for the animals to begin eating, then rolled the top of the bag and lifted it to leave.  
 
    Lena watched him for several minutes, unable to see his face, but nonetheless remained intrigued. The man’s ears were short and curved, the same as the other humans she’d met before. The same as Johnathan Finn. Of all the people across the globe, none had ears like them. She leaned in, waiting for a glimpse of the stranger’s face, determined not to move until she had it. 
 
    At one point, the man tilted his head and she got a brief look at his nose, which extended a short distance, similarly to the other humans. He soon went back inside the house, blocking the satellite from getting a clear view of his face. She could still track his movements, but the details of his appearance would elude the scans. Still, she had enough evidence to take this to the Leadership. The man matched Terry’s height, hair color, and general body type, including the ears and nose, making for a remarkable find. While not definitive, it was enough to justify further investigation.  
 
    Lena ordered a quarter of her team to focus their efforts specifically on grid 1121-87 and its surrounding areas. The rest of them would continue to search according to established protocol, scanning multiple grids in an effort to discover other matches, should the current findings prove false.  
 
    Lena Sol was confident, however, that this would not be the case.  
 
    She filed a report directly to Master Gel, stating her hypothesis that the individual in question was indeed the one for whom they’d been searching. Whether or not the master analyst would agree with her findings, of course, remained to be seen. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Border 
 
    February 25, 2351 
 
    “Priestesses? They are near? Are you certain?” asked Ludo. His voice was frantic. “We must get Ysa out of here at once! They will show her no mercy.” 
 
    “We have nowhere to go,” said Plead.  
 
    “We will take the cart and head south,” said Ludo, sounding confident. 
 
    “There are checkpoints between here and Capeside. We could go to Edgewater, but it’s so close that they could track us there with ease,” explained Plead.  
 
    “There has to be somewhere,” said Terry. 
 
    “We can only head south,” said Ludo.  
 
    Terry thought for a moment. What were they going to do? Plead was probably right about not being able to hide out in Edgewater, and the checkpoints between here and Capeside might be a problem. At the very least, they’d report about suspicious travelers when the priestesses or the temple guards came looking. “There has to be another option.” 
 
    Plead put his knuckles to his lips, pausing to think. “How far were they, these priestesses?” 
 
    “Not very. A few hours, at best. One of them mentioned a merchant giving them directions, but I don’t think they knew the whole way.” 
 
    “I see. It must have been the caravan.” Plead cursed under his breath. “The butcher, if I had to guess.” 
 
    “I thought you were friends,” said Terry. 
 
    “For a few days, perhaps. Hardly enough to risk one’s life. I doubt he would have told just anyone, but a priestess can make a strong case. Thankfully, he didn’t know our destination. Only the direction.” 
 
    Terry knew full well the power a priestess wielded. He’d seen Ysa’s strength when she battled Gast on the farm. “What should we do?” 
 
    “Whatever is safer for Ysa,” said Ludo. 
 
    “In that case, I don’t think running is in our best interest. The only solution is to hide.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m listening,” said Terry. 
 
    “There is a place not far from here, but the location is…problematic,” said Plead.  
 
    “What sort of place?” asked Ludo. 
 
    “This house used to belong to a group of smugglers and poachers. They specialized in exotic goods.” Plead looked out the nearby window. “From the other side of the wall.” 
 
    “The wall? They went to the other side?” 
 
    “Right you are, my boy,” said Plead. “Dangerous business, but highly profitable. You’d be amazed at the sort of furs—” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s what we have to do, then,” interrupted Terry.  
 
    “But we have been to the edge of the wall already,” Ludo reminded him. “I never saw a gate or broken section to pass through.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s hidden. The smugglers used a tunnel they built themselves.” 
 
    “I take it you know where it is,” said Terry. 
 
    “Of course,” said Plead, rather proudly. 
 
    “Then let’s go. We need to move before it’s too late.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Between the four of them, they managed to load most of the supplies back into the cart before leaving. Ysa and Ludo once again sat in the back, while Terry and Plead took to the front. There was still no sign of the priestesses, no matter how hard Terry tried to listen. With any luck, they’d veered off in another direction. 
 
    Plead brought the cart to the northern wall, but stayed with it until it ran into a cliff near the sea. “Everyone out,” he told them.  
 
    “Is the passage inside?” asked Ludo, helping Ysa off the back of the cart. 
 
    “No, not quite,” explained the merchant. He motioned toward a set of bushes in the opposite direction. “This way.” 
 
    With everyone behind him, Plead dug his hands in the ground, searching and flinging up dirt. Plead let out a happy “Aha!” and yanked on a piece of rope, pulling a hidden tarp free.  
 
    Dirt scattered into the air, hitting Terry in the face and covering his feet. He wiped his cheeks and spit.  
 
    Beneath the cloth and rope, there was a large slab of wood. A hatch of sorts. Plead gripped the handle and, with a quick tug, managed to lift it. 
 
    The tunnel inside went straight down, with only a single rope ladder to hold them. Plead took a couple of torches from the rear of his cart, giving them to Terry and Ludo. He also unloaded a few packs filled with supplies, including some dry food, water, and rope. “Here you go,” he said, helping Ludo put it on. “Mind your head when you’re down there.” 
 
    Ysa and Ludo went in first, descending slowly into the dark. The light of Ludo’s torch showed the way, revealing the rest of the pit, which curved after about fifteen yards.  
 
    “You’ll be next, my young friend,” said Plead, preparing to give Terry his own pack.  
 
    “What are we going to do with the cart and the haddins? Leave them here?” 
 
    “There’s a cave in the cliff nearby. I’ll be waiting for you there.” 
 
    “Wait, what? You mean you aren’t coming with us?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Someone has to stay behind to cover the hatch. Otherwise, what’s the point?” asked Plead. 
 
    “You can’t just go running off on your own. Those people are crazy. They’ll kill you!” 
 
    “Don’t fret about me. I’m just a merchant spending some time at the beach.” He grinned. “I’ll tell them I dropped you off in Edgewater before coming here. They’ll believe it. I have a trusting face.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “When you get through the tunnel, close the other hatch, then head left and follow the wall. You’ll eventually find a little shed. It’s not far. That one is far less dirty inside.” He grabbed Terry by the shoulder. “And remember not to make any noise if you can help it. Don’t leave that building until it’s time to return. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Why? What’s out there?” 
 
    “Monsters, maybe. Demons. Guardians. Whatever they are, avoid them. If you see one, you run. You understand me?” His face was very serious. “You run.” 
 
    Terry stepped into the pit, gripping the rope. “How will we know when to come back?” he asked, beginning his descent. 
 
    “Three days,” said Plead, getting ready to lower the hatch. “Return here at that time. I’ll be waiting for you. Good luck, my boy. Look out for your friends.” 
 
    “I will,” said Terry. 
 
    The hatch slammed shut, blocking out the two suns, enveloping him in darkness. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The tunnel wasn’t bad. A few of the walls had caved in a bit, but not enough to bar their progress by more than a few minutes. The walk was slow, but mostly steady. Terry, Ludo, and Ysa made their way to the other side, locating the second hatch in under a few hours.  
 
    This side didn’t end with a rope ladder or a pit. Instead, the hatch was within arm’s reach. With Ludo’s help, Terry managed to crack it open, pushing a pile of scattered dirt and grass to the side.  
 
    As Plead had instructed, they hiked west along the wall, looking for signs of another hatch. After nearly two hours, they found it. A pile of unusually shaped stones marked the spot. They looked like the kind Terry had seen on the beach near the cabin, smooth and ovular. Nothing like the jagged rocks found in the woods. 
 
    To his surprise, the walls inside the little building were metallic, with a set of stairs leading further in.  
 
    “There’s no way a group of smugglers built this,” Terry said.  
 
    The door, metal like the rest, stood next to a device on the wall, which had been bludgeoned at some point and now had guts of wires hanging from within. Beyond the door, which opened with ease, they found a single room, filled with dusty furniture—the same sort Terry had discovered in the underground city, back before he ever met Ludo. The same design and everything.  
 
    He didn’t know what to say. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ludo spent the first few hours finding a bed for Ysa to rest in. There was hardly any dust or grime, though some weeds had broken through the cracks near the door. Plead had said the poachers came here once a year to work, but he’d expected something far less sophisticated. Whatever this was, it wasn’t built by the hunters.  
 
    Not by a long shot. Everlasting had made it, probably while building their wall. Had it been an outpost of sorts, long ago? He wished he could ask someone. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be any working electricity inside, not that he could find. The overhead light was there, but it didn’t come on, nor did anything else in the room. Aside from being in far better condition than the underground facility he’d discovered, there simply wasn’t much here that they could use. A few furs, disregarded in the corner by the previous tenants, but nothing else. What had this facility looked like before the poachers started using it as a storage locker? 
 
    Good thing Plead had given them some supplies. Three days in unfamiliar terrain might have spelled disaster. 
 
    Once they had explored the tiny domicile, there was little to do but wait. Ludo had cautioned against going outdoors unless absolutely necessary, so they could only sit and wait out the three days. 
 
    Terry kept himself occupied by practicing his form with his sword. Ludo occasionally observed, giving rare advice, but for the most part he left him alone. Terry had come a long way in a short amount of time. Hopefully, his progress would only continue. 
 
    As night came, the disturbing sounds of the Guardians returned. They were louder now, and clearer, coming and going until morning. As Terry lay in the corner, still awake, he felt a rumbling beneath him, matching the cries of the monsters outside. They were like footsteps, terrible and furious, shaking the world from far away. Terry imagined a great beast, covered in quills, breathing heavily and watching him. An image of a razorback flashed through his mind—the same one he had fought in the tunnels on Earth, years ago—and he remembered what it had done to Roland, there in that awful place. 
 
    Then, for the first time in several months, Terry thought about his home, his friends. He remembered their faces, and he imagined their voices calling to him.  
 
    The trembling stopped soon enough, along with the strange noises. Terry let himself relax, closing his eyes, and he drifted. Sleep quickly took him, and with it came the dreaming. 
 
    A great light filled him, fading into an image of a field. Green grass waving in the breeze, cerulean skies moving puffy, white clouds.  
 
    Near him, a woman stood, clad in a blue dress, and smiling. It was his mother, younger than he remembered, and happier than he had ever seen her.  
 
    She took his hand, tugging him along, leading him to a wide and never-ending sea. They found a dock with a boat tied to it. A little one with oars. His mother smiled at him and kissed his forehead, then pointed to the little craft, nudging him into it. He climbed inside without question, then watched as she untied and kicked it free.  
 
    His mother waved and blew a kiss as the boat began to float away. She twirled in her sparkling blue dress, laughing happily. 
 
    Terry grabbed the oars and tried to go back, but they slipped into the water below, disappearing. The boat continued to float with the current, moving further away from the beach until nothing was visible. Until the woman in the blue dress had disappeared.  
 
    Until the little boy was all alone. 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Ask him again, Tia,” said Zika. “Don’t be afraid to cut him some more.” 
 
    “Sorry, little man,” said Tia, dangling a small dagger near Plead’s cheek.  
 
    “I-I already told you, I don’t know anything about a missing priestess,” he said, sitting with his arms bound and his back against the cave wall. The smell of haggin blood filled his senses. It was so thick he could taste it. The poor animals were still in the corner, their innards strewn mercilessly on the ground.  
 
    “We know you smuggled her out. The other merchants described your cart with great detail,” said Zika. She took the edge of the knife and ran it along his cheek, breaking the skin. A line of blood formed, dripping from his chin.  
 
    Plead had known the risks of staying behind, but now he was having regrets. What had he been thinking? He should have either gone with the others or headed south. Tried to outrun these people. Tried to get away. He hadn’t expected them to track him all the way to this cave. “Please, I don’t know. I swear it.” 
 
    “He swears it,” mocked Zika. “Tia, did you hear?” 
 
    “I heard,” she laughed.  
 
    Zika twirled the knife in her fingers. “Shall I cut him again?” 
 
    “No, wait!” begged Plead.  
 
    “She likes to cut things,” said Tia. 
 
    “I do,” admitted Zika, smiling at the bloody haggin meat pooling blood against the wall. She touched the edge of her blade against his cheek. “It’s such fun, you know.” 
 
    “Alright! Okay! A man and his wife paid me to take them nearby. I don’t know who they were,” said Plead.  
 
    She smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere. What else did they tell you? Did they say where they were going?” 
 
    “No, no,” he insisted. “All I heard was they had a ship coming to pick them up. Somewhere on the beach. I don’t know. I think there’s a dock nearby.” 
 
    Zika stared at him curiously. “You expect us to believe a ship came all the way out here for that traitorous filth?” She laughed like it was a joke. “You take us for fools, little man.” 
 
    “It’s true!” insisted Plead. “Her husband is in league with a wavemaster. I heard him say he knew one. I don’t know the name, but they’re probably halfway to Capeside by now.”  
 
    “A wavemaster?” asked Zika. 
 
    “A tamer of the sea,” said Plead. 
 
    “I know what they are!” she snapped, gripping his throat. Her hands were stronger than he expected. “I just find it hard to believe that one would come here for a traitor. Do you understand?” 
 
    Plead tried to speak, but couldn’t get the words out. He nodded his agreement.  
 
    “I heard wavemasters are mostly in Tharosa,” said Tia. 
 
    “Is that true?” asked Zika, loosening her grip enough for him to answer. 
 
    “Yes!” he gasped. “Edgewater gets ships from Tharosa and Lexine all the time. A few are wavemasters. They sail along the coast. It brings them close to here. I don’t know where they were picked up, though, or what ship it was. I don’t know anything, really!” 
 
    “Where did the ship take them?” asked Tia. 
 
    “I have no idea! I didn’t even see it.”  
 
    Zika stared at him. “How do we know if you’re speaking the truth?” 
 
    Plead could feel his hand shaking. He gripped his pocket, trying to calm himself. If only he’d taken the time to study meditation in his youth. Maybe he wouldn’t feel so panicked. He’d been lying to her through his teeth, hoping she’d believe it, but the whole thing could come tumbling down at any moment. “I wouldn’t lie to you. I’m a follower of the Eye. I’m devout!” 
 
    She turned an awkward grin, patting his head. “I bet you are, little man.” 
 
    “If they’re headed south, we’ll have to move quickly,” said Tia.  
 
    “Priestess!” called a man’s voice from outside.  
 
    Zika turned to the cave entrance. “I told you not to disturb us! Not unless you—” 
 
    “We found something! You’ll want to come and see.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” muttered Zika. She looked at Plead. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “I wonder what it could be,” said Tia. 
 
    The two women dragged Plead out of the cave, carrying him with ease. Even now, scared as he was, he could not help but be impressed. They brought him into the woods, following the soldier who had called for them, finally stopping at— 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    “We found some tracks all over this spot,” said the guard, standing over the tunnel entrance, which was now open. All of the dirt had been moved to the side. 
 
    “Took a bit to find the door, but the indentation in the sand gave us a clue,” said another. “Figured it was worth a check.” 
 
    “What do you think about that?” asked Tia, looking at Plead. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about this. Smugglers used to run through these woods. It probably has to do with them.” 
 
    “The tracks are fresh. No more than a day,” said the first guard. 
 
    “It seems you’ve lied to us, little man,” said Zika, frowning.  
 
    “N-No, I didn’t,” insisted Plead.  
 
    “The tracks look like your haggins’,” said the priestess. “Look at those big feet.” 
 
    “That’s not—”  
 
    “Shall I go and get a piece from the cave to compare?” 
 
    “Let’s kill him and go after them,” suggested Tia, impatiently. 
 
    “Oh,” said Zika. She swept her fingers through the merchant’s hair. “I suppose we’re done now.”  
 
    Zika plunged her dagger into his belly, twisting it in one quick motion. She gripped him by the hair and smiled. 
 
    Plead screamed from the pain, unable to move. He opened his mouth to beg, ready to do anything to make it stop. Why hadn’t he told her the truth? Why did he have to play the hero? He was never that person. He wasn’t noble. He was a trader, a merchant, a talker. Always the man with the goods. What was he even doing here?  
 
    “Now, now,” said Zika, a kind smile on her. She stroked his head like a doll. “No need to worry anymore. We’ll take it from here.” She kissed his forehead. “The traitor and her coward husband will be with you soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Leadership Report 220392.332 
 
    Recorded 02.26.884 
 
    Subtitled: Rosenthal Analysis 
 
    GEL: Analyst reports confirm the location of a human male in grid 1121-89. We must dispatch immediately. 
 
    KAI: How certain are you of the identity? 
 
    GEL: The scans indicate a ninety-six point four percent probability, based on facial and body recognition software. It is very likely that this is the missing human we have been searching for. 
 
    KAI: You mentioned grid 1121-89, but the earlier report indicated 1121-87. Has something changed? 
 
    GEL: The individual has since migrated north of the wall. He appears to be taking refuge in one of our abandoned maintenance outposts. 
 
    KAI: If this is true, then we should proceed with the next phase. Shall we have Master Lao send a ship to retrieve him? 
 
    GEL: I’m afraid we will need something better than the aircraft. Something with true firepower.  
 
    KAI: Why is that? 
 
    GEL: The child is traveling with two associates. One appears to be a priestess, if her tattoos are any indication. You’ll recall most of these priests and priestesses have an immunity, which means they must be dealt with in force.  
 
    KAI: Are you suggesting we send the sentry units? 
 
    GEL: They’ve proven efficient in dealing with the natives on the southern wall before. 
 
    KAI: And what if the boy dies in the fight? 
 
    GEL: The priestess might be immune, but I don’t believe the human is. The sentries can subdue him with the paralyzing agent before disposing of the natives. It should go smoothly. 
 
    KAI: You’ll excuse my reservations. This human is a vital asset. I would hate to lose him. 
 
    GEL: Don’t worry, sir. The sentries can be gentle when the situation calls for it. We’ll have him in the lab by the end of the day. I assure you, the mission will succeed. 
 
    KAI: See that it does, Master Analyst, for all our sakes. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Tower of the Cartographers, Everlasting 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    John had spent the last several days meeting with various leaders in Everlasting. They all wanted a chance to talk with the aliens from Earth. He didn’t like the attention all that much, but if one of these leaders—Master of this, Master of that—could help him find his friend, he’d put up with just about anything. 
 
    Today, he was meeting with Master Gel, the head of Lena’s division. The Tower of the Cartographers, they apparently called it. A floating set of buildings above the city.  
 
    John could hardly believe it at first. The Red Door shuttled them here this morning, taking them hundreds of yards above the ground. They’d told him that the tower was on a kind of floating island, but he didn’t quite believe it. Not until he actually saw it with his own eyes, that is. 
 
    What a sight it was, too. With this kind of technology available to them, it was no wonder Everlasting ruled the world. Still, John found it a little strange that such an advanced society would ever have a reason to ask Central for help.  
 
    Yet, that was exactly the case. Mei was in the city right now, delivering information to Everlasting’s scientists on how to solve the Variant problem. Somehow or another, humanity had managed to bypass this radically advanced civilization in this single venture, despite falling behind in everything else.  
 
    Lucky us, he thought. We’re not completely worthless. 
 
    “Hey, boss, this is some view, huh?” said Track.  
 
    John had heard him coming, naturally. “Pretty fancy. What do you think?” 
 
    Track wrinkled his nose. “Eh, it’s a little too much for me. I’ll take the ground.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said Short. “This place is out of this world!” 
 
    “So are we, technically,” remarked Hughes, quite proud of himself. 
 
    “Funny guy, you are,” said Short. 
 
    “How do you figure they get this place to float so high?” asked Track. 
 
    John couldn’t begin to guess, so he said nothing. Everlasting’s technology was so far advanced that it sometimes looked like magic. A floating tower in the sky. An invisible shield around their city.  
 
    Sure, why the hell not? He didn’t have to understand how they worked or why. He only had to know how to survive them. The world could fill with unicorns and dragons, but he’d still manage to keep going and protect the ones he loved. At the end of the day, none of this other nonsense mattered. 
 
    Let someone else worry about the wonders of the universe. 
 
    “Is everyone ready?” asked one of the attendants. “Master Gel is ready to see you.” 
 
    John hooked his thumbs into his vest. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Good thing, too. I think Mickey’s getting sick,” said Short. 
 
    Mickey was sitting beneath the Red Door, leaning against the wheel, rubbing the side of his neck.  
 
    “Come on, Mick,” said Hughes, helping him to his feet.  
 
    The attendant took them inside, through several hallways and around a series of offices. John spotted one room which had several rows of people sitting in slanted chairs, staring at nothing, with empty expressions. Based on what he knew about the implants they had inside their heads, he could only imagine that they were seeing something he wasn’t. Some kind of invisible display. 
 
    After a short elevator ride, they found themselves on the administration floor. Master Gel’s secretary stood to welcome them, dismissing the attendant who’d led them here. “I’m afraid the Master Analyst’s office isn’t large enough for everyone. Sergeant Finn, do you mind if your team waits here for you?” 
 
    “Well, boys?” asked John. 
 
    “Have fun, boss,” said Short, snickering. “We’ll let you handle all the politics.” 
 
    John gave her a look. “Don’t make me promote you,” he said.  
 
    “Please don’t,” she answered, raising her hands defensively. “I like being a grunt. It’s easy work.” 
 
    “This way, sir. If you’ll follow me.” 
 
    “Right,” said John. 
 
    The secretary led him to the nearby office. Master Gel sat behind the desk, sorting through a small box, but stopped when he noticed John. “Welcome,” said Gel. 
 
    John stepped inside and took a seat across from him. “Thanks for seeing me.” 
 
    “I understand you wanted to inquire on the status of our search,” said Master Gel. “The one involving your associate, Terry.” 
 
    “My friend,” corrected John. 
 
    “Right, yes. I apologize.” 
 
    “Do you have anything yet?” asked John. 
 
    “As you’re aware, we’ve placed several teams of analysts on this in an effort to expedite the process. However, we have yet to find anything definitive. The world is quite large. Rest assured, Sergeant Finn, we are doing everything in our power to find him.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” said John. 
 
    “And we are glad to have you with us,” said Master Gel. “I believe this alliance will prove most beneficial to both sides, and finding your associate…your friend…is part of it.” 
 
    “Maybe someone could show us around. Is Lena nearby? It’s been a few days since any of us saw her,” said John. 
 
    “Analyst Sol is preoccupied with another matter at the moment, I’m afraid, but I’d be happy to escort you through the facility, personally. You can see exactly what we’re doing and how everything works.” 
 
    “Is Lena on another project?” asked John. 
 
    “Indeed,” said Gel. “You likely won’t encounter her for some time. I hope it’s not an inconvenience.” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “You might be happy to hear that she’ll be receiving a promotion soon, due largely to her work in forming this treaty between our two people. A different liaison will be assigned to assist you in her stead, but I assure you they will be highly qualified. Handpicked by Analyst Sol herself.” 
 
    “That’s good. She deserves the promotion. Lena’s done a great job.” 
 
    Gel smiled. “I couldn’t agree with you more.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Border 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    On the third day, Terry and his friends left their temporary home beneath the dirt, ready to return to the other side of the great wall. The sky was clear at dawn, but brought some overcast by the time they departed, gray clouds moving with heavy wind behind them.  
 
    They hurried to the east, keeping by the wall to mind their place. Thunder snapped along the horizon. Terry could already hear the falling rain a kilometer away, moving toward them.  
 
    For a moment, he thought he heard another noise, somewhere far off, but he couldn’t be certain. Whatever it was—it didn’t matter. They’d soon be out of here and on their way to the cabin. They’d meet Plead, and he’d tell them how uneventful the last three days had been for him. How nothing bad had happened. How everything was going to be okay. 
 
    Thankfully, Ysa had regained a bit of her strength during the three-day rest. She seemed to have less trouble with the pain. Perhaps another day or two and she’d be back to normal. 
 
    They’d left behind their bags, having used most of the supplies Plead had given them. There was no point in lugging around useless apparel, especially in the rain, not to mention the mud and filth that would come during their tunnel crawl.  
 
    Another thunderclap sounded in the sky above, heralding the storm that would soon be upon them. “Let us hurry,” suggested Ludo. 
 
    As they neared the tunnel entrance, Terry heard the noise again, this time with a little more clarity. It was something resembling a voice, light and melodic, like someone humming. “Hold on,” he barked, calling to the others. “Listen for a second. Do you hear that?” 
 
    The wind was blowing hard, kicking their clothes. “Is something wrong?” asked Ludo. 
 
    Terry pointed at his ear. “Do you hear it?” 
 
    Ysa closed her eyes, presumably to listen. She had better hearing than either of them when she was healthy. Right now, she might not have the range, but it would still be pretty good. Ludo looked across the fields in every direction, darting his eyes around. “What do you hear?” asked Ludo to his wife. 
 
    She shook her head. “There is something faint, but I cannot make it out.” 
 
    “Terry, is someone nearby?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s—” 
 
    A roar of thunder boomed, quieting him, and then a drop of water hit him on the forehead. He felt it slide across his nose, cold and fresh. A second later, the rain came down at last, showering them at once.  
 
    “We must get to the tunnel!” yelled Ludo.  
 
    The wind picked up and slammed the falling drops into them like little stones, pricking Terry’s face and chest. They ran through the field, hitting puddles and soft earth. By the time they found the tunnel entrance, Terry’s boots were caked in mud and grime, and his clothes were heavy with rain. 
 
    Ludo grabbed the hatch and lifted it, casting it against the wind. It slammed into the ground, splashing mud and water all around. 
 
    Terry stared into the pit as the rain began to fill it. “Are you ready?” he asked his friends. 
 
    “Plead will be waiting,” said Ludo. “We must hurry.” 
 
    “Stop!” snapped Ysa, grabbing her husband’s wrist. She grew still and quiet with distant eyes, with a look that suggested she heard something.  
 
    Terry tried to listen, too, and at last he heard it clearly. A woman’s laughter. It was coming from nearby.  
 
    “You hear it?” Ysa asked him.  
 
    He nodded. “What is it?” 
 
    “A familiar voice,” she said. “Prepare yourselves.” 
 
    Movement in the distance. The sound of splashing boots and grunting men, marching in the rain. They appeared from beyond a set of trees and piled stones. A dozen temple guards with swords and guns…two priestesses in their midst. “At last, we have found you!” cried one of them. “The lost sister. The traitor herself.” 
 
    “Zika,” muttered Ysa. 
 
    Ludo looked at Terry. “We must protect Ysa. She is not yet well enough to—” 
 
    “Who is that with you?” asked Zika. 
 
    “Her husband, it seems,” said the other priestess. 
 
    “Tia, I know that. I meant the little one.” 
 
    “Their son, maybe?” 
 
    “What an ugly thing. Look at his tiny ears.” 
 
    “Is it so, Ysa? Is that your child? He seems deformed,” said Tia. 
 
    “What should we expect from someone like her?” 
 
    “Quiet!” snapped Ysa. “You would do well not to speak ill of my family.” 
 
    “So, it is true,” said Zika, laughing. “How perfect. A hideous child for a hideous traitor.” 
 
    Ysa didn’t bother correcting them. “You will pay for your words.” 
 
    Ludo leaned over to Terry. “Be ready. The fight will be difficult.” 
 
    “Are they as strong as Gast?” asked Terry. 
 
    Ludo shook his head. 
 
    “Then it’ll be easy.” 
 
    The priestesses walked closer, about ten yards away. They stood there, staring, waiting. Each of them wore a dagger on their hip—the same type as the sword Plead had given Terry. The same one that had pierced Gast Maldeen’s chest and ripped his soul out. Sacred vessels, Ludo had called them. 
 
    Whatever the case, Terry couldn’t let his guard down…not for a second. He might be able to handle guns and regular swords, but these things were another issue altogether. He’d have to stay on his toes, because one wrong move and— 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, Ysa,” shouted Zika. “If you turn yourself in, we promise not to kill you. You can go right back to your cell. What do you think?” 
 
    Tia chortled. “We’ll even put your family in the cells next to yours!” 
 
    Ludo threw his arm in front of his wife, shielding her. He stepped forward. “Run, Ysa. Get away from here, quickly.” 
 
    Terry grabbed him by the wrist. “Don’t be ridiculous! You can’t take them all on by yourself.” 
 
    “Terry is right,” said Ysa, touching her husband’s arm. “We must do this together…or not at all.” 
 
    “No! If you go into battle, you may die. Your wounds are not yet—” 
 
    She smiled, her kind eyes staring into his. “It has been many years since we first escaped our fates together, husband, but I have not forgotten my purpose. I was made to fight the Guardians, to shed blood upon this very field. Don’t you see, my sweet Ludo?” Ysa leaned over and kissed him. “I was born for this.” 
 
    She turned from him and leapt forward, exploding into a wild sprint. 
 
    Terry watched as Ysa became a blur, a distorted mess of color flying through the rain. 
 
    Zika raised her arms to shield herself, but wasn’t fast enough. Ysa plowed into her, sounding a snap as loud as thunder.  
 
    The collision sent Zika careening backward, flying into the trees, breaking them apart like twigs.  
 
    The guards ran at Ysa, their swords raised, but before they could touch her, she was already gone, headed after Zika, a fading blur in the distance. 
 
    Tia screamed, then charged at Terry and Ludo, raising her spear high above her head. Rage distorted her face, reminding Terry of some awful beast. The temple guards followed her, setting their sights on the two men. 
 
    “I’ll take the loud one. You handle the guards,” suggested Terry. 
 
    “We must hurry. Ysa will not last long on her own,” said Ludo. He reached for a handful of throwing daggers. He let the blades loose in a fluid set of gestures, hitting one man in the neck, between his armor, while stabbing another in the eye. Before the group had made it to them, four were already dead. 
 
    Terry unsheathed his sword and readied himself. In an instant, he was fully aware, his mind relaxed and his breathing steady. He stepped forward and charged, with Ludo at his side. The farmer continued his barrage of daggers until he’d used them all, then unsheathed his own sword and prepared for the assault.  
 
    Terry passed by two other soldiers, sliding the edge of his blade across the neck of the closest one, spilling blood into the rain. In the same motion, he twisted around and plunged the sword into the stomach of the second man, sending him into the puddle beneath his feet. The blade slid free with no resistance, and he raised his eyes, only to be met by the tip of the priestess’s spear as it came close enough to nearly touch his forehead. He dodged, watching as the spear slid by him. 
 
    He knocked the spear away with his sword, knocking Tia off balance. She steadied herself, then swept her leg back and leveled her weapon. Beads of rainwater glittered on the blade in the dim light of the gray sky. 
 
    Terry moved to his side, stepping around her, but the tip of the spear remained fixed and unwavering. As soon as his eyes left it, Tia jerked the weapon toward him, forcing him to take a step back. She laughed. 
 
    The sword in his hand was not meant for this kind of combat. He had to get closer, just as Ludo had taught him. Get in tight and slice. 
 
    He stepped closer, clashing his weapon with hers and knocking it away. She moved with it, covering herself.  
 
    He tried again, but she pushed the spear at him, keeping back. He deflected it, but barely. “Careful now,” she laughed. 
 
    He continued to press her, but she kept her distance, always the length of the spear. Here in this open environment, he was at a disadvantage.  
 
    She extended the stick in several quick thrusts, managing to cut him in multiple spots, but only slightly. The pain was sharp and brief, barely lasting more than a second, but it was enough to cause him some panic. “Got you,” said the priestess, grinning, a hungry expression on her face.  
 
    He had to change the rules of this fight somehow. He had to— 
 
    Behind her, he spotted a handful of trees. If he could push her there, maybe in close quarters…maybe then, he could win. 
 
    The spear thrust at him once more, nearly hitting his side. He took the opportunity to try to grab it, but the priestess was too fast. Again, he looked at the trees. Limiting her mobility was the first step.  
 
    He swung his sword at the tip of her weapon, edging his way forward. She snarled at him, inching back to keep her spacing. 
 
    He deflected several of her attacks, continuing the slow crawl away from the open field, pushing her. Always pushing. As they moved deeper into the thicket of trees, she surprised him with another lunge, slitting his thigh. Blood ran from the wound, and he nearly stumbled. The woman smiled before trying a second time. 
 
    He hit the side of her spear with his sword, knocking it away. Ignoring the pain, he stepped forward, forcing her to take a step back. She collided with one of the trees. A look of panic seized her, and she tried to move, but Terry slid toward her.  
 
    She tried to use the spear, but missed.  
 
    He grabbed it, raising it over his side. She couldn’t pull it back anymore, not with her back against the wood. “Get away!” she yelled. 
 
    Terry swung in close and tight, keeping the spear behind him.  
 
    He slid the edge of his sword along her stomach, splitting her open like a fish, guts pouring out. The edge of his blade snagged a piece of bone—one of her ribs—catching it. Blood erupted out of her, covering him as he tried to yank the weapon free from her body. Their eyes met, inches from one another, and Terry watched as the life began to leave her face. “No…” she cried as her body fell apart. “I…” 
 
    Terry pulled the sword free from her belly, backing away at last, blood on his chest and hips. 
 
    The priestess fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    He picked up her spear and threw it into the field, then turned his sights to Ludo. The farmer had dispatched most of the guards, with only two remaining. He’d taken a few hits, but seemed to be okay.  
 
    Better make sure he stays that way. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ysa felt the cold mud between her fingers as she pushed herself up from the ground. Zika had separated from her once they hit the trees. Now, she lay in the torn grass of the field, motionless. With any luck, Ysa hoped, the blow had done her in. Perhaps this fight was already over. 
 
    Zika coughed, stirring slightly, moving her legs and arms. Of course, someone like her would not be so easily subdued. Ysa was a fool for hoping as much. 
 
    Were it so easy. 
 
    Ysa got to her feet, wiping the mud from her face and hands. A slight ache in her side caused her to flinch. She lifted her shirt and saw several small scrapes, with splinters sticking out. Her body was not fully healed, it seemed, which meant she would not be able to withstand very many hits. If she’d had a few more days, perhaps her ability to harden her skin would have returned, but there was no sense dwelling on that which could not be changed. She was here in this moment, stuck with this body, about to fight against this woman. That was how it had to be. 
 
    Zika struggled to get to her feet, but Ysa ran at her and attempted to strike. Zika grabbed her leg before it could hit, then threw her to the side. Ysa whirled through the air, landing on her feet.  
 
    She took a breath and focused. A micro-meditation. One breath to regain her composure, shutting out the pain in her side. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    She ran again at her enemy, feigning a blow to her stomach. Zika went to block, but Ysa twisted, carrying the weight of her body toward Zika’s throat, slamming her fist into it.  
 
    Zika gagged. She drew her dagger and swung it wildly in the air, trying to catch her breath.  
 
    Ysa charged, ducking beneath the dagger and wrapping her hands around Zika’s legs. She pulled the priestess to the ground.  
 
    Zika landed on her shoulders, kicking into a backward roll, and kicking Ysa in the face. She stood, then ran at her, raising the knife, and straddling Ysa. 
 
    Ysa caught the woman’s wrist, holding her back. The knife inched closer. Zika pushed harder. The blade touched Ysa’s cheek, cutting the skin. She felt a surge of pain, but didn’t let go. “Just let it happen!” said Zika, grasping the weapon with both hands. 
 
    Using her weight, Ysa twisted her body, causing the two of them to roll to the side. Zika kept the knife on her. They fumbled together until they hit a large rock. Zika was on top again, but the weapon had moved. It was inside of Ysa’s stomach.  
 
    She screamed at the pain.  
 
    “Almost there,” whispered Zika.  
 
    Ysa tried to move the dagger—to pull it free—but Zika would not allow it. She could already feel her strength fading. She had to do something quick. She held her screams and clenched her teeth, then clawed at Zika’s eyes.  
 
    Ysa dug her thumbnails deep into the priestess’s eye sockets, tearing a scream from Zika’s throat. 
 
    Zika loosened her grip, allowing Ysa to push herself free, kicking the woman off of her. She gripped the handle of the weapon buried in her gut, blood soaking through her shirt. Closing her eyes, she yanked the dagger out, a red mist spraying from the wound. 
 
 
    Zika started to come at her again, but Ysa wouldn’t have it. She leapt at her, taking Zika by the jaw and slamming her into the mud. In the final act, Ysa raised the blade and readied the strike, prepared to do what was necessary. Prepared to kill the witch at last, to do whatever she— 
 
    The ground shook. 
 
    “ZHAA, ZHAA, ZHAA!” she heard a thunderous voice declare. “ZHAA ZHAA KAA!” 
 
    “Ysa!” cried Ludo. She looked to see him running toward her with Terry at his side. They were waving their arms and screaming. “Ysa, get away from there!” 
 
    The ground shook again. 
 
    “ZHAA ZHAA ZHAA!” came the awful sound. “ZHAA ZHAA KAA!” 
 
    A shadow grew tall over her, beginning from behind. It grew until it covered several steps in front of her, still rising. She turned to see a giant thing, a moving thing, with metal limbs and swords. It stood as tall as the wall itself. 
 
    A Guardian of Everlasting, come to smite them all. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Guardian towered over Terry like a skyscraper, its metallic body drenched in the falling rain. It had the shape of an armored man, almost like a samurai from ancient Earth, with strange designs across its body, similar to the tattoos on Ysa’s head. On each arm, it bore two massive swords, very similar in form to the one Terry carried in his hand. 
 
    Near the titan’s feet, Ysa struggled with the other priestess, attempting to pin her to the ground. Ludo was already running toward her, waving his arms and screaming. “Ysa, get away!” 
 
    She was on top of Zika with the knife to her throat, when she finally saw her husband. The monster raised its weapon high, bringing it down on the two bloodied women as they sat, gawking. Ludo barreled into his wife, knocking her clear. They hit the ground, sliding.  
 
    Zika screamed as the blade came down on her, burying her entire body like a twig in mud. All at once, she was silenced, crushed and broken.  
 
    The Guardian raised the sword again, pulling it from the mud. Its metal edge was covered in red and brown, blood woven together with mud. “ZHAA ZHAA ZHAA,” sang the hulking beast before turning its sights on Ysa and Ludo. “ZHAA ZHAA KAA.” 
 
    “No!” screamed Terry. He dived forward, running as fast as his legs would allow, sprinting like a demon toward the Guardian’s back. Without thinking, he slammed his sword into its leg, but the blade deflected off the metallic armor. The Guardian swept one of its weapons at him, like it was trying to swat an annoying fly, but Terry dodged to his side and avoided it.  
 
    The Guardian continued in the direction of Terry’s friends, but they were already running.  
 
    Terry grabbed a part of the monster’s leg as it walked, holding on with all his strength. He started to climb, trying to make his way to the head. The Guardian quickly noticed. 
 
    It stopped, and Terry heard a loud clank coming from its backside, like a vent opening. Almost immediately, there was a rancid, foul smell, like a dead animal, filling and burning his nose and lungs. He coughed repeatedly, but kept his grip on the Guardian’s leg. 
 
    Terry’s whole body went numb, all the feeling in his limbs draining out. He lost total control over the next several seconds before finally letting go of the armor plating. Sliding off the monster’s leg, Terry fell into the mud, rolling helplessly before landing in the trench left behind by the sword.  
 
    He fell into the remains of the dead priestess, bones and shredded flesh mixed with dirt. Rain continued to fill the crevice, pooling inside. Pieces of Zika’s body lay all around him. 
 
    Terry tried to move, but couldn’t. The water from the storm continued to fill the trench, and he feared he might drown before much longer. He had to get out of here. He had to help his friends before they were killed. Get up, he told himself. Get up, before it’s too late. 
 
     He concentrated, focusing his energy and relaxing. From deep within his mind, he pulled from his hidden well of strength. He imagined himself at the farm, standing in the autumn sunlight, listening to the birds as they flew overhead. All the rain was gone now, wiped from his reality. All the blood and mud inside this crevice gone and forgotten. Only the dream remained. He stood there in his mind, focusing his thoughts, collecting all the power left in him, every ounce there was to take. He would use it all if he had to. He would give it freely. 
 
    Terry felt his foot jerk, and a bit of feeling returned. He moved his fingers next, and then his arms. A few seconds later, he was pushing himself up, the dizziness of the drug finally dissipating.  
 
    The pain of his wounds from the other priestess’s spear throbbed intensely. He pushed the feeling back inside himself, focusing instead on the task ahead. He couldn’t slow down, not until the job was done. Not until his friends were safe. 
 
    He grabbed the side of the pit. With mud and blood on every inch of his body, he raised himself up, finally standing in the heavy rain.  
 
    The Guardian was a hundred meters away now, pursuing his friends. He had to get there, quick. 
 
    He started running, rain hitting him in the face, following in the massive footprints of his foe. He reached the titan soon enough, spotting his friends just ahead. Without another thought, he leapt onto the monster’s back and gripped its metal casing. Like before, the Guardian tried to cast him off, but Terry dodged the giant arm and its blade. As it neared him a second time, he anticipated the swing, jumping to the arm and wrapping himself around the hilt. As it brought its hand around to the front, he caught a glimpse of the chest and head. Between them, there was a crevice with enough room to pierce, if he could reach it. 
 
    The Guardian’s eye, which had until now been fixated on Ludo and Ysa as they ran, took its focus to Terry, following his every movement. With the full force of its body, it slammed its hand into the ground, nearly dismounting him. He buried his sword between the cracks of the plating, holding on for his life.  
 
    With each attempted dismount, Terry felt his wounds sear with pain, pulling him briefly out of his trance. He tried to push the sensation to the back of his mind—to bury it—but every strike brought him further away. If he didn’t do something soon, he’d lose himself to it.  
 
    Terry pressed his foot against the hilt, breathing heavily, and with a rising heat in his chest, pushed himself off.  
 
    He flung himself toward the Guardian’s chest, hitting it with the full force of his weight, and drove the weapon into the gap between its armor plating. The titan reached for him, but he raised his legs, dodging it, and then buried the rest of the blade inside the crack.  
 
    The Guardian’s glowing eye grew bright with white and yellow light, and it cried an awful scream. “ZHAA ZHAA ZHAA!” 
 
    Terry pulled the sword from the crack, ripping wires and tearing metal in the process. The beast wailed in protest, slowing its movements, seemingly unable to cope with what was happening. If he could just get inside of it, maybe the fight could be over. 
 
 
    Holding the outer casing, Terry pressed his feet against the neck, and with all the remaining strength he could gather…he pushed. 
 
    The chest piece snapped and fell to the ground, landing with a thud in the dirt. The Guardian wavered, nearly stumbling.  
 
    Terry could barely hang on anymore, so he let himself fall. He landed on the ground and rolled, then turned to watch the Guardian as it began to scream. 
 
    Instead of a mechanical cry, however, there came the voice of a man, erupting from within the Guardian.  
 
    Terry stared at what appeared to be a pilot, strapped inside a pod. He had a mask on his face with a tube extending out, but there were several rips in it. The man grasped desperately at the tubing, trying to seal the tears, but it was no use. His face was already losing its color. For whatever reason, he was choking to death. 
 
    The pilot’s entire body began to spasm. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he vomited inside his mask. After a few seconds, he stopped moving, dropping his head. 
 
    The Guardian froze, too, and the light in its eye faded into nothing. It only stood there, motionless.  
 
    Terry stared at the sight before him with absolute bewilderment. What in the hell did he just see? A Guardian with a person inside? But the man was suffocating on the air.  
 
    On Variant. Did that mean— 
 
    Terry felt a sudden throb of pain in his arm, and then another in his leg. The heat in his stomach was rising. I need to sit, he thought. Just for a second. 
 
    He hit the ground with a slight thud, slouching and breathing heavily. He started to close his eyes, tired from everything. So tired.  
 
    Another noise came from behind him, snapping him awake. “ZHAA ZHAA ZHAA,” it sang. “ZHAA ZHAA KAA!” 
 
    The soil beneath him quaked.  
 
    “Terry!” called Ludo from afar.  
 
    He looked to see his friend running toward him, leaving Ysa behind. She’d made it safely inside the tunnel hatch. Good, thought Terry, barely conscious. At least they’ll be okay. At least I was able to… 
 
    A shadow appeared, swallowing him in darkness. He twisted around, already knowing what he’d find. 
 
    Another Guardian of Everlasting, watching with its single, glowing eye. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Leadership Report 221602.521 
 
    Recorded 02.27.884 
 
    Subtitled: Target Apprehended 
 
    GEL: The mission was a success. The young man from Earth has been taken into custody. 
 
    KAI: He was nearly killed. Success is hardly the word I would use, Master Analyst. 
 
    GEL: The toxin was ineffective, so a more direct means of containment had to be applied. There was no other way. 
 
    KAI: A more direct means? The child managed to kill one of our pilots with nothing but a sword. How do you account for such a thing?  
 
    GEL: With any luck, we will know the answer soon. The boy’s physiology, coupled with the research Doctor Curie has provided us, will greatly accelerate our own work. I’m certain of it. 
 
    KAI: Perhaps, but the mission was still sloppy. We lost a sentry unit, which is sure to anger Master Lao. There are only twelve in active service, and you know how difficult they are to reproduce. Our engineers only have so many fusion cores to work with. 
 
    GEL: The other Leaders will understand. The loss of a sentry is worth the knowledge we will gain— 
 
    KAI: If the boy is still breathing. The report says the second pilot didn’t even have to attack him. The boy was so exhausted that he collapsed on his own. 
 
    GEL: He has several wounds, but they weren’t caused by the patrol. The pilots were specifically ordered to avoid lethal force unless absolutely necessary. Containment was their only goal. 
 
    KAI: If the sentries didn’t cause the damage, what did? 
 
    GEL: Orbital feed showed an altercation taking place moments before our arrival. We don’t know who started it, and speculation would accomplish little at this stage, but his wounds are consistent with that of a small blade. After a few days of treatment, he should be fully recovered. 
 
    KAI: I should hope so, Master Gel. The rest of the Leadership will not be pleased if your plan was all for nothing. Do you understand? 
 
    GEL: Yes, sir. However, despite the stumble, our objective was achieved. The boy will be monitored and analyzed, and whatever secrets his biology holds, we will uncover them in due time. Let us stay the course, Master Kai, for the sake of our future. 
 
    KAI: Save the false patriotism, Analyst. Remember who you are speaking with. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Tower of the Cartographers, Everlasting 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    Lena Sol could hardly believe what she had just witnessed on the monitor. Two sentry units had been tasked with securing a single individual near the southern border—the human male named Terry—only to enter into a heated encounter. The confrontation not only resulted in the death of a pilot, but nearly got the target killed as well. Was this my fault? she wondered, replaying the footage for the seventh time. Am I the one responsible? 
 
    She was the one who discovered Terry’s whereabouts. It had started here, right at this very console. If she’d never filed that report, the pilot would still be alive…and Terry wouldn’t be— 
 
    She stopped herself. What was she doing, questioning her actions like this? She knew better than that. Everything she did was for her city. All was for the good of Everlasting…wasn’t it? 
 
    It had to be, yes. The city came above everything else, every individual’s needs. Every desire and want. She could not question herself. Not now. Not ever. 
 
    Still, Lena could not escape the feeling in the back of her head. She hated herself for it…for whatever this was. If only I’d never found that facility in the quarantine zone, she thought, not for the first time. None of this would have happened to me.  
 
    A light appeared, blinking red to indicate a message. It was from Master Gel, requesting her presence in his office. Could it be about the footage she had just watched? Perhaps he’d been monitoring her activity and found it strange that she’d rewatch the same thing so many times.  
 
    Quietly, Lena deactivated her terminal and left. She made her way through the tower to Master Gel’s office, passing a few familiar faces, but saying nothing.  
 
    When she arrived, the door was already open, and the secretary told her to go ahead.  
 
    The Master Analyst sat behind his desk, looking as though he’d been waiting. “Welcome,” he said, motioning for her to take a seat. 
 
    “Good afternoon, sir,” she answered, trying not to show her nervousness. 
 
    He gave a slight nod. “Please sit.” 
 
    She did as he ordered, then waited anxiously. Was he going to send her to get a memory cleanse? A rush of panic filled her stomach. She wanted to leave. Run away and hide inside a box somewhere. Not sit here and be punished. I knew I shouldn’t have looked at the footage. What was I thinking? 
 
    “There’s something I need to discuss with you,” said Master Gel, pulling Lena from her thoughts.  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You have done a remarkable job with the work I’ve given you. As a result, I’m promoting you to level-eight. You will be a vice-administrator starting tomorrow.” 
 
    Lena blinked. Did she hear that right? Level-eight analysts were typically twice her age, with years more experience. “Excuse me, sir, but did you say—” 
 
    “Level-eight,” he confirmed. “That’s right. You will be placed in charge of your own subdivision, answering only to the resident level-nine. The work will be demanding, but it’s also essential. Congratulations.” 
 
    The sudden promotion caught her off guard. Was she dreaming? She’d wanted her own subdivision ever since she was in training. How could this be happening? “May I ask what subdivision, sir?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m putting you in charge of the Argos outpost in the Bell Ring Isles. We’re researching a certain type of natural gas beneath one of the islands, which is only found in a handful of other locations on the planet. We believe it holds significant value.” 
 
    “Argos,” she said, letting the name sink in. She remembered reading about it during one of her briefings last year. Argos was an inconsequential facility located far to the south, about as far removed from Everlasting as one could get. “But sir, I don’t have any experience with—” 
 
    “Please, no need for modesty. You’ve proven yourself quite capable. I believe you will adjust quickly. The current administrator will oversee your work and training, and will assist you with the transition process. His name is Nudin Kur, and he’s expecting your arrival sometime tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” she asked. “So soon?” 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “N-No, sir,” she answered, regretting her previous response. She had to be careful about questions. Too many of them implied noncompliance, and such habits would not be tolerated. “I-I am very thankful.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that,” said Master Gel. “Please go and pack your things. My assistant has your orders prepared. Medical first, I believe, followed by Supply. You’ll receive everything you need, so there is no reason to return to your home. The shuttle departs tonight.” He raised his hand toward the door. “I expect good work from you, Analyst Sol. Don’t let me down.” 
 
    Lena paused, debating whether to ask if she’d done something wrong, but stopped. No questions, she reminded herself. She got up from the chair and proceeded to leave.  
 
    She headed down the hall toward the transport bay, but stopped when she rounded the first corner. A wave of panic had taken hold of her, and she felt herself being pulled in multiple directions. She wanted to run home and away from this moment, this feeling. What had she done to deserve this? Argos was the kind of place they sent incompetent workers. Working there would only kill her career. It was little more than punishment. Why would the Leadership do this to her? 
 
    Are they trying to get rid of me? she asked herself. Did I do something wrong? Maybe they believed she’d grown too close to the visiting humans, or perhaps she’d made her reservations on Terry’s capture a little too obvious.  
 
    She buried the feeling, knowing she had to do what her superior had told her, knowing she had to fulfill her purpose. No one refused an order from a member of the Leadership, no matter how much they might disagree. Transferring to the middle of the ocean was the last thing she wanted for her life, but there was no getting around it. The city relied on the sacrifices of its citizens to survive. Not the other way around. 
 
    Everything is for the city, she told herself. Capturing Terry, letting the pilot of the sentry die, lying to Doctor Curie and Johnathan Finn, moving to Argos. All was for the good of… 
 
    She felt sick to her stomach. An upset in her chest and throat. Walking quickly through the hall, she stepped into one of the bathrooms and headed to the nearest stall. Lena lifted the seat cover, then fell on her knees as her stomach seized up and returned her breakfast. 
 
    Afterward, with shaking hands, she flushed, and felt a lingering heat on her face. Sweat dripped from her forehead, and she fell back against the wall, trying to catch her breath.  
 
    Lena had only ever been loyal to the Leadership. She had done everything they’d ever asked. Why, then, were they so eager to throw her away? 
 
    ****** 
 
    A White Room 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    Terry opened his eyes to a bright light. He was on his back, strapped to a slab of cold metal. Above him, there were several rods pointed down at him. They were attached to some sort of machine, which seemed to be interconnected with the ceiling. He tried to move, but felt the sudden sting in the spot where the spear had pierced his flesh. He was still weak from the attack, it seemed, incapable of his full strength. 
 
    Footsteps echoed from the other side of the room. A man cleared his throat. “He’s awake,” said the stranger.  
 
    “Shall we begin the first procedure?” asked another voice. 
 
    The first one gave a confirmation. “Careful with him. He’s all we have for now. Biopsies only.” 
 
    Terry tried to move, but the straps were tight around his wrists and legs. “Who’s there? Hey, where am I?” 
 
    The strangers didn’t answer. Instead, the machine above his head began to move, twirling the rods with some mechanic rhythm. They stopped, and one of the rods extended, splitting in half to reveal a thick needle. It lowered to his chest, and he screamed. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Fifth Medical Building, Everlasting 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    After picking herself off the bathroom floor, Lena made her way to Medical. Despite how she felt about her current situation, she had no other choice but to follow Master Gel’s orders.  
 
    One of the doctors greeted her and told her to sit. She did, and waited patiently to be seen. One last checkup before tomorrow’s journey to Argos. Once she received confirmation of her good health, she’d be on her way. Go here, go there. Medical, Supply, Argos. Never where she wanted. Always where they told her. All she had ever tried to do was serve Everlasting, yet this was her reward. 
 
    A quick image of the video footage flashed in her mind—the sentry lifting Terry’s limp body off the ground, preparing to bring him back to the city. Upon seeing this, one of the natives had charged the unit with a weapon, trying to stop it. The sentry knocked him away with ease, disabling him. Was that man a friend of Terry’s? Was he trying to save him? She pushed the memory from her mind. It was better not to think about such things. 
 
    Better to forget it altogether if she knew what was good for her…but Lena could not forget. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the guilt. 
 
    The doctor arrived with an injector in his hand. “Put out your arm,” he told her. 
 
    She did, and he pressed it against her skin. She felt a cold sensation as the device injected the substance into her arm using electrophoresis. It was completely painless. 
 
    “That’s all from us. You can go,” he said, removing the needle. 
 
    She nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    She let herself sit there for a few minutes, not wanting to leave. If she did, it meant going on to the next location. Another link in the chain, pushing her further toward Argos and away from her life in the city.  
 
    Using her implant, she called up an image of the city. It materialized into a hologram that only she could see, floating above her lap. Using her fingertips, she zoomed in and out, twirling the three-dimensional image around like a toy. After a moment, she tapped the building she was currently sitting in. The Fifth Medical Building on the eastern half of Everlasting, nestled between four other medical facilities. She wondered which one contained Terry, the alien from another world. John and Mei’s friend. The one she’d watched on the screen, who’d very nearly perished. 
 
    But what if he was dead, after all? The question lingered in her mind, dancing with her fears. How would she live with herself, knowing she was responsible? An anxious flutter ran through her stomach and chest. She had to find out before she left for Argos. She had to know, at the very least, if the boy from Earth had survived. 
 
    She went to the access hub and entered her authorization code, which allowed her to browse the logs. She ran a quick search through the database for any mention of Terry, but found nothing. She tried again, this time using the terms alien and Earth. Several entries appeared, but they were all associated with Doctor Curie’s people and the information Everlasting had learned about their planet to date. Finally, she searched for incidents involving the southern border.  
 
    Several appeared, mostly referring to the ritualistic practices of the tribespeople who made a habit of sending their females through the wall. According to one report, this had happened a few weeks ago, resulting in several of the natives’ deaths at the hands of two sentry units.  
 
    Lena continued to scroll through the list, but stopped when she saw something mentioning a downed unit, which had to be recalled. It was currently being repaired. The deceased pilot was briefly referenced as well. A link to another report was tagged at the end of the article. It had red lettering, indicating a highly classified report. Only a handful of citizens would even be able to see this link, let alone access it. No doubt, someone in the Leadership would notice if she continued. 
 
    I shouldn’t, she thought, hovering her finger above the holographic text. I could get into trouble. I could— 
 
    She stopped herself. She was already in trouble. She was already going to Argos, wasn’t she? Besides, she was leaving tonight. By the time anyone noticed her search, she’d already be on a ship, heading to the middle of nowhere. If anyone asked, she’d tell them the truth—that she was only concerned about his well-being. The Leadership might watch her for a few months, but since she’d be in Argos, nothing would ultimately come of it. All Lena wanted was closure, so why couldn’t she have it? 
 
    She took a breath, and then accessed the link. Another report appeared, this time with all the information she’d hoped to find. Images of Terry fighting the first sentry were there, along with some information on his medical status. It said he had been in critical condition, having received several severe lacerations, but was now recovering. Lena searched for his current location. The database showed he was in one of the medical buildings nearby. Not here, exactly, but right across the square outside.  
 
    She could walk there in under a minute if she wanted to, but could she really do it? Investigating through the network was one thing, but actually going there was something else. She might receive a memory therapy session if things went poorly. Maybe it was okay to stop here. 
 
    She got to her feet and proceeded outside. Dozens of citizens walked in the open square, talking and laughing with one another, largely oblivious to everything around them. She took a seat on the nearest bench, facing the Sixth Medical Building.  
 
    She stared at the front door for a long time, still not wanting to leave. Still debating what to do. Terry was in there, somewhere. If only she wasn’t so weak and afraid.  
 
    When it seemed like she might never be able to go through with it, she heard a scream coming from across the square. “Bomb!” cried someone from within the crowd. 
 
    Lena had almost no time to react when the explosion occurred. It sent a shockwave throughout the square, knocking her to the ground and scattering the mob. 
 
    ****** 
 
    A White Room 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    Terry felt the shock when it happened, then watched as the men in white coats scrambled in a panic.  
 
    “What was that?!” snapped one of them. 
 
    “Look! There’s smoke!” said another. He took a mask and covered his face.  
 
    The first one did the same. “What’s going on?” he asked with a muffled voice. 
 
    “Another attack, maybe?” 
 
    Terry squirmed to get free, but the straps were still too tight. It would be a while before he was strong enough to break them. “Hey, let me out of here!”  
 
    But the two men ignored him. “We’re safe as long as we stay here,” one said to the other. 
 
    The nearby door slammed open, and someone entered with great urgency. It looked like a soldier of some kind, dressed in a protective suit, with a mask to shield his face. “What are you doing in here?” he asked the two doctors. His voice was odd, almost computerized. He held a rifle of some kind in his hands. “This building is getting attacked! You need to leave. Now!” 
 
    “What about him? Leadership has orders not to leave him alone,” said one of the doctors. 
 
    The armored stranger glanced at Terry. “Don’t worry. I’ll escort him personally to the Eighth Medical Building and secure him there. I have orders to get every citizen out of here first, so you need to leave.” 
 
    “We understand,” responded one of the doctor. He looked at his friend. “Come on.” 
 
    “Keep your masks on at all times,” explained the soldier.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the doctor. He scrambled to put on his mask. “Thank you.”  
 
    The two doctors quickly left the room. 
 
    The suited individual approached Terry from the side, stopping to look at him. They examined each other. “Who are you?” asked Terry. 
 
    The man only stared at him, tilting his head. “So, you’re the alien, are you?” 
 
    Terry didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to insult you. I’ve just never seen anyone like you before.” 
 
    Another explosion rang in the distance, shaking the facility. Terry squirmed, trying to get out of the straps. “This is crazy! What’s going on out there?” 
 
    “Nothing dangerous,” answered the stranger. “It’s only a distraction.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Do you even know where you are right now?” 
 
    “Everlasting, right?” asked Terry. 
 
    “That’s right. Do you know what those men were planning to do to you?” 
 
    Terry didn’t answer.  
 
    “They’re trying to extract genetic information from you. Then they’re going to kill you.” 
 
    Terry blinked. “What?” 
 
    “You have something inside you they want,” said the soldier. 
 
    “No, I don’t. That’s not—” 
 
    “You can breathe the atmosphere outside,” said the stranger. “That’s a valuable commodity.” 
 
    “You mean Variant? The gas?” 
 
    “We call it XM-13. It’s deadly to everyone in Everlasting. Their goal was to replicate the process through which you attained immunity. The people in this city aren’t like the natives outside. They’ll die if they’re exposed.” 
 
    Just like the pilot inside the Guardian, thought Terry. “If that’s true, why didn’t they bother with anyone else? There’s plenty of others who can breathe it.” 
 
    “Your genes were altered. They didn’t evolve this way. Someone changed you. It makes you unique.” 
 
    How in the world did this person know about how Terry was created? What else wasn’t she telling him? “Who are you?” 
 
    The stranger gripped the side of the helmet and pulled it off, letting down a bundle of brown hair. Two female eyes stared back. “My name’s Jinel Din,” she said with a grin, “and I’m here to rescue you.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The woman in armor unstrapped Terry’s arms and legs. As he got to his feet, he felt the heat on his chest from where the machine had pierced him. Between this and the wounds he received at the border, he wondered if the pain would ever stop. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Jinel, staring at him. 
 
    “I will be,” he said. 
 
    “We have to get going. Here, take this.” She handed him a mask. “It will filter out the toxin.” 
 
    “What toxin?” 
 
    “The one the Leadership will release. It’s a paralytic, which means you won’t be able to move. We can’t have that, can we?” 
 
    “Right,” said Terry, remembering the fight with the Guardian. The giant machine had released some kind of gas, paralyzing him. He could probably withstand another dose if he had to, but it was better not to take the chance. 
 
    “Follow me,” she said, leading him through the nearest door. “Oops. I nearly forgot.” She reached behind, taking the pack off her back and opening it. “You’ll need something to hide those ugly ears of yours.” 
 
    “You said these people want to use me to find a cure to Variant, but you live here, right? Why are you helping me?” 
 
    Jinel covered her face with her own mask, sealing it with a soft click. “Whoever controls the cure controls this city,” she said in a synthetic voice. “If the Leadership gets their hands on you, they’ll use that cure as another form of subjugation.” 
 
    “So, this is some kind of rebellion?” he asked, placing the shawl around his ears and neck. 
 
    “Of a sort, yes. We’re giving Everlasting back to the people. If you understood what goes on here, you’d agree that something has to be done.” 
 
    Terry glanced back in the direction of the lab they’d just left. “If it’s anything like what I saw in there, I’m sure it’s awful.” 
 
    “Believe me when I tell you, it’s worse than you can imagine.” 
 
    Worse than drilling a hole into his chest? Worse than taking little pieces of his body for their own experiments? “Who exactly do you work for?” asked Terry.  
 
    “An organization called Garden. We’ve spent the last decade and a half fighting the Leadership’s grip on this city.” She looked at him, her whole face shielded by the mask. “You’re in a war now, Terry,” she said, simply. “And this is only the beginning.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Hall of the Leadership, Everlasting 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    “What do you mean, there’s been an attack?” asked John. He’d only just arrived, expecting to meet with the Leadership. As it turned out, though, hell was breaking loose all throughout the city.  
 
    “It’s as I said,” resumed Master Trin. “Several assaults have been made on Everlasting over the last hour. One in the Medical Quarter. Another in Manufacturing. Another near this very facility.” 
 
    “Is it still going on?” 
 
    “The Master of Arms is the one in charge of Civil Protection.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know?” asked John.  
 
    Trin’s eyes dilated momentarily. “Forces have been distributed throughout the city,” he said, as though he was reading something. “There have been several casualties, but we are driving them back.” 
 
    “That’s a relief, but who are they? Where are they coming from?” 
 
    Master Trin hesitated. “I…don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know who’s attacking you?” 
 
    “They call themselves Garden,” said a voice from behind him. John turned to see Master Gel approaching. “Radical extremists. We believe they’ve been infected by the atmospheric gas, corrupting their minds in the process, though we can’t be certain.” 
 
    Corrupting their minds? John had never heard of Variant doing that. Then again, these people weren’t exactly human, either. If what Mei had said was true, their DNA was slightly different. Who knew what kind of effect it could have on them? “How can you be sure they’re not just really pissed off?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t understand your meaning,” said Gel, who apparently had never heard the word “pissed” before. 
 
    “Nevermind,” said John. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” called Mickey. “Everything alright?” 
 
    “Ain’t you been listening?” asked Short. 
 
    John ignored them. “Look, if we’re talking insurgents or whatever, let me and my boys help. We’ve got the gear and the experience to deal with this sort of thing.” 
 
    Gel and Trin looked at each other. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Trin. “We can’t have you murdering people in the streets. You’re outsiders.” 
 
    Gel nodded. “Agreed. The Master of Arms is handling the situation. His response must be made with great precision. He wouldn’t appreciate it if we—” 
 
    A sudden explosion erupted from outside, followed by a series of screams. An alarm sounded throughout the floor, flashing yellow lights. “Well that can’t be good,” muttered John. 
 
    “Boss, I think this place is under attack!” shouted Hughes, trying to speak over the noise. 
 
    Several people went running through the hall, passing them. “I’d say that’s probably right,” said John. He looked at Gel and Trin. “You two might wanna get out of here.” 
 
    “We can’t leave the building,” said Master Gel.  
 
    “The only entrance is at the front end,” said Master Trin. 
 
    “Do you have any troops nearby?” asked John. For the first time today, he was glad that Mei had stayed behind at Bravo Point. 
 
    Trin paused, staring at the air above him. “It looks like Master Tao’s forces are occupied. He says he’ll send them as soon as possible. We should take cover until they arrive.” 
 
    “There’s a safe room. I suggest we use it,” said Gel. 
 
    Another explosion, this time much closer. John could sense them coming down the nearby hallway. “You need to move!” he snapped. “We’ll stop them here.” 
 
    Master Trin looked panicked. “That’s not—” 
 
    Master Gel grabbed his arm. “Let them do as they want! We have to get out of here!” 
 
    John watched as the two men made their escape. He didn’t blame them for being afraid. They weren’t soldiers. None of these people were.  
 
    Hughes readied his rifle, checking the magazine and grinning. “About time we got some action.” 
 
    “Alright, boys,” said John, unlatching his gun. “It’s time to show these folks what it means to carry a big stick.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Medical Quarter, Everlasting 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    Smoke was rising from the side of the Seventh Medical Building as hundreds of citizens ran screaming in every direction. A panicked office worker knocked into Lena and sent her tumbling to the ground.  
 
    Several people ran through the square, nearly trampling her in the process. She rolled beneath the bench, holding her knees together with both hands. The mob’s screams were so loud it made her ears hurt, but it didn’t take long for them to dissipate.  
 
    Lena’s chest pounded, and her tongue went dry. She was breathing so heavily, flinching at any sound she heard.  
 
    She climbed out from under the bench, lifting herself onto her feet. She looked at her hands as they shook violently, then reached behind her head. She felt bits of dirt all through her hair and tried to wipe them away. 
 
    The Sixth Medical Building’s doors were only a dozen steps away. She could run inside and wait this out. That was better than running blindly through the streets, wasn’t it? Who knew what sort of danger those people would encounter out there. What if another bomb went off? What if the Leadership released the toxin in the streets, paralyzing everyone in the process? Those people would just be helplessly lying there, unable to avoid another attack. At least inside a building, she could hope for some kind of protection. 
 
    The doors opened with ease, although the lights inside were flickering. The explosion must have damaged one of the lines. 
 
    She leaned against the wall and slid down to the floor. The whole first floor of the building seemed to be empty. Everyone must have evacuated as soon as they heard the explosion. I wonder if Terry’s in here somewhere, she thought.  
 
    Probably not anymore. The doctors had likely already moved him to safer location. Either that, or he was under lock and key and inaccessible. Lena called up her display to look at the report she’d found. It said he was in room 229b. The basement, right beneath this floor. By the look of the blueprints, the stairs were pretty close. If she wanted to, she might be able to find the room. 
 
    Whatever was going on outside, the Department of Civil Protection would respond with due force fairly quickly. They’d never notice her taking a peek in the basement.  
 
    Really, what harm could it do? 
 
    She kept the map up and began following it. It led her past several desks and terminals. Various office supplies had been knocked to the floor, no doubt from the panicked workers as they fled. In the rear, a few yards behind the office administrator’s unit, she found a set of doors. Right through here, she told herself. I can do this. 
 
    She reached out to touch the handle, swallowing her fears, but stopped.  
 
    There was a voice on the other side. Someone was coming. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Jinel Din opened the door and immediately drew her weapon. “Halt!” she commanded.  
 
    Terry glanced over her shoulder to watch as a woman fell backward onto the floor. “Wait!” she begged, holding her arms above her head. “Sorry, sorry, sorry!” 
 
    Jinel looked down at the girl, tilting her head a little and staring. She lowered her weapon. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Terry. 
 
    “This woman,” muttered Jinel. 
 
    The girl kept her eyes closed, keeping her head against the wall. She was trembling. “I was only here to get away from the explosions. Please! I’m sorry.” 
 
    Terry reached for Jinel’s arm. “Hey, let’s leave her alone and get going.” 
 
    “She’s a high-level analyst,” said Jinel.   
 
    “You’ve met her before?” asked Terry. 
 
    Jinel looked at the girl on the floor. “Lena Sol, analyst.” 
 
    Lena, still shaking, peeked up at them sideways. “Y-Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “Get out of here,” said Jinel. “It’s dangerous.”  
 
    Lena scrambled to her feet, taking a few steps back. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Jinel and Terry stepped out of the stairwell. “See that you get home quickly.” 
 
    Lena stared at Terry, noticing him for the first time. She looked surprised, raising her finger at him. “Y-You’re…”  
 
    “What?” he asked, expecting her to say something about how strange he looked.  
 
    “You’re Terry,” she finally said. 
 
    He stopped at the sound of his own name. “How does everyone know who I am around here?” 
 
    “She knows a lot of things,” said Jinel. 
 
    Lena stared at both of them. “You’re taking him out of here? But he’s not restrained. That’s not procedure, is it?” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you to go home, Analyst?” asked Jinel, lifting her weapon a little. 
 
    “Hey, easy,” said Terry. “There’s no reason for that. Look at her. She’s not dangerous. Let’s just get out of here.” 
 
    Lena’s eyes narrowed a bit, and she looked out the nearby window in the direction of the smoke. Terry could sense the gears turning in her head. She was putting it all together. “You’re not with Civil Protection, are you?” 
 
    “There’s the level-five analyst in action,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Level-seven,” corrected Lena, her voice shaking. She swallowed. “S-Soon to be level-eight. Your records are outdated. Are you logged into the network?” 
 
    Terry tried to focus on her heartbeat. Injured as he was, he could still sense it beating quickly. She was terrified. “How do you know who I am?” Terry asked. 
 
    Lena held her hands in front of her. “I met your friends. They came here to find you.” 
 
    Friends? Was she talking about Ludo and Ysa? “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Doctor Curie and Sergeant Finn,” she said. 
 
    The names meant nothing to him. “Who?” 
 
    “You don’t know your own friends?” she asked. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” barked Jinel. “We have to go, Terry. Civil Protection will dispatch a team soon. No doubt they’ve already landed close by and are investigating the explosion.” 
 
    Terry nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Wait, what about the others? You can’t go!” demanded Lena. 
 
    “Watch us,” said Jinel, starting to leave.  
 
    Terry reluctantly followed. He wanted to find out what this analyst was talking about, but he also couldn’t risk getting caught again. 
 
    Lena started after them. “Terry, wait a moment! Please!” 
 
    Jinel was already outside, waiting with the door open. Terry could smell the smoke from the nearby building as it continued to burn. He grabbed the handle, pausing to look back at the girl. “It’s too dangerous for me. Sorry.” He turned to leave. 
 
    “John and Mei!” she yelled. 
 
    He stopped. Did she just say— 
 
    “Your friends are waiting for you, Terry,” said Lena Sol. “I’ve seen them. I met them. They came through the gate to look for you. They’re here!” 
 
    “But,” he started, fumbling with the words. “But that’s not possible.” 
 
    “I said, let’s go!” shouted Jinel. 
 
    “She said John and Mei are here,” said Terry, almost dizzy. The shock of the news had hit him with the strength of a bull. He could barely react…barely process what this woman had said. How could his friends have come all this way? How could they have followed him? It wasn’t possible, was it? It couldn’t be. No, there had to be a mistake.  
 
    A siren erupted from across the square, near the destroyed building where the bomb had hit. The noise filled the area with a piercing, overwhelming screech. They all covered their ears. “It’s starting!” cried Jinel Din, readying her rifle. “The Leadership’s pets have arrived.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Hall of the Leadership, Everlasting 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    John squeezed the trigger and unloaded a barrage of firepower into the oncoming forces. In a single spread, he managed to injure three of them, crippling their attack.  
 
    The Blacks took the usual formation. Mickey, Track, and John took positions near the front and middle, while Hughes and Short stuck to the rear. 
 
    The fallen enemy soldiers reached for their guns, despite being shot, but Mickey and Track made quick work of them. John preferred not to kill these people, but when a bullet to the leg doesn’t stop a man, there’s only one option left. 
 
    Another wave came through the narrow set of doors, but they fell to the floor almost immediately, stopped by two sniper shots and a well-placed knife throw. The sound of Hughes reloading his rifled echoed through the facility.  
 
    “Should we keep this party going?” asked Track. 
 
    “Let’s push them out,” said John. 
 
    With his team at his side, John led the way forward. They stepped over the fallen enemy fighters and made their way through the double doors.  
 
    As soon as John entered the following corridor, he was beset by three more enemies, too close to target. A round of metal zipped through the air and into one of the men’s necks, courtesy of Hughes. He fell onto the floor, bleeding out. 
 
    John withdrew a knife from his side, slid beneath another target, and cut the ankles deep. The man screamed and dropped to his knees, right before Track drove another blade into the soldier’s temple. It was all done in a single, fluid attack. 
 
    The Blacks pushed forward, slaying one insurgent after another. Several civilians had already been killed and now littered the hallway floors with their blood. “Double time it!” barked John. 
 
    They rounded another corner, coming into the tower entrance. The foyer was largely empty, but screams could be heard outside. John gave his team the signal to progress, but to do so cautiously. When they reached the outer door, he spotted several armed individuals. “Everyone set? Let’s clear the yard!” 
 
    “Right beside you, boss,” said Track. 
 
    The Blacks deployed through the entrance doors using a standard SWAT pattern, alternating left and right. John was the first outside, and he spotted several targets in the streets nearby.  
 
    Track and Mickey let loose a storm of firepower, tagging three in the head, two in the chest.  
 
    Hughes came out last, along with Short, quickly propping his rifle on a stone block, using the structure to shield himself. With his finger steady on the trigger, he fired at an oncoming target further down the street, shattering the man’s forehead.  
 
    John threw a knife, hitting one of the last intruders in the chest, then ran for the man’s gun, disarming him. With the enemy’s weapon in his hand, John kicked the corpse to the ground, tossing the weapon behind him. Using his own, he took aim and fired, hitting two more with direct shots. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a moving shadow approaching from a nearby alley. Without another thought, he unlatched a small grenade, held it briefly, then threw it along the ground and into the opening. It bounced off one of the walls, frightening the men inside before finally exploding, sending a cloud of dust into the open street. 
 
    In under a minute, the Blacks had the area secure, with most of the combatants on the run, heading deeper into the city. “Should we go after them?” asked Track. 
 
    “Let the government handle the rest,” said John.  
 
    Another shot erupted from Hughes’s rifle. It hit a target in the distance, over a hundred meters removed from them. “Sorry!” called the sniper. “He was getting away.” 
 
    John watched as the target fell, but noticed the bullet had only snagged his gut. He’d have to get closer to finish the job. “Mickey, with me,” said John. “The rest of you, hold this position.” 
 
    Mickey and John jogged to the injured survivor as he struggled to crawl. The soldier had left his weapon behind in a desperate move to flee, so John motioned for Mickey to grab it. As John approached, he found the soldier trailing blood behind him, grunting as he tried to get away. “That’s enough,” said John, once he was a few meters from the man. 
 
    The soldier stopped, raising his hands.  
 
    John turned him on his side, then frisked him for any weapons. He found a few knives, but nothing else. Mickey kept his weapon aimed on the soldier the whole time. “You wanna tell me what you people are doing?” asked John as he loomed over the bleeding stranger. 
 
    The man swallowed, but said nothing. 
 
    “The people inside told me you’ve been infected by the gas. They said you’re crazy.” 
 
    “Vennisr,” muttered the soldier. “Onn vennisr.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Hey, Mickey, you hear that? He’s talking,” said John. He leaned forward, gripping the extremist’s collar. “You came in here and murdered a bunch of people today. You understand what I’m saying? Do you?” 
 
    “Nioqitheg er csoth,” he said, breathing heavily. 
 
    John looked at the wound in the man’s stomach. It was covered in thick blood. There was no way he’d make it, not without some immediate medical attention, and even then… 
 
    “Onn vennisr, caa,” said the dying man. “Posqil benn tniolri shij…” He coughed, and blood came out.  
 
    John let go of his shirt, staring into the stranger’s eyes as he released a final sigh of relief. He could only watch as the man grew still and empty, letting go of the pain.  
 
    “What do you think that was about?” asked Mickey, after a moment. 
 
    John shook his head. “Wish I knew, Mick. This whole planet’s nothing but a mess.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Medical Quarter, Everlasting 
 
    February 27, 2351 
 
    Terry watched as an aircraft arrived, hovering over the area across the square. Several soldiers dismounted and ran into the smoke. “Quick, we have to go!” said Jinel. “Before they figure out there’s no one over there.” 
 
    Terry looked back at Lena. He couldn’t leave her here, not without finding out more about John and Mei. “Are you staying or coming?” he asked. 
 
    She stood there, darting her eyes back and forth between Terry and the aircraft. “Okay,” she finally said, catching up to him.  
 
    They headed out through the nearby square. Jinel led the way, taking them in the opposite direction of the aircraft. As they neared the back of one of the buildings, she dropped to a knee, then lifted a flap on her wrist, revealing a screen. “I’m pinned behind Medical Eight with the asset,” she said. “I need a diversion while we make our way out.” 
 
    A short pause. 
 
    “Got it,” she said. 
 
    “Who was that?” asked Terry. 
 
    Jinel got to her feet and readied her weapon. “Friends.” 
 
    “Who are you people?” asked Lena. 
 
    “Garden,” answered Jinel. “That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    Terry could sense Lena’s tension. She was rubbing her arm, breathing heavily through her mask. If she didn’t stop, she’d probably end up hyperventilating. He put his hand on her shoulder. “Relax.” 
 
    She nodded, still taking heavy breaths. “Sorry.” 
 
    “As soon as we’re clear, we have to move,” explained Jinel. She looked at Lena. “You’re staying here.” 
 
    “We can’t just drop her in the middle of a warzone,” explained Terry.  
 
    “She can’t be trusted,” said Jinel. 
 
    “You don’t even know me!” snapped Lena, who had had enough, it seemed. 
 
    Jinel lowered her gun and tapped the side of her mask. The dark material faded away, becoming transparent. Her entire face was now visible. “I do know you, Analyst.” 
 
    Lena blinked, staring at Jinel. “You’re—” Her mouth fell open. “You’re supposed to be dead!” 
 
    “Lies from the great and powerful Leadership, I can assure you,” she said. “In fact—” 
 
    A scatter of gunfire unloaded from nearby. “We have intruders! They’re coming from the east!” shouted one of the soldiers. “Take them down!” 
 
    “That’s our signal,” muttered Jinel. 
 
    Terry grabbed Lena’s hand. “Stick with me, okay?” 
 
    She nodded, a confused look on her face.  
 
    Jinel, with Terry and Lena behind her, burst into the street, dashing between the two buildings. Terry pulled Lena Sol along, slowing so she didn’t stumble. Jinel aimed her sights on a few who had taken notice of them, and fired, clipping one in the leg and the other in the chest. Before they could return the shots, she leapt into a small alleyway. “Through here!” 
 
    Terry came behind her, but he was trailing. Lena could hardly keep up. “Come on!” 
 
    “I can’t! You’re going too—” 
 
    Terry turned to help her, but spotted the injured soldiers on the ground, positioning themselves to fire. One was struggling with his weapon, cradling it in his arms. He took aim at them, trying to steady himself, and in a single, deafening moment, fired.
 
 
    The bullet hit Lena, sending her off her feet. She screamed as it pierced through her forearm before continuing on and hitting the nearby wall. Terry caught her right as he entered the alleyway, and they both fell on the ground.  
 
    Jinel helped lift Lena off of him. “Did she get hit?”  
 
    “She’s bleeding!” said Terry. 
 
    “Get out of the way,” ordered Jinel. She felt on her side and took out a small canister. Popping the top of it, she shook it a few times, then sprayed the wound.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Sealing it so she doesn’t bleed out,” she explained. “It hit an artery.” 
 
    “We have to get her out of here!” said Terry. 
 
    Jinel took a piece of cloth and wrapped it around Lena’s shoulder. “We’ve done what we can, but she’s staying here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? We can’t do that!” 
 
    “There’s no time to argue!” shouted Jinel. “We can’t—” 
 
    A bullet hit the side of the building, chipping part of the wall. Suddenly, one of the soldiers came running into the alleyway. He collided with Terry, knocking him over. The two rolled until they hit the wall. The soldier grabbed at Terry’s neck, but he snagged the man’s wrist and pulled it away.  
 
    The soldier reached for a knife, getting ready to attack. Terry watched his eyes, trying to anticipate the angle. The man jerked forward, swiping right and then left, missing each time.  
 
    A bullet hit the man directly in the forehead, and he fell to the ground, motionless. Terry looked behind him and saw Jinel standing, her rifle still aimed on the dead man.  
 
    Terry’s ears rang from the shock of the gun. “You just—” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this. Come on!” ordered Jinel. 
 
    “What about Lena?” he asked. 
 
    Jinel ran to the edge of the alley, staying behind the wall. She fired blindly in the direction of the enemy troops. “Leave her here!” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” said Terry. 
 
    “She’s a potential security threat,” said Jinel. 
 
    “I’m bringing her with us and that’s all there is to it,” said Terry. He placed his arms beneath Lena. “It’s either that or you leave us both behind.” 
 
    Jinel glanced at the gathering forces in the square. “Fine, but we have to go right now.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” said Terry. 
 
    Jinel motioned for him to follow, then ran out the other end of the alleyway. She called her associates as they went, letting them know when they were clear from the area. 
 
    In that moment, a single, monumental blast exploded from behind them, shaking the ground in a heavy display. Terry nearly fell, but Jinel caught him by the side. He managed to keep Lena steady in his arms. “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    A swell of fresh smoke filled the sky above the area they’d just left. “That would be the second bomb,” said Jinel.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Leadership Report 221885.021 
 
    Recorded 02.28.884 
 
    Subtitled: Aftermath 
 
    KAI: Half of the Medical Quarter is in ruins. Buildings Six, Seven, and Four are either destroyed or heavily damaged. Several Civil Protection personnel are dead. Oh, and the alien was taken right out from under us. How exactly do you propose we deal with this? 
 
    GEL: We’ll get him back, I can assure you. 
 
    KAI: How? We have no idea where these Garden individuals even are, let alone how to contact them. They’re a band of traitors and degenerates.  
 
    GEL: Surveillance caught a glimpse as they were fleeing. It seems they had some assistance from one of our analysts. A woman named Lena Sol. 
 
    KAI: Ah, yes. She was on the team that discovered the aliens in the first place. What was she doing in the Medical Quarter? 
 
    GEL: She was scheduled to depart for Argos a few hours later. It’s standard routine to have a medical checkup beforehand. We aren’t certain if she knew of the attack or simply encountered the rebels during their assault, but judging from what the video showed, it seems she has joined them. 
 
    KAI: If that’s true, the boy will likely learn that his friends are looking for him. What happens when he finds them? Everlasting has not been engaged in a war for centuries.  
 
    GEL: That’s not going to happen. We’ll stop this Garden before it has a chance to flourish. I already have a team of analysts scanning the city for evidence of their movement. Master Lao also has several of his squads patrolling the city. 
 
    KAI: The Master of Arms? He can’t be pleased with how this situation has unfolded.  
 
    GEL: Certainly not, but he understands. Don’t worry, sir. We will find the alien, whatever it takes. 
 
    KAI: Of that, I have little doubt, but I’m afraid you will not be involved in this any longer. 
 
    GEL: Sir? 
 
    KAI: You have mishandled this at every turn. I’m sure you can see the failure in your actions. You are the Master Analyst, after all. Please, analyze yourself.  
 
    GEL: I will be the first to admit there have been mistakes, sir, but— 
 
    KAI: No more excuses. I am tired of your words. Return to your floating tower and wait for my orders. Master Lao will handle this investigation, moving forward. You are fortunate I do not have you replaced. 
 
    GEL: Yes, sir. I…I’m sorry. Thank you, sir. 
 
    KAI: Save the apologies, Gel. Earn my respect by doing your job. Use the satellite to scan the city and the surrounding countryside. Locate the alien and report his location. Do not come to me with anything less.  
 
    GEL: Yes, sir. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Hall of the Leadership, Everlasting 
 
    February 28, 2351 
 
    The day after the assault on Everlasting, John stood before the assembled Leadership, along with his team. Mei had asked to come as soon as she heard news of the attack, but John insisted she remain at the portal. He couldn’t let anything happen to her, no matter how angry she might get. 
 
    “Johnathan Finn, Mason Hughes, Alicia Short, Peter Track, and Arthur Mackenzie, we thank you for your assistance and service,” said Master Trin, standing next to the other assembled leaders. 
 
    Short snickered. “Haven’t heard Mickey’s full name in a while.” 
 
    “You kept this building secure and were more than essential in safeguarding several lives, including mine. I thank each of you for the courage you displayed.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said John. He was never very good at these things. 
 
    Master Lao motioned for Trin to sit, then stood to be recognized. “I can assure you that the bulk of the invading forces have been extinguished. Thanks to our combined efforts, this battle was quick and decisive.” 
 
    John thought about the man he’d killed in the street and the look on his face as the life drained out of him. “I appreciate the gratitude, but it was nothing. I’d actually like to get back to my people. If you guys can provide us with a ride, it would mean a lot.” 
 
    “Of course, Sergeant Finn,” said Master Lao. “There will be a vessel waiting for you in the docking bay as soon as you’re prepared.” 
 
    The meeting concluded soon after, and John and his team made their way immediately to the Red Door. “What’s the hurry, boss?” asked Track, right as they were leaving the atrium. 
 
    “A lot is happening here. Better we stay out of it for now until we talk to Central,” said John. 
 
    “You think Command is gonna have us pull out?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” he answered. “But it sure does seem like something’s going on. Something more than what we’re seeing. You get me?” 
 
    “I get you, boss,” said Track. 
 
    “I just think we need more intel before we can get behind this mess.” 
 
    “Whatever you decide, you know we’ll back you,” said Short, who was following behind them. 
 
    “All of us,” said Hughes. 
 
    They entered the hangar where the Red Door was docked and waiting.  
 
    Despite leaving, John knew he’d be back. With so much on the line, Central would insist upon it. Still, he had to be with Mei for now. He had to take a breather. He’d felt uneasy ever since he arrived in this city, but never quite like when he was standing over that dying soldier. He didn’t pity the man, because he’d never been a fan of extremism, but there was something about him…something more than violent hate. He’d been driven by a deeper motivation, John knew. A righteous cause that could draw a man to kill or die.  
 
    It would have been a lie to say John didn’t suspect something was wrong in the great city of Everlasting. Something the Leadership didn’t want him to see, perhaps. 
 
    Whatever it was, he had to get away from it. At least for now. John had come to this planet with a single purpose in mind: to find his oldest friend and bring him home. The Leadership had promised to help, and he would continue to remind them about that commitment, but he also wouldn’t stop searching on the ground. He’d follow the clues Terry had left, however difficult the search might prove. If he had to visit every village on Kant, he’d do it without question. Ask them if they’d seen a scrawny kid with round ears and green eyes. 
 
    He’d find a trail and follow it. John had traveled universes to get here, and he wasn’t about to stop now.  
 
    The Red Door left the hangar bay, heading in the direction of the quarantine zone. It passed above the Tower of the Cartographer, and John gleamed a quick view of the floating island’s surface. He imagined Lena Sol inside, working diligently. Maybe she was trying to locate Terry right at this moment. John would do the same. He wouldn’t give up. 
 
    Not yet, he thought, leaning against the glass. Not now. Not ever. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Somewhere Underground 
 
    February 28, 2351 
 
    Lena awoke to a piercing light. She turned away from it as her eyes slowly adjusted.  
 
    “Easy,” said Jinel, sitting beside her. “You took a dive.” 
 
    They sat inside a small room, hardly any bigger than a closet. A pile of medical supplies had been crudely tossed into the corner, while her bed and Jinel’s chair took up the bulk of the room. Lena tried to move, but the sharp pain in her shoulder made her yelp. 
 
    “I wouldn’t move around too much,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Where…am I?” asked Lena. 
 
    “A Garden outpost. One of many.” 
 
    “A Garden…outpost?” asked Lena, still a bit disorientated. “I’m not in Everlasting?” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” said Jinel. “For now, you’re staying in this bed. You need to recover.” 
 
    “Where’s Terry?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s right outside.” 
 
    The door cracked open. “Here,” said a voice. Lena looked over and saw Terry’s face appear. “I heard my name.” 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” said Lena. “I need to—” A cough stopped her. It hurt to breathe. 
 
    Terry eased his way into the tiny room, then sat at the edge of the bed. “Hey, relax,” he told her. “You need to rest. We can talk later.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Your friends are out there looking for you.” 
 
    “You said that before,” said Terry. 
 
    “Doctor Curie and Sergeant Finn. They told me—” 
 
    “You mean John and Mei?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “You don’t know their full names?” 
 
    “We didn’t have last names when we were children. You don’t get them until you graduate and you choose them. I never got an official graduation.” His eyes fell on the bed, and he smiled. “It sounds like they found good names.” 
 
    She nodded. “Very good names.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they’re here. This means I can see them.” 
 
    “Easy, now,” said Jinel. “No one’s going anywhere right now. None of us are. Civil Protection has the entire city locked down, which means we’re stuck where we are.” 
 
    “There has to be a way,” said Terry. 
 
    “Give it a few days. I promise, I’ll get you to your friends in time, but right now you need to stay put. You’re still wounded, remember?” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” he said, glancing down at his arm. 
 
    A quick image of the fight at the border flashed across Lena’s mind. She recalled how Terry had disabled the sentry unit right before collapsing and passing out from his injuries. “I’ll help you find them, once you’re ready,” said Lena. 
 
    Terry looked surprised. “You’d do that for me?” 
 
    “Sergeant Finn and Doctor Curie were very kind to me. I owe it to them to help.” That was only partially true, she knew. The guilt of the border incident was still fresh in her mind.  
 
    “Sorry, Analyst, but you’ll have to stay in this room for now. I can’t have you looking around,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Are you afraid I’ll find a secret and share it with the Leadership?” asked Lena. “They were about to send me to Argos, halfway around the world, just to get rid of me. I’m not going back, especially now that they’ve seen me with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Civil Protection has surveillance all over the city. We were in the open, so I can assure you they were watching. If they follow protocol, and I’m certain they will, I’ve already been marked for a full conversion.” 
 
    “A full what?” asked Terry. 
 
    “It’s when they wipe your memory clean,” said Jinel. “They erase your whole brain.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “The Leadership does not take kindly to dissidents,” said Lena, glancing at Jinel.  
 
    Terry grimaced. “This planet is insane. Slavers, priests, giant robots, and now conversions. One nightmare after another.” 
 
    “I expect it hasn’t been easy for you, but I promise things will get better,” said Jinel. 
 
    “What’s better for one person might be worse for another,” answered Lena. 
 
    Jinel rose, clutching the rifle at her side. “That’s how it is with war. There’s always a winner and a loser.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” muttered Terry, staring at the barrel of her gun.  
 
    “How’s that?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “No one wins in the end. Even after the fighting is over and the dust has cleared…even when you’ve wiped it all away, you’ve still got blood on your hands, and half of you are dead,” he said, looking at each of them. “And then it starts all over again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Near the great wall of Everlasting, far from the coast, a ship sailed through a moonless, quiet night. On most days, the ship carried a crew of twelve, but tonight it had two new passengers on its deck. 
 
    A man and a woman. A husband and a wife. A farmer and a priestess. 
 
    Ludo stared out across the sloshing waves, toward the city of Everlasting, or where he imagined it must be. The wavemaster Hux had told him of a way through the wall, an opening so large a passenger boat could fit. Now they went to find it. 
 
    Beside him, Ysa stood with quiet resolve, saying nothing. She had insisted on coming with him, her life owed to the lost boy on the other side of that wall.  
 
    Together, Ludo and Ysa had fled as Terry sacrificed himself to save them from the Guardians of Everlasting. They owed him their lives. 
 
    For centuries, the people worshipped the Eye. For years, they believed their gods were waiting in the holy city on the hill. Perhaps it was true, and the two of them sailed toward their own destruction. 
 
    But they would not be denied. 
 
    Together, Ludo and Ysa had defied the gods before for love. Now, it was no different. Now, they did it for Terry, their chakka-kin. Their family. 
 
    Ludo gripped the hilt of Terry’s sword, its shimmering blade reflecting starlight. He had found it in the field after the fight, and had not allowed it to leave his side since. With his other hand, he squeezed his wife’s fingers. “The air is cold tonight,” he remarked. 
 
    She nodded. “We are far in the north now. Farther than I have ever been.” 
 
    “We have our wings to guide us,” he assured her. “They will carry us to him.” 
 
    “Strong as they are,” she answered. 
 
    He squeezed her hand once more and smiled. “Strong as they are.” 
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 The Vernal Memory 
 
    Book 4 
 
   


  
 

 PART 1 
 
    There can be no tyrants 
 
    where there are no slaves. 
 
    – Jose Rizal  
 
      
 
    A good deal of tyranny 
 
    Goes by the name of protection. 
 
    – Crystal Eastman 
 
   


  
 

 Prologue 
 
    IN THE MIDDLE OF A RAGING SEA, a lone ship slipped between the towering waves. The strong winds raged, and thunder cackled in the night, taunting the boat with its ferocity. 
 
    “It is a good night to be at sea!” cried the captain of the Waveguard, beating his chest to the song of the storm. The rain blew hard into his face. “Tonight we are alive!” 
 
    This was a ship known in many harbors, for none had such a crew. Its captain, a legendary wavemaster, had traveled most of the known world, seeing more than most men could dream. Yet here, amidst this wild and natural chaos, he was truly in his element. 
 
    “Shall we circle back, sir?” called Sederin, a newer member of the crew. He’d joined several months ago, but had only made it through a few storms, and none so fierce as this. 
 
    “Do not be fooled by this tempest!” shouted Hux, staring out into the storm. “She means us no harm.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” answered Sederin, a confident smile on his face. It was the look of a man who had complete faith in his leader. 
 
    “Have the others head into the cabin,” ordered Hux. “Tell them to secure our passengers. Stay on deck until everyone is clear.” 
 
    “What about you?” asked Sederin. 
 
    “I’ll join them soon,” he bellowed, turning back towards the sea. 
 
    The crew scrambled to leave, having secured the storm sails and cargo. They'd ride out the remaining winds safely from within. 
 
    Hux would follow soon, but not yet. He was made for this, born and bred in saltwater waves. 
 
    He took a deep breath of the thick air, and smiled. 
 
    The Waveguard had recently passed through the border of Everlasting, a forbidden kingdom on the other side of the great wall, probably to no good end. Probably to death. 
 
    It was the realm of the gods, the host of the great Eye, the golden city on the hill. No place in all the world was more mysterious or dangerous. One of the last uncharted frontiers. For these reasons and more, few men had dared to venture here, to the land beyond the walls. The world would call him a fool for this, a witless man of senseless delusion and risk. 
 
    Hux grinned a wild, mad smile as thunder echoed against the horizon’s edge, and he let loose a mighty bellow of a laugh. Let them mock him for daring to live. Let them call him a fool! He would see the gods, themselves, and rest his spear upon their necks. Let the deities of Everlasting come and try to stop him. Let them greet him at the gates.  
 
    With all his strength and spirit, he would resist them. 
 
    For Hux was a wavemaster of the sea, which meant he could not be ruled. Not by any man alive, nor god on Heaven's throne. 
 
    Rain beat against his face, and he sat atop the bow, fighting heavy winds. Despite his lust for adventure, Hux still had a mission, a reason for his destination—to rescue Terry, a friend and ally, who’d been stolen to the other side of the wall, seized by some monstrous creature.  
 
    A Guardian of Everlasting, protector of the gods…or so the legends had said.  
 
    But Hux was, in his own view, a real seeker of truth, not so eager to believe in fairytales. He would sail and see with his own eyes. He would fight. 
 
    “Captain!” called someone from the cabin door.  
 
    Hux turned at the voice and saw a broad-chested man waving at him. It was Ludo, a farmer, and one of the Waveguard’s newest passengers. “Aye!” responded Hux, leaping down. 
 
    “One of your crew has fallen. They require assistance,” said Ludo. 
 
    “How bad is it?” asked Hux, entering the door with him.  
 
    “Ysa says he will live. It’s only a few cuts.” 
 
    “If it isn’t bad, why did you call for me?” asked Hux. 
 
    “Because you were sitting out in a storm like a madman, you fool,” said Ludo. “Something had to be done about it.” 
 
    Hux laughed. “Aye, I am a fool, I suppose. I signed up for this mission of yours, didn’t I?” 
 
    “An action I do not take lightly,” said Ludo, looking him in the eye. 
 
    “You asked me to help you rescue an innocent man…a good man, I should add. I couldn’t turn you down,” said Hux. 
 
    The ship jerked, and they each held the rail for a moment. “Regardless, I thank you, sir,” said Ludo, standing straight. 
 
    “None of that!” laughed Hux, slapping the farmer’s back. “Not from a man who fought a Guardian and lived. You call me by the name my mother gave me.” 
 
    They entered the lower deck, which was filled with cots and benches, crewmates scattered throughout. Ysa, Ludo’s wife and a former priestess of the Eye, sat with a stack of bandages, tending to the injured crewman. She was a quiet woman, but deadly, gifted with enough power in her to rival a small army. Hux didn’t know a man alive who could kill a woman like that.  
 
    The ship lurched and Hux grabbed one of the nearby pillars. Ludo stumbled, catching himself on a bench. “Watch the storm,” laughed Hux. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do this,” admitted Ludo. 
 
    “It’s easy. You just need to train your legs to love the sea,” said the wavemaster. 
 
    The outer door swung open, and Sederin came inside. “Captain!” 
 
    “What kept you?” asked Hux.  
 
    “Sir, there’s something in the water. I saw it not far from us. Some sort of object coming out of the sea!” 
 
    “Wind and rocks, that’s all,” said Hux. “The waves rise and fall…create illusions in a storm like this.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a rock, Captain. It moved on its own, and there was some kind of light.” 
 
    “A light?” asked Hux.  
 
    “Green, like nothing I’ve ever seen,” said Sederin. 
 
    “Show me,” ordered Hux. 
 
    “You’re going back out there?” asked Ludo. 
 
    “Only for a moment. Stay here and watch the others,” answered the captain. He followed Sederin, stopping a few times whenever the storm tossed the ship. A shower of hard rain hit them as soon as they opened the door.  
 
    Sederin grabbed hold of the railing to steady himself, then pointed starboard. “It was over there!” 
 
    Hux saw nothing, but he knew better than to jump to conclusions. He scanned the horizon, observing the roaring waves of the black sea, letting his eyes adjust to the storm, staring through the chaos. 
 
    Beneath the surface of the darkened sea, a glimmer appeared, growing brighter. It lifted higher, becoming clearer, before finally breaching.  
 
    Surrounding it, a large body rose from the roiling waves, standing far above the ship’s mast. Towering over everything, steady in the heavy winds, the monster raised its tentacled arms high into the sky. Its daunting green eye shone on the distant cliff near the shore, scanning to the left and right, as though it were looking for something. “What in the world is that?” balked Hux. 
 
    “Is it a Guardian?” asked Sederin. 
 
    Ludo stood behind the captain. “It’s not like the others. This one is different.” 
 
    “We need to turn the ship around,” said Sederin. “There’s still time to flee!” 
 
    “Won’t it see us?” asked Ludo. 
 
    “Quiet down,” said Hux, lifting his arm to silence them. “We’re anchored now, and there’s space between us. The storm is too strong to risk a move.” 
 
    “But staying could be suicide,” said Sederin. 
 
    “Quiet yourself, boy,” ordered Hux, keeping his eyes on the lurking fiend in the water. “You’ll give us away.” 
 
    The Guardian twisted its glowing green eye to the northeast, the opposite direction of Hux’s ship, and then paused. It lingered there a moment before slipping back into the storming sea, submerging completely. 
 
    Sederin opened his mouth to say something, but Hux motioned his hand to quiet him.  
 
    The sky lit up, roaring a thunderclap so loud it shook their chests. The cackle startled the other men, but the seasoned captain would not be moved. He could sense the coming threat. He could feel the waters shift. “Nobody move,” he whispered to the other two.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Ludo. 
 
    The planks of the ship shuddered with the slightest of movement. The others might interpret it as part of the storm, but such was not the case. The water beneath the boat had been displaced. “The monster is moving below, passing to the other side. Remain completely still.” 
 
    “Beneath us?” Sederin’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Still your feet,” Hux whispered, to which his crewman obliged. 
 
    Seconds later, an emerald beam of light rose from the nearby waves, piercing the clouds. The Guardian revealed itself once more. 
 
    Sederin took a step back, nearly collapsing, when Hux grabbed him by the shoulder, keeping him still. The three men stood motionless, staring into the breadth of the goliath, insects before a god.  
 
    The Guardian’s green eye swept across the waters and onto the beach, darting between the trees. It waited there a moment, then plunged into the waters from which it came, tossing the ship and forcing Sederin and Ludo to the deck floor, while Hux caught himself on the railing.  
 
    Hux let out a hand to Ludo, who took it. “Easy,” said the captain. 
 
    “It didn’t see us,” said Ludo. 
 
    Sederin got to his feet, a look of both wonder and panic across his face. 
 
    “I’d wager it’s looking for something,” said Hux. 
 
    “It completely ignored us,” said Ludo. “I’ve never seen such a thing.” 
 
    Hux nodded. The beast had left their vessel alone and untouched. Either the Guardian had not seen them or it was more concerned with something else. “Perhaps it thinks us unworthy of its time. We are but men, after all.” 
 
    “What sort of world have we come to?” asked Ludo, staring where the Guardian had gone. 
 
    “You asked me to take you to the realm of the gods,” Hux told him. “I should say, we’ve finally arrived.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1287 
 
    Recorded: March 21, 2351 
 
    HARPER: The second delivery should be leaving Central tomorrow afternoon. We had to wait for the storm to pass through here before proceeding, hence the delay. 
 
    CURIE: There’s no helping it. We couldn’t afford to lose the cargo.  
 
    HARPER: You’re not wrong about that. Those injections take time to produce, so it’ll be at least a week before we have another out your way. 
 
    CURIE: I understand. I’ll make certain everyone gets their assigned dose. They’re all pretty excited about it.  
 
    HARPER: Are you sure they understand what you’re asking them to do? 
 
    CURIE: I’m planning another briefing as soon as the supplies arrives, but I think we’re all on the same page. 
 
    HARPER: Just make sure you remind them about the limitations. This isn’t a permanent solution to Variant, but it’s close. 
 
    CURIE: I’ll make them take notes if I have to. Don’t worry. 
 
    HARPER: Good. With any luck, these inoculations might be the last step in finding an actual cure to Variant.  
 
    CURIE: Do you think we’re really that close? 
 
    HARPER: If you’d asked me a year ago, I would have said there was no chance. However, after everything we’ve seen, I’m staying optimistic.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Garden Headquarters 
 
    March 21, 2351 
 
    Somewhere underground, deep beneath the streets of Everlasting, Terry sat with his back against the wall. He watched in silence from the corner of a claustrophobic room as a dozen rebels unloaded armfuls of stolen weapons. It was not the first time such a thing had occurred in the few weeks since his arrival, nor would it be the last.  
 
    “Trouble?” asked a female voice. He turned to see the armored soldier Jinel Den standing over him, her rifle firm against her chest.  
 
    “What?” He blinked. 
 
    “You look troubled,” she told him. “Or are you nervous about the mission? Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” She laughed. 
 
    “I should go with you,” he said, eyeing the rifle. “That way, maybe you could avoid a full-on firefight.”  
 
    “We already talked about that, remember? You’re staying out of the enemy’s sights.” 
 
    “I’m faster and stronger than all of your soldiers. I could get in there and do what you need without being seen. You wouldn’t have to—” 
 
    “You’re too valuable to risk like that. I can’t have you getting caught. It’s not worth it.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together in frustration. She was right, of course. If the Leadership dissected him, found the key to his strength, they’d start engineering their own hybrids. It wouldn’t take long for them to create an army and wipe out all of Garden’s resistance.  
 
    But he also hated the idea of both sides slaughtering each other. It all felt so pointless. 
 
    One of the other rebels called for Jinel from across the room. She waved at them. “Time for me to go,” she said, glancing at Terry. 
 
    “I just want to help,” he muttered. 
 
    “And you will,” she assured him. “I’ll find something you can do. Something important.” 
 
    He watched her join the rest of her team and leave. The bustling interior of the base suddenly grew much quieter as the two dozen soldiers disappeared into the hall toward the exit. In their place, a few analysts worked quietly in the corner, waving their hands against an invisible display only they could see. Even here in this underground bunker, Everlasting’s advanced technology was abundant. 
 
    “How’s the floor?” came a woman’s voice. It was Lena Sol, standing a few feet away, smiling down at him. “Isn’t it cold?” 
 
    He gave her a wry smile. “Should you be walking around with a hole in your chest?” 
 
    “I’m feeling much better now, thank you.” She sat down next to him, wincing a bit. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “What about you? How are you feeling?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’d rather not be here, stuck in the ground.” 
 
    “You must be eager to see your friends again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he whispered, staring at the floor. 
 
    She frowned. “It isn’t going to be a simple thing, getting you to them. Everlasting’s monitoring systems have the entire domeguard under scrutiny. Even an insect would have a hard time slipping through.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way. Every day, Jinel and her people try to break the system. Maybe today they’ll get lucky and succeed.” 
 
    Lena gave a slow nod. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “You don’t seem very confident.” 
 
    “The system is secure. Without proper credentials, penetration is impossible.” 
 
    “I take it you don’t have any.” 
 
    “Not personally. After my inquiry into the database, my access credentials have been expunged.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    “Jinel Din has already checked.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Garden could have used the help,” said Terry. 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “You suppose?” he echoed. 
 
    “I apologize. Of course, I find it unfortunate.” 
 
    “No, please, say what you wanted to say,” said Terry. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    She hesitated, but went on. “I only mean that, if you’ll pardon my candor, we know so very little about this organization. There is much to learn about their goals and ambitions. We only have the information Jinel Din has seen fit to share, which admittedly sounds very encouraging, but—” 
 
    “You don’t trust her?” 
 
    “I do, but her testimonial is only one of many. I would like very much to question the other members of Garden before coming to any definitive conclusion. I would certainly prefer to believe they are working for the benefit of Everlasting, but at the same time we have witnessed their violence firsthand. It leaves me…uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Fighting is like that,” said Terry. 
 
    “I suppose you understand better than I do.” 
 
    He wanted to tell her she was wrong, that no one really understood the point of war, but decided to leave it alone. 
 
    “I was glad to see you heal so quickly. I have to admit I’m a little jealous.” She glanced at her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry you got dragged into all this.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” she assured him. “I might complain, but I find all of this quite stimulating.” 
 
    “How’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Finally knowing the truth about the Leadership,” she said. “Or part of the truth, I suppose. There might be more to come. There might be less.” 
 
    “The truth?” 
 
    “The Leadership tried to tell everyone Garden didn’t exist. They actually went so far as to claim Jinel Din had been killed rather than admit she joined the rebellion. I wanted to believe they had their reasons, but the more I talk to the people here, the more I question the Leadership’s motives.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find your answers eventually.” 
 
    “I am certain you are correct,” she answered, giving him a faint smile. 
 
    Terry wished he had the right words for her, but he couldn’t pretend to imagine what she was going through. “How about we get something to eat?” he finally asked. 
 
    He pushed himself up, then let out a hand to her. She took it, biting her lip from the pain in her shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Jinel told me they confiscated more of that fruit you like. What’s it called?” 
 
    “Jesotni. The miracle fruit. Is that the one you mean?” 
 
    “That’s the stuff,” he said. 
 
    Her face brightened immediately. “Oh, how wonderful.” 
 
    “I figured you’d like the sound of that.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “They’re back!” called one of the sentries guarding the outer door. He gripped the handle and turned it clockwise. 
 
    Jinel Din and her team piled into the base as quickly as their feet could carry them. Blood covered most of their uniforms. Two of the soldiers carried a body between them—a man Terry recognized as Kaelin Thad, whom he had met only a few days ago. From what Terry could remember, the boy was only about sixteen years old. 
 
    Kaelin moaned in pain, his eyes covered in a cloth, soaked in his own blood. “They’re coming!” yelled the boy, flailing his head and arms while his friends tried to keep him steady. “They’re coming to kill us all!” 
 
    “Quiet him down!” ordered Jinel to one of the medics. “Give him something to make him sleep. Hurry!” 
 
    An older man ran to the boy’s side. “Hold his arm out,” he said.  
 
    Terry watched as Kaelin went limp a few seconds after the injection.  
 
    “What happened to him?” asked Terry. 
 
    Jinel shook her head. “Ambushed.” 
 
    The doctor removed the rag from the young soldier’s face, examining the wounds. “Get him to the regeneration unit immediately.” 
 
    “Will you be able to fix the damage?” asked Jinel. 
 
    The doctor cleared his throat. “The machine can only regrow so much. It cannot replicate entire organs.” 
 
    “Keep me informed, please,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Of course,” responded the doctor. “Though, he may need a transplant. His left eye is completely gone.”  
 
    The other soldiers took the incapacitated boy away.  
 
    “The hell was wrong with his face?” asked Terry. 
 
    “A grenade exploded,” explained Jinel.  
 
    Lena was standing a few meters behind Terry. “Might I ask what the purpose of your mission was?” 
 
    Jinel cocked her brow. “I don’t think so, Analyst.” 
 
    “You still don’t trust her?” asked Terry. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” the soldier said, rather frankly. “She’s only been here a few weeks. Besides, you need to earn that kind of trust.” 
 
    Lena raised a finger. “If you’d allow me to—” 
 
    “I don’t have time for a debate,” said Jinel. “Kaelin needs looking after. Excuse me.” 
 
    They watched her leave into the hall toward the medical bay. “Don’t worry,” Terry said when they were alone. “She’ll come around.” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” said Lena in a defeated tone.  
 
    “Hey, come on. You wanna take a walk with me around the halls?” 
 
    She smiled at the invitation. “Yes, please.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The afternoon dragged while they waited for news on the wounded soldier. Terry hadn’t spent much time with Kaelin, but he’d seen him around. Hopefully the doctor could do something about the pain. 
 
    Terry and Lena had volunteered to assist in cleaning and organizing the pantry. Mostly, they did it to keep themselves occupied. Aside from watching the occasional assault team come and go, Garden was a little dull. Officers like Jinel, when they were around, spent much of their time planning and handing out orders. Since neither Terry nor Lena could leave or participate in any of the missions or projects, they were left in the base to carry out inconsequential tasks. Terry had complained about this a few days ago, citing boredom and a willingness to participate, but Jinel simply said it wasn’t time. “I am working on something for you,” she kept telling him. “A few more days. I promise.” 
 
    Those days had passed now, and Terry wanted answers. How long was he supposed to stay in this underground cage before they let him do something? How long before they let him in on whatever it was they were doing? Maybe they never will, he thought, not for the first time. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he heard Lena ask him. 
 
    “Nothing, sorry,” he muttered, snapping out of it. 
 
    Lena smiled at him. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    He scratched the side of his jaw. “I was just wondering how long we need to stay down here before they start telling us their plan.” 
 
    “I suspect it will be some time, given our outsider status.” 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong,” he said, and he let out a yawn. 
 
    “Are you tired?” asked Lena. 
 
    “Annoyed, mostly” he admitted. “And drained, I guess. Frustrated.” 
 
    She said nothing as he headed to his bunk—a box of a room that he suspected used to be a closet. After closing the door, he sat with his back against the wall and shut his eyes, letting his mind drift to another world—the one inside his head.  
 
    Suddenly, he was sitting in a field, feeling the soft winds of a familiar valley. Ludo’s farm stood in the distance, the light from the two suns reflecting off its windows. This was so much better than the cold underground of Garden, with its lifeless Spartan design. Terry hated living in a hole. Ever since he first walked out of the ground as a child and saw the light of the true sky with his own eyes, he never wanted to go back. He never wanted to be trapped again. 
 
    At least in here, deep inside his own mind, he would always be free. He’d always have this sky. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry’s door opened in the early hours of the morning, forcing him awake. “Get up,” said Jinel Din, clad in her armor, standing in the archway. “There is something we must discuss.” 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, wiping the grime from his eyes. 
 
    “An important matter which cannot wait.” She tossed him a fresh shirt. “I’ll be in the conference room when you’re ready.” 
 
    She left him alone to gather himself. He glanced at a small device on his table, which told the time of day. It was still before the first sunrise. What could she possibly want from him so suddenly, and at this hour? Maybe it’s about John and Mei, he thought, trying to be optimistic.  
 
    Despite knowing he shouldn’t, Terry rushed through the halls with anticipation. He rounded the corner to the conference room door. When he arrived, he tapped gently on the door.  
 
    “Enter,” said a muffled voice. 
 
    As Terry cracked the door open, he noticed Jinel Din sitting at the far end of the table. Two others sat in the adjacent chairs—Morgan Thur and Vivia June, two of Garden’s most prominent commanders. Morgan, a stout woman with broad shoulders and thick arms, boasted her rifle on the table, gently tapping its butt with her thumb. Vivia, who was far less physically intimidating than her companions, had a thoughtful, serious look in her eyes.  
 
    “A bit small, isn’t he?” asked Morgan. 
 
    Terry looked at Jinel. “What is this about?” 
 
    “Welcome,” said Vivia June. “Terry, is it?” 
 
    “It is,” he answered. 
 
    “Look at his ears,” said Morgan. 
 
    “Round, like the other humans,” said Vivia. 
 
    Terry cocked his brow. “What do you know about humans?” 
 
    “Not as much as I’d like to,” said Morgan, glancing at her weapon. 
 
    “Everyone, please stay on point,” said Jinel. “This isn’t why I called this meeting.” 
 
    “Apologies,” said Vivia. 
 
    “So, what is this about?” asked Terry. 
 
    Jinel cleared her throat. “You’ll remember I mentioned I was working on something you could help me with. This is it.” 
 
    “Does it have something to do with my people?” 
 
    “Not quite, I’m sorry to say. We’re still trying to figure out a way to contact the other humans, but I could use your help with something else, if you’re willing.” 
 
    “I’m not killing anyone for you,” said Terry. 
 
    Jinel nodded. “That’s good, because that’s the last thing I want.” 
 
    “Since when are you about nonviolence?” asked Terry. 
 
    “None of us wants to kill anyone,” said Vivia. 
 
    “We only do it because we must,” Jinel agreed.  
 
    Terry said nothing. 
 
    “Sit, please,” she went on.  
 
    He did as she asked, minding the hard stare coming from the other two women. “I can’t promise anything until after I hear the plan.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jinel. She turned to Vivia. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You’ll recall your encounter with the sentry unit near the border wall,” said the woman. 
 
    An image of a mechanical beast flashed before his eyes. Metallic, strong, and with swords for arms, it stood as high as a building. He’d watched it kill a priestess with a single blow. “You mean the Guardian.” 
 
    Vivia glanced at the others, a clueless expression on her face. “Is that what the natives call them?” 
 
    “If memory serves, they think of them as gods,” recalled Jinel. 
 
    “Not gods,” corrected Terry. “More like monsters.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. They think we’re the gods,” said Jinel. 
 
    “In any case,” continued Vivia. “You managed to disable one by yourself. A remarkable and uncommon feat.” 
 
    “Uncommon?” asked Terry. 
 
    Morgan Thur laughed. “She means it’s never been done.” 
 
    “Right,” said Vivia. “In any case, there remains some curiosity on the nature of this accomplishment. We have the recording, so we’ve seen the battle ourselves. It’s—” 
 
    “The recording?” asked Terry. 
 
    Jinel nodded. “We have a plant inside the Tower of the Cartographers. That’s how I knew where to find you when you were taken.” 
 
    “Do you have a lot of moles inside Everlasting?” asked Terry. 
 
    “We have enough,” said Jinel. “Let’s leave it at that, shall we?” 
 
    Vivia leaned forward. “Terry, I have a few questions I need you to answer about your encounter.” 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “The weapon you used. Can you tell us about it?” 
 
    “You mean the sword?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “A friend of mine gave it to me as a gift,” he said, thinking of Plead. “Why?” 
 
    “Was it made of a certain material? Something unique, perhaps?” 
 
    “Sure,” he answered. 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “Plead said it came from overseas. A place called Tharosa, I think.” 
 
    “Tharosa? You mean the northern country in the mountains?” asked Vivia. 
 
    “Right. He said the smiths who made it came from somewhere else and settled there.” He tried to remember the details. “I think they were called Carthonons?” 
 
    “Carthinians,” corrected Vivia. “They were exiled from Lexine. I don’t know if there are any left, though.” 
 
    “We’ll have to check the database,” said Jinel. 
 
    “That’s if the records are even up to date,” interjected Vivia. “Our contact at the Citadel still hasn’t responded to—” 
 
    “Vivia!” snapped Jinel. “Please, contain yourself.” 
 
    “Apologies.” The strategist stiffened. 
 
    “You can’t reach your contact?” asked Terry. 
 
    Jinel glared at Vivia. No doubt, the two would have words later. “Don’t worry about that. They’re late sometimes. It’s to be expected.” 
 
    “If you can’t contact them, what are you going to do?” he asked. 
 
    “The database can be accessed in other ways. It’ll just take longer. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Why not ask Lena for help? She must know a thing or two.” 
 
    “Lena Sol has yet to prove herself loyal to Garden. We cannot afford to give her access to the network without knowing her true character. I’m sure you understand, but steps must be taken for everyone’s safety. If it takes longer to achieve our goals, so be it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Morgan Thur slammed her fist on the table, startling everyone in the room. “Enough of this,” bellowed the general. “My men are waiting for me. Hurry and get on with it, Jinel Din. He told you where he got the sword, so let’s end this meeting and be done with it.” 
 
    “Hold on, what’s all this about, really?” asked Terry. “You drag me in here, reference some footage you watched of me fighting, and then drill me about a sword I no longer have.” 
 
    “Wasn’t it clear?” asked Vivia. 
 
    “Wasn’t what clear?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The Leadership’s sentries are a serious threat to Garden,” explained Jinel. “We called this meeting because we need a way to stop them. Your sword seems like a possible solution.” 
 
    “You don’t have weapons that are better than a piece of metal?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Most of Everlasting’s weaponry consists of ancient technology which predates the Cataclysm. The sentries…or Guardians, if you prefer the term…are from that era as well.” 
 
    “And according to our sources,” continued Vivia June. “The Leadership can no longer reproduce these sentry units.” 
 
    “They can’t make any other Guardians?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Indeed. You see, the sentries were originally constructed with a certain metal alloy—an exceptionally rare and nearly unbreakable material known as orinchalium.” Vivia raised her finger towards Terry. “The very same used to craft your sword, in fact.” 
 
    Terry pictured the weapon he wielded against the titan Guardian. He could still recall the grip between his fingers. The pressure he felt when he stabbed the monster. The scream of the man inside its chest. 
 
    “If you haven’t deduced it by now, the only type of material capable of breaking the sentry’s shell is the same metal with which it was built,” said Vivia. “The only problem is that no one knows where to find it. Even Everlasting hasn’t been able to locate a proper source.” 
 
    “How’s that possible?” asked Terry. 
 
    “It’s one of the rarest materials on the planet. Everlasting is a powerful nation, but there are limits to its reach. The Rosenthal Satellite can only scan so much of the planet, particularly below the surface. Even if there was orinchalium beneath our very feet, we would have no way of finding out.” 
 
    “We know the southern tribes have shards of it, largely taken from ancient ruins and wreckage,” explained Vivia. “However, a handful of daggers would hardly accommodate our needs. We need more.” 
 
    “Much more,” added Jinel.  
 
    Terry thought about his fight with Zika and the other priestess. “Even if it’s not a lot, that’s gotta be better than nothing.” 
 
    Vivia shook her head. “We have no way of tracking each and every shard the natives have in their possession, nor do we have the time for such an undertaking. Unlike the Leadership, we have no satellite uplink or floating citadel to guide us in our search. For that matter, we do not have the paralyzing toxin to subdue the natives, should they resist our requests. Only the Leadership has access to that.” 
 
    Jinel sighed. “Besides, a few dozen knives would hardly be enough. We need the source.” 
 
    “What would you build with all of that?” asked Terry. 
 
    Morgan raised her hefty rifle. “Bullets,” she said with some eagerness. “Fastest way to shut them down.” 
 
    Her tone was unsettling, but he ignored it. “So, what’s your plan? Attack Tharosa and hope they have the metal?” 
 
    “We would never wage war against anyone but the Leadership,” insisted Vivia. “What kind of organization do you think this is?” 
 
    “Since you don’t talk to me about what you’re doing, I don’t really know, now do I?” he asked. 
 
    They dismissed him, and he returned to his room to rest. Maybe these people were on the right side of this war, but they sure didn’t act like it sometimes. There was a hunger here for vengeance, for blood. He didn’t blame them for that, but as long as they kept him in the dark, there wasn’t much he could do to help them.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1301 
 
    Recorded: March 21, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: Based on the research notes acquired by Doctor Curie from Simon Landis’s team in Central, I am certain the inoculations will prove successful. Having been a student of Doctor Archer’s work, it seems fitting Landis should be the one to develop a proper deterrent to the Variant gas. Compared to the rest of his peers in the genetics department, he is certainly the least useless of the lot, though perhaps a bit self-indulgent, having named the drug after himself in a shallow attempt at immortality. 
 
    Regardless, the inoculation remains only a temporary fix, so more work will be needed soon if it is to act as a true and long-lasting treatment. 
 
    Currently, the medication will allow the user to breathe the atmosphere for approximately eight days without hindrance, requiring periodic renewals every six to seven days to maintain immunization. I find this to be most impressive, but it is only a step forward, not a solution. Landis explains in his notes that the process has been refined to the furthest possible extent, lending his doubts to the notion of any future adjustments.  
 
    For this reason, Curie has suggested we continue on with Landis’s work ourselves, searching for whatever gaps he may have overlooked in his own research up to this point. No doubt, Landis will reject the idea outright, claiming perfection, but he would do well to read his history carefully.  
 
    Innovation often requires more than a single perspective if it is to achieve its true goal. We build our future on the backs of yesterday’s giants. It is the only way humanity knows how to move forward.  
 
    It is the only way in which we can survive.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Central 
 
    March 21, 2351 
 
    Sergeant Johnathan Finn stood at attention inside the office of Colonel Avery Ross, the head of the military and one of the most powerful people in all of Central. He’d been called here for a single reason: to discuss the current situation in Everlasting, an advanced city on the planet of Kant, and how it could potentially affect the future safety of the rest of humanity. 
 
    “At ease, Sergeant,” acknowledged Ross. She motioned for him to take a seat, so he did. 
 
    Another man was standing to John’s side. Captain Thistle, his direct supervisor and former team leader. “We’ve already covered the basics. Let’s hear what you think, Finn. What’s the assessment?” he asked, taking a seat next to John. 
 
    “It’s rough over there, but things are easing down. The Leadership’s got those rebels on the run, last I heard.” 
 
    “That’s Garden, right?” asked Ross. 
 
    He nodded. “They pop up and attack, but disappear before the military can move in on them. Their tactics make it hard to predict where they’ll go next, but the city has been wired with surveillance cameras, and the Leadership has stationed soldiers everywhere. It seems like every attack Garden makes, it only gets less effective.” 
 
    “Terrorists,” muttered Thistle, almost in disgust. 
 
    “Maybe, but we don’t know the situation. It wasn’t that long ago that we had our own little insurrection, if you’ll recall, Captain,” explained Ross. 
 
    “That was different,” said Thistle. 
 
    Ross took a moment before she continued. “I wouldn’t be so quick to condemn them. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” asked John. 
 
    “Terrorists never think their cause is unjust. It’s all a matter of perspective. George Washington fought against a government he believed to be tyrannical and wrong. He attacked the enemy at night on Christmas Eve, slaughtering them like cattle in their sleep, and it was hailed as a great victory by the American people. Had you asked the English, they might have told you otherwise. They might have said that what he did was cruel and cowardly, since it was customary for each side to set down their arms on this holiday. If the American rebellion had failed, the history books would likely have called Washington a traitor. But as we know, that’s not how it went, and Washington became a great figure in history. You see my point. It’s all about perspective. Maybe Garden is the same as Washington. Maybe they have a cause worth fighting for. For all we know, there’s something else going on inside that city. Something corrupt.” 
 
    “You think the Leadership is hiding the truth?” asked John. 
 
    “You’ve been there. What’s your opinion?” she asked. 
 
    It was a tough question to answer. John had met with the Leadership several times, but had learned so little about them. The only real friend he’d made during his time in Everlasting had been Lena Sol, one of the city’s analysts, but she’d all but disappeared a few weeks ago. The last he heard, she was promoted and transferred outside the city. “I honestly don’t know,” he finally admitted. “They kept us pretty isolated when we were there, except during the attack. Even then, none of us could speak the language.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be much of a problem now that we have a few of their translators,” said Ross.  
 
    “Not enough for everyone, but it’s been useful,” said John. 
 
    “The Science Division is working on their own. We should have something ready in a month or two. I’m sorry.” She sighed. “I know that’s not helpful, Sergeant.” 
 
    “No, please, I appreciate it,” said John, giving her a bright smile. It wasn’t Ross’s fault that these things took time, so he wouldn’t bother getting upset. He’d deal with the situation as it unfolded. The translators he already had at his disposal would have to do.  
 
    Besides, Mei and Sophie were already working on learning the alien language on their own. It might be slower than using a device, but it was still progress. 
 
    “Before you leave for Kant, there’s one last thing,” began Ross.  
 
    He paused. “Is something wrong?”  
 
    She held up a hand. “Nothing like that. I just need you to understand something.” 
 
    He looked at Thistle, who gave him a knowing nod. “Of course, ma’am.” 
 
    “The situation placed before us is unprecedented, so I would caution you as we move forward. Assisting Everlasting with their medical research is the primary mission here. If it can be avoided, you must do your best to abstain from any confrontation with one of these foreign organizations. That means both the Leadership and Garden. Of course, the future is never entirely predictable, so I will expect you to use your own judgement. If a situation arises in which you have no other choice, then do what you must. Your job, as always, is to ensure the safety and security of Central and all its people. At the end of the day, nothing else matters.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ortego Outpost 
 
    March 22, 2351 
 
    John stood patiently before the portal, waiting for the latest shipment from Central to be moved into place. It was the second one today, actually, and came with several crates of inoculations for the Variant gas. Additionally, it contained a great deal of provisions, extra CHUs, and even a few special requests from various personnel, making for one of the largest orders since this mission began. 
 
    It was also long overdue. The Science Division’s disorganization after the loss of their director had resulted in a strange power gap. Unlike the political revolution which took place within the ranks of the military, back when Colonel Ross managed to replaced Colonel Bishop, no one was around to do the same for Doctor Tremaine. Instead, the board took control. 
 
    As Mei had explained it, the board wasn’t very organized and liked to avoid making decisions whenever possible. Without someone to oversee the flow of responsibility, the board let most of the power trickle down to the department heads. This allowed Mei to handle her team as she saw fit, but it also meant she wouldn’t receive the added assistance from Central that she so desperately needed. Not at first, anyway. 
 
    Another woman by the name of Doctor Breslin Harper managed to step in at just the right time and do what needed to be done. She didn’t become the new director, by any means, nor did she seem to want the title, but she did manage to get things moving again. Harper was the reason Mei’s team grew in size, and she also opened communications between the military and the Science Division. This allowed the two branches to better develop and coordinate their operations on the other side of the portal, saving both John and Mei a bit of work. It made things significantly easier for everyone involved, but perhaps more importantly, it meant that somebody in the Science Division actually gave a damn about what Mei was trying to do. For so long, John had watched her work and toil to near exhaustion, all without any thanks or appreciation. It was good to know someone in Central had her back for a change. 
 
    “We’re all loaded up, sir,” said Meridy, a member of John’s squad.  
 
    “Sounds good,” replied John. He stepped next to the crates, which were resting on a large transport platform. Two flippies stood idle in front of the cargo, waiting to proceed through the portal. They would handle all the heavy lifting in the tunnels. 
 
    “Fire it up!” called Meridy to one of the scientists. A man named Arthur. 
 
    John was still acquainting himself with all the new people under Mei’s supervision. He hadn’t spent much time on this side of the portal since the influx of personnel, but he planned on learning all their names in time. Sure, it wasn’t something he had to do, necessarily, but John had always found value in connecting with people and getting to know them. It’s like mom always used to say, he thought. You can never have enough friends. 
 
    The portal came alive at once, swirling into a cloud of chaotic darkness. Seconds later, it slowed and faded. Now John stood before a door, brought forth out of nothing. Like Alice and the looking glass, he peered through it and into another world. Another universe. 
 
    “Time to go,” he said, and in response the flippies began to move. They passed through the rift and into Kant, and John soon followed. 
 
    On the other side, Mickey and Track waited to greet them. “Welcome back!” shouted Mickey. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you boys waiting,” said John. 
 
    The portal closed once everyone was on the other side. Meridy disembarked from the ramp and proceeded to guide the flippies to the outer hall, and then he gave Zoe permission to take over. She would handle the little robots now, remotely controlling them from the camp outside. 
 
    A few of Mei’s people worked diligently on some of the nearby consoles. John greeted them before continuing. 
 
    He walked into the hall with Mickey and Track at his side. “We’re heading back to Everlasting, along with this shipment,” said John.  
 
    “Another trip to the big city? You spoil us, boss,” said Mickey. 
 
    Track groaned. “Can we walk this time? That ship of theirs makes me sick.” 
 
    Mickey scoffed. “You’re crazy. Did you already forget about the monsters? Those ain’t no razorbacks or gophers out there, you know.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” said Track. “I wouldn’t go alone.” 
 
    Mickey laughed. “It’d be suicide if you did! Right, boss?” 
 
    “Sure,” said John, nodding slightly. The thought stuck with him as they went, and he couldn’t help but wonder about the dangers of the jungle. As they made their way along the ancient corridors, John began to think about Terry. A picture of his friend, bloodied and torn, buried in the mud of this foreign place, forced its way to the forefront of his mind. No, stop it, he thought, shaking the feeling away. Dwelling in those fears would accomplish nothing. That wasn’t how John did things.  
 
    Terry wasn’t dead, he told himself. Not until he found a body. Not until he turned this planet over on its head. He would remain optimistic, the same as he always had.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    March 22, 2351 
 
    “Stay still and this shouldn’t hurt,” said Mei, holding a needle between her fingers.  
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Mickey, a frightened look in his eyes. He wore a breathing apparatus over his nose and mouth, a soon-to-be relic of technology, should the inoculations prove effective. “What if something happens? How do you know it’ll work?” 
 
    “Relax,” said Track, standing near his terrified friend. “Doctor Curie knows what she’s doing. Ain’t that right, Doc?” 
 
    Mei looked her patient in the eye. “Trust me. I wouldn’t give you something dangerous. The inoculation is designed to be harmless. Regardless of its effectiveness, it will pass through your body in little more than a week.” 
 
    Mickey slowly nodded. “O-Okay.” 
 
    Mei pressed the needle into the soldier’s arm, injecting the liquid while keeping pressure on him. “There,” she said, pulling it out and dabbing the puncture with a piece of cloth.  
 
    “I guess it wasn’t so bad,” muttered Mickey, staring at his arm.  
 
    “You’re such a baby,” said Track, smacking his friend on the shoulder. “I’m next, yeah?” 
 
    “Have a seat,” said Mei. Each of the soldiers were set to receive the inoculation by the day’s end. Barring any unforeseen side effects, the dose would provide them the ability to breathe the Variant gas, ultimately replacing the need for an external machine. Instead, their lungs would now be capable of filtering the gas directly, nullifying its toxicity completely. It wasn’t a permanent solution, since the inoculation would only be good for a week, but it was a massive leap in the right direction.  
 
    Mei opened a small black box, which had six doses enclosed in it. She placed the empty needle inside and took out another.  
 
    Track grinned and presented his arm to her. “Can’t wait to taste some of that air.” 
 
    Mei remembered the moment she took her first breath of Variant, back when she was thrown into that awful chamber. She also recalled the second she stepped out of the Sling and onto the Surface, tasting pure Variant for the first time. She and her friends had spent their whole lives in Central, never fully understanding what awaited them up there, never knowing what was missing. That first breath was like a rush of life, filling her lungs with something new, and for the first time in her life, she felt fully alive. She felt like herself. 
 
    Mickey and Track would probably not experience any of this. They weren’t genetically engineered to process Variant in the same way that she was, so it was unlikely that any strong changes would occur. No enhanced reflexes, eyesight, or strength. Nothing to make them into super soldiers, but that was fine. Simply being able to breathe freely without the use of a device was its own reward. 
 
    “Here you go,” said Mei as she injected Track with the needle.  
 
    “When can we take the breathers off?” asked Mickey, referring to the device on his mouth that kept him from suffocating.  
 
    “An hour, at least,” explained Mei.  
 
    He frowned. “Aw, man. That’s so long.” 
 
    “Deal with it,” said a familiar voice from behind Mei. A man she knew so well. 
 
    “Boss, you come to check up on us?” asked Mickey. 
 
    John placed his hand on Mei’s shoulder as he stepped beside her. He looked at her and smiled. “I gotta make sure my boys are squared up. Who else is left?” 
 
    “I’ve taken care of everyone except Short and Hughes,” said Mei. 
 
    Track motioned toward one of the CHUs. “Pretty sure they’re in there.” 
 
    “Guess we’ll have to bring it to them,” said John. 
 
    With the case of inoculations under her arm, Mei got to her feet. “You’d think they would want to get this done as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Pretty sure those two have other things on their mind.” He gave her a wry smile. 
 
    “You think?” she asked. 
 
    He started walking. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    The camp bustled with activity, thanks to the new arrivals from Central. Doctor Harper managed to convince the board to expand the size of Mei’s team from a mere four to a full twenty. This allowed the Ortego outpost to stay fully manned without taking away from her mission on Kant. Even better, it allowed her to bring Sophie and Tabata to the new location, much to their delight.  
 
    The new additions were surprisingly useful, too. Having them around let her accomplish more without straining herself with the minutiae. Looking back, Mei never realized how overworked she’d been during her time at the Ortego outpost. All those late nights and long hours seemed to blend together like a dream. Still, she wouldn’t trade those months for anything. Bart, Zoe, Sophie, Travis, and even Tabata had become like family, each of them pushing the rest to succeed. Each believing in the dream. 
 
    When they arrived at the CHU, John gave three knocks on the door. “Open up!” 
 
    Mei could hear some hurried shuffling coming from the other side. “Ouch!” said a woman’s voice, trying to whisper, but failing. 
 
    The door cracked open enough to reveal a set of hazel eyes. “Sergeant Finn,” said Short, totally surprised. She had a blanket wrapped around her. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “You missed your injection,” he answered, nodding to Mei. “What’s the hold up? You doing something in there?” 
 
    “No, I just fell asleep,” she said, quickly. 
 
    John raised his brow. “Don’t suppose you know where Hughes is, do you?” 
 
    Short’s eyes flickered away from the door. “No, I haven’t seen him.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. We’ve looked everywhere. Might have to send the boys out to look for him. I sure hope he’s not dead.” He glanced at Mei and winked. “Right?” 
 
    “It’s true,” said Mei.  
 
    Metal clanged from somewhere inside the CHU. “Dammit!” snapped a voice. 
 
    John grinned. “What’s that in there? Got yourself a visitor, Short?” 
 
    The soldier squirmed. “No, it’s, uh…” She frowned. “Oh, fine.” She opened the door, revealing a man in the back corner of the CHU, his face covered with a shirt. He seemed to be struggling to get it on.  
 
    “Hey, it’s Hughes,” said John. “Short, did you know he was back here?” 
 
    She grimaced, closing her eyes. “Oh, God. Oh, God.” 
 
    “Boss, is that you?” asked Hughes, trapped by his clothes. He finally managed to twist the shirt in the right direction, yanking it down. 
 
    “Sure is. Good to see you aren’t dead after all.” 
 
    “Heh,” said Hughes, scratching the back of his head. “We’re in trouble, huh?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sarge. I was gonna tell you. I swear!” insisted Short. “We meant to stop. It just got out of control.” 
 
    John smiled. “What do you think, Mei? What should I do?” 
 
    She opened the box and took out one of the needles. “I say you cut their rations and separate them,” she said, trying to sound casual. “Maybe send them home for further discipline.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re taking our food?” A look of terror fell over Hughes’s face. 
 
    “Who cares about rations!” barked Short, eying her accomplice. “I can’t get court-marshalled!” 
 
    John laughed. “Relax, you clowns. Nobody’s going back home. We’re just messing with you.” 
 
    Hughes blinked. “Huh?” 
 
    “We both already knew about your little scandal weeks ago,” said Mei. She took Short’s arm and wiped a cloth to sterilize the skin. “John’s just messing with you.” 
 
    “But why didn’t you say anything?” asked Short. 
 
    Mei inserted the needle into the woman’s arm. She barely flinched. 
 
    “Been planning to bust you for a while, but didn’t get around to it until today. I wanted to catch you in the act, too. It’s more fun that way.” He grinned. 
 
    “So you don’t care?” asked Hughes. 
 
    “Depends. Are you both staying in this relationship?” asked John. 
 
    The two glanced at each other, speechless. 
 
    “It seems like they haven’t had the big talk yet,” said Mei. She put the needle back in the box and retrieved a second one. 
 
    “Here’s the deal, and then you can talk it over—if you wanna keep this going, fine, but you can’t be partners. I’ll reassign Short to be Meridy’s spotter. If you break off the romance, you can stay a team. That’s the deal. Sound good?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Hughes, nodding slightly.  
 
    Mei took his arm and proceeded to give him the injection. “Good luck,” she said. 
 
    John and Mei left the couple behind to discuss their potential future together, then headed straight to the supply CHU to store the inoculation box. As soon as the door closed, John laughed so much that his cheeks turned red. 
 
    “Did you enjoy yourself?” asked Mei. She couldn’t help but smile. His laughter was infectious. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” he asked, wheezing. “I’ve been waiting to do that ever since we heard them that night in Everlasting!” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” she said, placing the box in one of the larger crates. “Why’d you let them off so easily? Isn’t it a big deal to fraternize when you’re in the same unit?” 
 
    There was a short pause, and then she felt his hand touch her shoulder. It slid gently down her arm. A moment later, he kissed her neck. She smiled and turned around to embrace him.  
 
    John leaned in and gave her a deep kiss, hard and full, holding her for a long time. 
 
    When they finally released, she saw him smiling, looking into her eyes with that intimate expression.  
 
    “What was that for?” she asked, her voice slightly above a whisper. 
 
    “Just a reminder,” he said as his eyes flicked from one part of her face to the other, studying it.  
 
    “Of what?” she asked. 
 
    “We grew up together. We were teammates together. I can’t fault someone for falling for their best friend. It happened to me.” 
 
    “You’re such a softy,” she said, teasing, but kissed him anyway.  
 
    He smiled. “It’s what you love about me.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    After the Blacks had been inoculated, it was time to check their adaptability. Everyone lined up and, under careful observation from several of Mei’s team, removed their breathers and attempted to take their first breath of Variant air.  
 
    Most of the soldiers were able to do this without issue, although Mickey seemed to struggle a bit more, due to some anxiety. “Just open your mouth and breathe,” said Track, who had already taken the plunge. 
 
    Mickey stood with his breather off, holding his breath, somewhat terrified.  
 
    “I promise, it’s easy,” said his friend. “Look. In, out. In, out. You got this.” 
 
    Mickey nodded a bit reluctantly. Closing his eyes, he cracked his mouth and took in a fast, deep breath, then immediately started coughing. 
 
    “What are you doing!” cried Track. “You were supposed to do it slow!” 
 
    Mickey continued to cough until he was blue in the face with tears in his eyes. “I didn’t…mean to…ugh…it stings…!” 
 
    Mei watched this with some curiosity. “Are you okay?” she asked, knowing the answer before he could give it. Her reports indicated a 99% conversion rate, so for anyone to have a negative reaction to the drug would be rare. 
 
    Before Mickey could answer, Mei felt a tap on her arm. “Ma’am, if I could steal your attention for just a moment,” said Sophie Mitchell, her longtime assistant and friend. “Inoculations have been distributed to the science team as requested.” 
 
    “Are there any signs of rejection?” asked Mei. 
 
    “None,” responded Sophie, almost disappointedly. 
 
    “Were you hoping for different results?” asked Mei, noticing the girl’s tone. 
 
    “Some variety in reaction would have made for better data, I suppose,” said Sophie, but then shook her head. “However, today was a success. I have yet to witness any negative reactions.” She glanced at Mickey, who was now breathing normally, despite still looking terrified. “Even that one seems to have adjusted.” 
 
    “We’ll have everyone keep their breathers on their person for the foreseeable future,” added Mei. “Just to be safe.” 
 
    Sophie nodded. “Wise decision, ma’am. How long do you think it will take them to perfect the treatment?” 
 
    “You mean, make it permanent?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Quite so,” said the assistant. 
 
    “I can’t begin to guess. To be completely honest with you, I’m still surprised we made it this far, but maybe that’s only because I haven’t had the opportunity to sit down and analyze the drugs yet.” 
 
    “When were you hoping to get started?” 
 
    “Tonight, actually. I need to learn everything I can about it before I leave for Everlasting.” 
 
    “That gives us five days, I believe,” said Sophie. 
 
    “Four,” corrected Mei. “The Leadership asked us to arrive a day earlier. Apparently, there’s a ceremony they wish us to attend.” 
 
    “Then we haven’t much time to spare. That is, if you’ll allow me to help.” 
 
    “Allow?” asked Mei, somewhat surprised. “Like that’s ever stopped you before.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1339 
 
    Recorded: March 23, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL:  Regarding Lanrix, otherwise known as compound NX-20299-91, our initial analysis shows everything to be as it is described in Landis’s notes. The drug allows the user to breathe normally when immersed in Variant, but its effects begin to degrade after a week, requiring periodic boosters. 
 
    As expected, a solution was not evident upon our initial examination, but Doctor Curie remains optimistic. The fault, she says, is in the source of the data. Landis’s research used several batches of cells from multiple humans and hybrids to achieve this end result, but he never examined anyone or anything from Kant. This was an understandable oversight, since our team did not discover Kant until Landis’s work was in its final testing phase. 
 
    The difference between the purity of Variant on Earth and that of Kant is small, but still important to the native population’s development. Thus, these native organisms are more adapted to the gas and could assist in discovering a better method of adaptability. However, this also means they are even further genetically removed from humans than, say, a kitoboro. 
 
    Regardless, this has provided Doctor Curie and I with a place to begin our work. Having already mapped several genetic sequences of Kant’s animal population, we should be able to discover whatever is missing. We shall finish what Landis began. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Garden Headquarters 
 
    March 23, 2351 
 
    After weeks of living in the underground Garden bunker, Terry had developed a daily ritual. His morning routine was typical—wake up, groom himself, get dressed, and then get breakfast. He typically met Lena in the dining room at around this time. She’d quickly grown to be a close friend, and the two spent most of their time together. As outsiders to this place, they’d formed an early connection. Today, however, when it was time to meet for their morning meal, Lena was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Maybe something came up with Jinel, he thought as he ate his food alone. Maybe she finally asked for Lena’s help. 
 
    After breakfast, Terry walked around the facility, which he would normally have done with Lena. They would discuss whatever activities they overheard from the other soldiers—anything they learned about what was happening outside. Sometimes she might ask him questions about Earth, which he was happy to answer, and he would do the same with her about Everlasting. She was one of the most intelligent people he’d ever met, always ready to talk about anything and everything, driven by a natural curiosity. By comparison, he was far simpler, though she never seemed bored by his stories. On the contrary, she seemed to take great joy from them.  
 
    Terry eventually made his way to the analytics room. This was where Garden analysts performed the bulk of their hacking, though they only had a handful of terminals at their disposal. To his surprise, he found Lena sitting there as well, quietly observing the technicians from the far back wall. “Hey,” he said when he saw her. 
 
    “Good morning,” she answered, but without the typical smile he was so used to seeing. 
 
    “I missed you at breakfast.” He sat next to her, and together they watched the analysts. 
 
    “I apologize. I should have gone, but the thought of eating unsettled me,” she said. 
 
    “You felt sick?” he asked. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Her voice trailed with the word, growing distant. 
 
    He wasn’t’ sure what to say. Something was bothering her, he could clearly tell, but the necessary words escaped him. If only he could understand— 
 
    “They have me again,” said one of the analysts, waving his hand at the empty space above him. Each of them were using implants, so only they could see what they were doing. Lena had explained this to Terry a few weeks ago, but he still found it difficult to imagine.  
 
    “If they get too close, cut your connection. Follow procedure,” said one of the others. 
 
    “Dropping the link,” said the first analyst.  
 
    “Hold on. We might be able to—” 
 
    “I can’t wait any longer. I have to drop.” 
 
    Lena leaned a little forward, focused on the analysts, an intensity in her eyes. 
 
    “We lost it,” muttered the second analyst. 
 
    “Apologies,” said the first. “There was nothing I could do.” 
 
    The other analyst sighed. “Try again. We have to find a way through.” 
 
    Terry nudged Lena. “You know what they’re doing?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “It would appear they’re attempting to break into one of Everlasting’s security nodes.” 
 
    “Is that hard?” 
 
    “It depends on the level of security. The city’s network is open to most citizens, so access is simple enough, but the Leadership uses several layers of encryption for each of its departments, all with their own unique validation checks. In other words, there is no universal access code. The system is compartmentalized.” 
 
    “Did they do that because of Garden?” he asked. 
 
    “Not originally, but it would explain the recent network upgrades. I oversaw and participated in several of those, but we were never told the reasons. It makes sense in hindsight, however, that Garden would be the cause of such widespread changes.” 
 
    One of the analysts threw his arms up in frustration, shaking his head. “We’ve tried this six times and nothing. I need a break.” 
 
    “Keep going,” said one of the others. “Jinel Din needs the data. You heard what she said.” 
 
    Terry glanced at Lena. “Can’t you do something?” 
 
    “I’ve been forbidden from engaging in such tasks,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Even if you know you can do something?” 
 
    Lena said nothing. 
 
    Terry scoffed. He got up and went to the other analysts. Specifically, the only one he recognized. A man named Hob. “Hey, sorry to interrupt. Geno Hob, right?” 
 
    The man flinched, surprised to see him. He’d apparently been too engaged in his work to notice Terry and Lena sitting in the back of the room, watching. “Oh, yes. Hello. Did you need me for something?” 
 
    Terry shook his head. “I just wanted to ask, are you trying to get into a network? That girl over there knows how. She can help you.” 
 
    Hob looked at Lena, curiously. “What?” 
 
    “She’s a former analyst. She knows what to do,” explained Terry. 
 
    “We are all former analysts.” 
 
    “But the thing you’re trying to break into, she helped build parts of it. She might be able to help you out.” 
 
    They all turned around to see the girl on the floor. Hob raised his brow. “Why haven’t I seen her before? Is she assigned to a different station?” 
 
    “She’s only been here a few weeks. They haven’t given her a job yet. Now, are you going to let her help you?” 
 
    “Are you certain you can get inside?” Hob asked her. “This isn’t the main network.” 
 
    “Which is it?” asked Lena. 
 
    The analysts exchanged glances. “The Master at Arms’ personal account.” 
 
    Lena blinked. “Master Lao? He has at least seventeen levels of security safeguarding his files.” 
 
    “We are aware. Does that mean you can’t do it?” 
 
    She approached them. “My implant ID is 77-4201-3LS. Patch me in, please.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Hob. He moved out of her way, allowing her to take his place at the terminal. His eyes dilated for a moment as he stood motionless. “There,” he finally said, coming back. “You’ve been granted level-3 access.” 
 
    She nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    Terry watched from a few steps behind her as she proceeded to touch the air, making motions and performing unseen tasks that were exclusive to her own eyes. One of the other analysts stiffened as he stared at the space in front of him. “She’s upgraded her account to level-8,” he exclaimed in disbelief.  
 
    “Is that a big deal?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The most anyone here has had is level-5,” said the analyst. “Only those closest with the Leadership are given this level of access.” 
 
    Lena gave no response. She simply continued her work, moving through the network in some unseen digital world. This was her area of expertise, Terry knew. This was Lena Sol in her element, the same as any warrior using the weapon of their choice. It was clear from the expressions on everyone’s face that, at least in this place, Lena Sol was without an equal. 
 
    After a few minutes, Lena sat up. Her eyes went back to normal and she relaxed. “The files have been delivered to your basket. I deleted the footprints as well.” 
 
    “You’re done already?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Remarkable!” shouted Hob. 
 
    “What is?” came a voice from the doorway. Terry turned to see Jinel Din watching the situation. She looked rather annoyed. 
 
    “This woman,” answered Hob. “She was able to access the network and—” 
 
    “What?” snapped Jinel. “You gave her access to a terminal?” 
 
    “O-Of course,” said Hob, who was quickly realizing his mistake. 
 
    “Calm down. Lena just helped you out. She did in two minutes what your people couldn’t do all morning,” said Terry. 
 
    “What did she do, precisely?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “The data you requested from Master Lao. We have it now, thanks to this woman,” said Hob. 
 
    Jinel stared at Lena. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Given enough time, I’m sure you could have managed it. All I did was exploit an issue I found several months ago, but never had the chance to repair. There are several files that perform security checks when accessed. When a very specific series of these files is opened in rapid succession, it sends a series of checks to the account, sometimes resulting in a full reset. When this happens, the account level is randomized to anything between level-1 and level-15. I simply performed the necessary steps to replicate this until it provided the necessary results.” 
 
    “You mean you exploited a glitch?” asked Terry, thinking he understood. 
 
    She nodded. “I had to do this five times before it worked properly, but once I had the appropriate access, the rest was simple.” 
 
    “Impressive. I had no idea such a flaw existed,” said Hob. 
 
    Jinel examined Lena with a look of reservation. It was clear she didn’t trust her, even now, but she couldn’t deny what Lena had done. “I need to talk with the analysts privately. Please, excuse us.” 
 
    “I was only trying to help,” said Lena before turning to leave. 
 
    As she reached the door, however, Jinel spoke again. “Analyst Sol.” 
 
    Lena froze near the door. Terry could feel her heart racing. 
 
    “Thank you for the work,” Jinel said, clearing her throat. 
 
    Lena smiled at the words, opening her mouth to say something in return. 
 
    “But if you do it again, I’ll have you confined. Is that understood?” 
 
    Lena stiffened. “Of course,” she answered, quickly. 
 
    “Good. Now, enjoy the rest of your day.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    March 24, 2351 
 
    “I need a favor,” said Mei. She stood before John in the woods, having tracked him down in the middle of the afternoon, not bothering to call ahead. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised, knowing firsthand how determined she could be once an idea crawled its way inside her head. She’d stop everything to see it done. No food, no sleep. Nothing until the job was finished and she found the answer she needed. By the look on her face, John could tell this was one of those moments. “Just give me the word.” 
 
    “I need the DNA of a native. Someone born on this planet who can breathe Variant,” she explained. 
 
    “Does this have something to do with the inoculations?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I’m trying to make the effects permanent. We’ve been examining native animal DNA, but there’s something missing. It’s too foreign, but I think if we can find a humanoid, it could bring us over the line. We might solve it.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to kidnap one of them?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said, appalled. “You don’t have to do anything. Master Gel has some native blood on file in the Citadel. I just need you to help me get it.” 
 
    “You could’ve led with that,” he said, half-grinning. 
 
    She gave him a gentle pat on the arm. “Let’s not dwell on the past.” 
 
    He winked at her, then tapped his ear to radio the team. “Alright boys, let’s pack it up and head home. Double time it to my position. Over.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Mei. “What are you doing out here anyway?” 
 
    “I told you back in the lab before I left. You didn’t hear me?”  
 
    “I don’t remember that. Maybe I was distracted.” 
 
    “You’d make a terrible soldier. Your situational awareness is awful.” He laughed. “We’re out here because someone reported movement, but it seems like it was only an animal. Brooks found a nest a little while ago.” 
 
    “Anything we’ve seen before?” she asked. 
 
    “Another one of those bulletproof rhinos,” he said, tapping his chin. “Something like that. Want me to bring it in?” 
 
    She considered this for a second, but shook her head. “We have other priorities for now.” 
 
    “Right, your new mission,” he said, wrapping his arm around her. “When do we leave?” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Garden Headquarters 
 
    March 24, 2351 
 
    Terry was alone in his room, sitting with his back against the wall, completely still. He sat in the position he used to meditate, the optimal form for clearing one’s mind of all outside thoughts and stimuli, the very same he’d used to explore the world inside his head. It also allowed him to focus his energy and his mind, heightening his senses and magnifying his reach. That was precisely what he was doing right now. 
 
    In a room on the other side of Garden, far removed from where he sat, two voices spoke of plans and war. 
 
    “I suggest you let the analyst continue,” said one, which Terry recognized as Vivia June. 
 
    “Lena Sol is too close to the Leadership,” said the other, who could only be Jinel Din. 
 
    “She’s provided us with unparalleled access to the Master at Arms’ files. Our people are good, but this would have taken weeks without her.” 
 
    “We have no idea if she can be trusted yet,” said Jinel. 
 
    “How else would you test her, then? She’s no warrior. She has no aptitude for combat. By giving us this information, she’s effectively betrayed the Leadership.” 
 
    “It could be a ruse,” suggested Jinel. 
 
    “I’m not suggesting we lose our caution, but allowing her to assist the other analysts would certainly be useful. Besides, you know how close she is with Terry. I’m sure he would appreciate it.” 
 
    “Maybe, but—” 
 
    Several loud thuds, like knocks, echoed through the room. Terry nearly flinched at the sound. 
 
    “What is it?” said Jinel. 
 
    The door opened. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” came a man’s voice. It sounded like Hob.  
 
    “Go ahead. We’re listening,” said Vivia. 
 
    “We’ve intercepted a message from Master Lao. There’s to be a special ceremony in the Hall of the Leadership. Several key members will be in attendance. I have the time and names right here.” 
 
    “Is this verified?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “It seems so. The transmission has the Master at Arms’ signature.” 
 
    “What should we do?” asked Vivia. “The meeting is happening tomorrow. That’s too short notice to organize an assault.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” said Jinel. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Precision,” she answered. “We’ll keep the team small…take out who we can.” 
 
    “Wait a moment. What other information do we have?” asked Vivia. 
 
    “Not much,” admitted Hob. “We still don’t have access to the other departments, which has kept our reach somewhat limited.” 
 
    “It’s good enough,” said Jinel. 
 
    “But the cost could be significant if something goes wrong,” explained Vivia. 
 
    “Don’t speak to me of cost. If we believe there is a chance to cripple them, we have no choice but to take it. Hob, keep your analysts on this and let me know of further developments. Vivia and I will begin preparations.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Hob. 
 
    Terry felt pressure on him. Something on his shoulder. It tugged him away from the conversation, pulling him back to his room.  
 
    Terry opened his eyes. There was a woman before him, lurking over his bed. “I apologize for interrupting, but you weren’t moving.” 
 
    He blinked several times before he realized it was Lena. “Sorry,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Were you…were you at your farm again?” she asked, some uncertainty in her voice. This wasn’t the first time Lena had walked in on him like this. That was when he’d explained meditation to her. She didn’t fully understand, which had surprised him since she was from Kant, but she’d done her best and shown respect. He wondered if this was how Ludo felt in the beginning, introducing someone to a new way of thinking. A new way of living. 
 
    “Not this time,” he told her, getting to his feet. “I was listening to something on the other side of the base.” 
 
    “What did you hear?” she asked. 
 
    “Jinel and Vivia. They’re planning an assault on the Leadership.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Sometime tomorrow. They got news of a meeting. Some kind of ceremony. Hob told them about it.” 
 
    “I-I see. He must have gotten it with the access I gave them.” Her voice drifted, and her eyes fell to the floor. Was this guilt he was seeing? Did she think she was responsible? 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said, simply. 
 
    “Whatever they do, it’s their choice. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe, but…but if they die, it’s because…” 
 
    He put his hand on her arm, then hugged her. To his surprise, he could feel her trembling. “You can’t dwell on that. You were trying to help, but it’s up to them how they choose to use it. That’s how it is with people.”  
 
    The floor shook as several troops marched through the hall outside his door. He only squeezed her closer. “They make their own lives. You have to make yours, too.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Mei was in the process of packing her bag. Just a few clothes and supplies to last the next few days in Everlasting. She had only meant to stay an afternoon, but Gel had asked for an extension. Apparently, he wanted to introduce her to the genetics team that would be assisting with all future research. There would also be some sort of ceremony. 
 
    She didn’t care much for any of that. The sooner she returned to work, the better. “You’re responsible while I’m away. Don’t let the team slack off,” she told her assistant, who stood near the door. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry, ma’am,” said Sophie. “I’ll continue working until you return.” 
 
    “I know you will,” said Mei, and it was true. If anyone could be as obsessive about their work as Mei, it was Sophie. In all the time she’d known her, the girl had yet to disappoint. 
 
    As Mei finished, the CHU flat opened and Zoe stuck her head inside. “Ma’am, are you still here? Oh, there you are.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Bart, who was apparently behind her. 
 
    The two stepped into the CHU, rushing to Mei’s side. “We thought we missed you,” said Zoe. 
 
    “Still here,” said Mei. “Are you two going to be okay?” 
 
    “We’re not children,” said Bart. “Well, maybe Zoe is.” 
 
    “It’s like you want me to smack you,” returned Zoe. Before he could answer, she continued. “Are you sure you have to go yourself, ma’am? Short told me about what happened the last time they were there. It might be safer if you stayed behind and let Sergeant Finn handle it.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, Zoe, but I’m fine. I’m actually not as fragile as I look,” said Mei. 
 
    “See? I told you she wouldn’t listen,” said Bart. 
 
    Zoe frowned. “I’m just worried, that’s all.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” said Mei, letting her arms out, embracing the girl. “I’ll be back in two days. You can always call if you need me.” 
 
    “Or if we don’t,” added Zoe. 
 
    “Keep your head down,” said Bart. 
 
    The Red Door waited in the field near the camp. When Mei arrived, John and his team were already strapped and ready to go. “Sorry to keep you,” she said, climbing inside. 
 
    “Better late than never,” joked Mickey. 
 
    John beamed a smile at Mei as she took a seat next to him. The cabin was completely full of personnel, mostly John’s team. Mickey, Track, John, Hughes, and Short, each one fully armed and loaded, made for a powerful escort. Brooks’ squad would stay behind to protect the rest of Mei’s team as they continued their research during the next few days.  
 
    Mei was certain the trip would prove invaluable to her research. The native blood sample she went to retrieve almost certainly held the key to unlocking a permanent solution to prolonging the Lanrix drug.  
 
    But that didn’t mean she wanted to take the trip. No, Everlasting was in a state of disarray right now. The terrorist organization Garden continued its weekly assaults on the city without reservation. Master Gel had assured her during their latest correspondence that the situation was under control, at least for now, and that their building would be protected.  
 
    Still, she remained cautious. 
 
    John nudged her arm. “Hey, you alright?” 
 
    She nudged him back. “Don’t you worry about me.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t think of it,” he said, grinning. 
 
    The engine suddenly whirled to life, vibrating the floor beneath Mei’s feet. It lasted for a few short seconds before the stabilizers kicked in. “Looks like it’s go time!” shouted Short. 
 
    “Great,” moaned Track. 
 
    Mei stared out the window towards the camp. Sophie stood near the CHU that housed their lab, along with Zoe and Bart, and together they waved farewell. The ship began to lift off from the field, rising high into the clear sky. Mei kept watching the camp until it was gone.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1387 
 
    Recorded: March 25, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: As is often the case, I have lost myself to my work. It has been days since I had a proper night’s rest, though not for lack of opportunity. I’ve chosen repeatedly to stay in the lab to work, to sequence strand after strand in search of a solution. The experience is simultaneously exhilarating and maddening, putting me in conflict with myself. Is this what Doctor Archer felt like when he was on the edge of his great answer? Did he ever falter…or did the addiction set in and drive him to the end? 
 
    Passion is a powerful drug, I have found. When such a feeling overcomes someone, they may go without food or sleep, perhaps growing ill in the process. The basic requirements become chores, slight hindrances to the goal. They eat and sleep to live, but they live to find the answer. 
 
    With Doctor Curie in Everlasting during the next few days, the bulk of the work must fall to me.  I’m not complaining, of course, but without Curie here to ground me, I worry the obsession could be problematic. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Garden Headquarters 
 
    March 25, 2351 
 
    Terry and Lena stood in the conference room before both Jinel Din and Vivia June. The two had summoned them here to discuss a proposition. “Thanks to you, Analyst Sol, we were able to uncover essential strategic information,” began Jinel. “It is for this reason that we offer you the chance to continue your work with us.” 
 
    Lena looked at Terry, almost surprised. “You’re offering me a position?” 
 
    “To retrieve further information from the network, the same as you have already,” explained Vivia. “Your credentials provided us with access to Master Lao’s department, but the others remain impenetrable. We would like you to break them.” 
 
    “I see,” said Lena, growing quiet as she contemplated the proposal. 
 
    “You must decide quickly,” said Jinel.  
 
    “What’s the rush?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I’m leaving soon and I would like to get this finished before I do.” 
 
    “Another mission?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right. In fact, it’s because of Analyst Sol’s work that this is happening.” 
 
    Terry was surprised to hear her speak so candidly about it. He already knew the details of her plan, but she didn’t know that. The fact she felt comfortable talking about it, however broadly, felt like a step forward. “Good luck.” 
 
    She nodded. “We are about to strike a serious blow to the Leadership. Previously, I’ve made my reservations on allowing you to stay well known, but after these recent events, I believe you can be trusted. Prove me wrong, however, and there won’t be another chance.” 
 
    Lena paused to answer, and at first it seemed like simple contemplation, though Terry knew this was not the case. He could hear her heartbeat racing, feel her pulse as it quickened. She was truly nervous now, but her face didn’t show it. “If I do this, I ask only one thing of you.” 
 
    Jinel raised her brow. “Oh?” 
 
    “You’ve said before that you plan on helping Terry return to his people. Were you sincere in that promise?” 
 
    “I was and continue to be,” said the commander, glancing at the boy from Earth. 
 
    “Then on the day you fulfill that agreement, I would like to join him,” she said, looking quickly at Terry. “Is that okay?” 
 
    He smiled. “Of course it is.” 
 
    “It may take some time, but we’ll see it done. Do we have an agreement, Analyst Sol?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “We do,” answered Lena. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry watched as Lena received her own workstation in the analytics section. Jinel explained a few things about how Garden’s security took precedence, so she should avoid any unnecessary risks when it came to snooping around the network. Lena responded with nods and smiles.  
 
    Once ready, Lena took her seat and began acclimating herself with the equipment.  
 
    As Jinel began to leave, Terry raised a hand to get her attention. “If all of this was for her, why did you want me here?” 
 
    “Wasn’t it obvious?” asked the commander. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “She’s your friend and I knew you wanted it.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. 
 
    “That’s not the only reason. I also wanted you to see how we reward people. If you stick around and keep helping us, you could go far in Garden.” 
 
    “I can’t do much if you don’t offer anything.” 
 
    “I know, and I’ll have something for you when I return.” 
 
    “From your mission.” 
 
    “Yes. I won’t be gone long.” 
 
    She left him there alone, and moments later he could hear her yelling orders in the distance.  
 
    The assault on the Leadership was about to begin. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Hall of the Leadership 
 
    March 25, 2351 
 
    Mei sat with her people, waiting for the ceremony to begin. Today, the city would pay tribute to the people they lost on the day that Garden attacked. Gel had insisted she attend. Once it was over, he’d assist her in obtaining the genetic sample she needed. Mei didn’t mind attending this sort of thing, but she couldn’t help but feel delayed. She had a great deal of work to accomplish, after all, meaning every minute spent sitting here was another minute lost. 
 
    Master Trin raised his arm to signal he was about to speak. “Today we gather in remembrance of that fateful day. The day in which our lives were forever changed. The day when—” 
 
    John groaned next to her. 
 
    “Buck up,” she whispered. 
 
    He frowned. “It’s so boring, though.” 
 
    She leaned on his arm and felt him relax. Together, they watched Trin continue his speech. 
 
    “The Leadership has ensured our city’s future once again. I am thankful for the efforts of my fellow Masters, particularly our Master at Arms for staying vigilant in his effort to keep our streets secured.” 
 
    Mei wasn’t surprised that the Leadership had taken all of the credit, but it would have been nice to hear them comment on John and his team, especially since they were sitting right here and listening to all of this. She wondered if John cared, though. He’d never been big on recognition or personal validation. Besides, the Leadership had thanked them all in a private meeting a few weeks ago. Maybe that was enough for him. 
 
    She felt John suddenly flinch and rise a little in his seat. “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    He was slow to respond. “I thought I heard something, but…” he paused. “No. Nevermind.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded, smiling, then nuzzled her head with his nose. She relaxed and squeezed his arm, letting her eyes wander around the room. John was a soldier, so he was always on high alert, she reminded herself. He was constantly searching for danger. 
 
    He turned to look somewhere to the left side of the auditorium, his eyes lingering on one of the doors. John’s senses were far more acute than Mei’s, not because she didn’t have the natural inclination, but because she’d spent less time honing them. While Mei spent the bulk of her days in a lab, sequencing DNA and solving complex problems, John’s time in the field had pushed his Variant abilities to their absolute limit. That wasn’t to say Mei couldn’t spot something coming down the road six kilometers away or hear a whisper in another room, but John could filter the rest of the noise out. He could listen for a single voice in a crowded room of hundreds. 
 
    He was never caught off guard. 
 
    John stood up, his gaze steady on the doors. “There’s someone coming. They’re—” 
 
    The entrance doors shattered in a spray of metal and smoke, deafening the crowd. For several moments, Mei could hear nothing. The pressure from the blast hit and for a second it was like she was in someone else’s body. Everything was different.  
 
    Her heartbeat was so strong, she could feel it. Every breath she took was quicker and lighter. It was harder to breathe, like no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t grasp the air. It felt like her organs retracted and shifted, almost like she was falling in free-fall, but worse. All of this in only a moment. 
 
    And her eyes hurt. It felt like she had two fingers tapping against them, pushing them deeper into her skull.  
 
    “What the shit?!” snapped Short, shielding her ears and face. The words bled through the haze, and Mei blinked. 
 
    “What’s it look like?” asked Hughes. 
 
    A figure, dressed in a full suit of thin, charcoal armor, stepped into the room, unfurling an automatic weapon the length of his arm, taking aim at the stage. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John didn’t know what to do. If only he had his rifle, he might be able to shoot this asshole terrorist where he stood. If only the Leadership had allowed him to keep it. No matter. He’d have to do this the old-fashioned way.  
 
    He jumped down the seats and started toward this new enemy. The rest of the Blacks followed far behind, trying to keep up. 
 
    Despite his speed, however, John couldn’t stop a bullet from hitting its target. Several members of the Leadership fell to the floor in a moment’s breath. By the time he reached the terrorist, hitting him with what must have felt like the full force of a bull, several of the Leadership were already dead.  
 
    John gripped the weapon, still in the man’s hands, and struck him in the neck, knocking him to the floor. As he did, the weapon flew free, sliding across the auditorium. Mickey swooped in to pick it up.  
 
    Taking the stranger by the throat, John pinned him down. “We good?” asked John. “Someone check the Leadership and see if they’re okay!”  
 
    A shot fired from somewhere in the back of the auditorium. John looked to see another armored individual, perched on an elevated platform, reloading the gun. Master Lao, who had already been shot, was struggling to get off the stage, blood all over him, when the assailant fired again, striking him in the chest. He collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    “Mickey!” shouted John. 
 
    Mickey took aim at the assassin and started firing his newly acquired weapon, but the terrorist was already moving, heading out the upper stairwell.  
 
    If John hurried, he could cut them off at the exit. They just had to get out of this auditorium and make it to the lobby. They could— 
 
    A bullet flew through the nearby exit, hitting Hughes in the chest. He yelped, diving to the floor, and rolling.  
 
    “Contact front!” cried Short. 
 
    Being the only one with a weapon, Mickey returned fire. On the other side of the doorway, a few enemy soldiers had taken cover, sending a barrage of firepower at the Blacks. 
 
    “Get out of their line of sight!” ordered John, gripping the enemy soldier’s neck. “You’re coming with me!”  
 
    But before John could move his new prisoner, a bullet blew struck the man’s head. His mask shattered and his face poured onto the stone-tiled floor. The man hung heavy in John’s hand. 
 
    He let the body go, stepping back, stunned. 
 
    At the same time, Mickey was shot in the stomach. He screamed, collapsing, with blood pooling out of him. He rolled to the side and continued to return fire. John shook his head, trying to snap himself out it. “Mickey, toss it!” He let out his hand. 
 
    Mickey threw the rifle to him.  
 
    With a slow, deep breath, John focused, aiming through the opening at the oncoming fighters. He could see two of them lodged behind a small desk, using it for cover.  
 
    Gripping the gun, he fired.  
 
    One. Two. Three. Squeeze. 
 
    The bullet blew through the piece of office furniture, and someone screamed on the other side.  
 
    One. Two. Three. Squeeze. 
 
    A body hit the floor. 
 
    He waited, aimed and ready, but there was no movement. He listened, concentrating, but heard nothing. Was that all of them? 
 
    Hughes lay near him, hand over his chest wound. “We good, boss?” he asked. 
 
    Track ran over to Mickey and opened his pack. He took out a clump of QuickHeal and placed it in the wound to stop the bleeding “He’s okay. H-He’s good. You’re good, Mick.” 
 
    Mickey squeezed his friend’s hand. “Easy, Track. I ain’t going nowhere. Bullet went clean through.” 
 
    Track nodded. “Right, right. Yeah.” 
 
    Short went to the edge of the doorway, peering through what remained of the smoke. “Looks clear.” 
 
    “We need to evac,” said John. 
 
    “Not sure that’s gonna happen,” said Short. “The Leadership’s down. I’m thinking it’ll be hard for us to get out of here.” 
 
    “You might be right. Mei, are any of them still alive?” John turned to look at the stage behind him. “Mei?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    He couldn’t see her anywhere. “Mei?” 
 
    “Where’d she go?” asked Short. 
 
    John ran to the edge of the stage. It was covered in blood. None of the fallen Masters were moving. He scanned the stadium seats across the auditorium, but didn’t see her. “Mei!” he shouted. “Say something if you hear me!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He felt a panic in his chest. His heart raced faster and faster, even more than it had in battle. Where was she? Why didn’t she answer? Could they have taken her? It wasn’t like her to run, not even under fire. What was going on? What was— 
 
    No, no, no. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t see. He couldn’t think. This wasn’t happening. It had to be a dream. None of this was real. It couldn’t be. 
 
    “Mei!” John screamed, his voice cracking as it boomed through the auditorium. “Mei, where are you!!!” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Garden Headquarters 
 
    March 25, 2351 
 
    Lena Sol sat behind the uplink console, sorting through files and images hidden deep within the archives of Everlasting’s network. She gathered some helpful information which was certain to please Jinel Din and Vivia June. Then she began her real work: searching for Johnathan Finn and the other humans. 
 
    Having procured several aliases during her last session, she now had access to the Rosenthal Satellite’s recordings and image database. She couldn’t directly control the satellite like she could if she were inside the Citadel, because that was a closed system. But the images and feeds were stored on the network itself in order to be further analyzed, which meant she could sneak a glance after the fact. 
 
    Lena sorted through by type, cataloguing and saving any unusual sightings or strange occurrences beyond the city’s walls. This included tribal conflicts, incoming and departing air traffic from Everlasting, and especially human activity near the portal site. Not surprisingly, the Rosenthal Satellite had been set to monitor the camp as often as possible, recording movement, layout, personnel changes, and so on. Many of the images and recordings had notes attached, detailing any changes taking place, such as the recent increase to personnel. Apparently, Doctor Curie’s team had tripled over the last few weeks—something the Leadership seemed to be concerned about. 
 
    An alert from the Citadel. Another batch of files from the Rosenthal Satellite.  
 
    Lena scanned through them, swiping her hand to sort the newly downloaded files. Over two hundred images from across the eastern side of the continent, most of which pertained to activity around the border. Nothing too unusual, except— 
 
    Except for the part where an unknown ship had sailed behind the ocean wall.  
 
    Lena examined the craft as it appeared. A foreign ship from Tharosa, judging by the elaborate designs. A trading vessel, perhaps? What could it be doing here? There were no villages within the outer walls, no reason to risk life and limb to sail to such a place. What could they be after? 
 
    The images tracked the path the vessel had taken as it made its way through Everlasting’s territory over the course of several days. The ship eventually settled near the shore, anchoring itself inside a crescent rock formation, where it had stayed until— 
 
    Well, Lena had no idea. The latest timestamp indicated the image was from this morning. She wouldn’t be able to see anything more until the Citadel released another batch of files to the network, which could take some time. 
 
    She decided to look a bit closer. Maybe there was something on the surface of the ship to indicate what exactly it was doing there. 
 
    The crew, which seemed to consist of a dozen or more individuals, shuffled around the deck through the various images, often moving to and from the cabin interior. Most looked typical of sailors, dressed to fit the sea and its weathered occupations.  
 
    All except for two, which Lena found somewhat out of place. The first was a broad chested man with long, braided hair. Next to him, a bald individual with blue tattoos. A woman. Yes, a priestess, in fact. Could it be— 
 
    Lena sorted through the pictures until she found one where the man’s face was more visible. There, she thought, pausing on the image. 
 
    She focused and zoomed in on the stranger’s face. It is, she thought at once. It’s him! 
 
    It was the same tribesman who’d been with Terry during his time in the little house near the wall, back when Lena had first found him. Ludo, Terry had called him. A monk and farmer. Somehow, this man had found his way through the border and into Everlasting territory. 
 
    Had he come looking for Terry? Had he come to seek revenge on the sentries? 
 
    I have to tell Terry about this, she thought. His friend. This entire crew of people. They’re in danger if the sentries spot them. 
 
    She started to get up, but stopped. She wouldn’t be able to show him the scans, since he didn’t have an implant, so she’d have to transfer the files to a display. The analysts had to have a few sitting around here somewhere.  
 
    Lena found one on a nearby console, already packed with files. She transferred its contents onto one of the local drives, then added the images and some video feed. There, she thought as it finished loading, and left quickly into the hall. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Leadership Report 226755.424 
 
    Recorded 03.25.884 
 
    Subtitled: Retribution 
 
    KAI: How severe was the attack? 
 
    GEL: Very. It would seem most of the Leadership has fallen. You and I are all that remain. Master Quin is missing, but it is believed he was either slain or taken hostage. 
 
    KAI: What of the Master at Arms? Tell me he at least survived. 
 
    GEL: Dead. Everyone is gone. 
 
    KAI: This is outrageous. Without Master Lao, we cannot hope to— 
 
    GEL: Rest easy, Master Kai. I have already transferred authority to my department. Law enforcement personnel are standing by.  
 
    KAI: Already? What do you mean? The line of succession is to fall to someone in the Master at Arms’ department. 
 
    GEL: In such chaotic times, we cannot entrust the full strength of the department to someone who is not a Master. I placed protocols in the system some time ago to self-activate in case of such an event. When the system detected the death of Master Lao, it transferred his authority to Master Trin. However, since both are now deceased, the line of succession has fallen to me. 
 
    KAI: You? Don’t be absurd. If such responsibilities are to be transferred, they should fall to me. My authority is second to none.  
 
    GEL: Which is why the system has granted you dominion over the remaining departments. Rest assured, I have only taken the Master at Arms’ department, along with my own. You have received the breadth of other responsibilities.  
 
    KAI: I see, so you would control both the Citadel and the armed forces. 
 
    GEL: While you manage all other operations pertaining to the city and its infrastructure.  
 
    KAI: Fine, but we should transfer responsibility back to the associated departments as quickly as possible, once new Masters have been assigned. 
 
    GEL: I agree, certainly. However, I believe I have sufficient evidence to retaliate against the enemy, should we see fit to do so. 
 
    KAI: You know their location? 
 
    GEL: One of several, but specifically their primary base of operations. I can have our forces there in— 
 
    KAI: Do it. Whatever it takes to stomp them out. They must pay for what they’ve done today. 
 
    GEL: By our combined will, Master Kai, I shall see it done.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Garden Headquarters 
 
    March 25, 2351 
 
    Jinel Din returned from the mission unharmed, along with only a few others. The rest had been completely wiped out. Terry watched as they arrived, shocked at how few returned.  
 
    She collapsed on the floor and removed her visor, still out of breath from the fight and subsequent escape.  
 
    “What the hell happened out there?” asked Terry, standing over her. 
 
    She smirked through heavy breaths. “Killed them,” she said, raising her gun to the others. “We killed them all!” 
 
    The soldiers cheered. 
 
    “Killed who?” he asked, afraid of what the answer might be. 
 
    “The Leadership. The Masters. One of my men shot them all down in a single burst. I saw it through his eyes.” 
 
    “His eyes?” 
 
    She tapped the place where the implant was, near the temple. “We all saw it through him. I’ve never felt so alive, Terry, or so justified.” 
 
    He said nothing. Part of him wanted to argue that it was murder, but he knew better. This was war, and everything was justified, according to those who waged it, no matter how horrible the atrocity. 
 
    “You’re wondering about civilians, aren’t you,” she said, though it wasn’t so much a question as an observation. 
 
    “And?” he asked. 
 
    She leaned against the wall, staring at the ceiling. “No casualties from us. A few soldiers, maybe, but I don’t know. As soon as my man fired his weapon, the defense system activated and all our coms went down. Most of the team engaged outside the building, but none of them made it back. I didn’t see what else happened, but since only six of us are here, I’m guessing the rest are dead.” 
 
    “You left with fifteen people,” said Terry. “I only count six survivors.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said, nodding. “Sacrifices, each of them. They will not be forgotten.” 
 
    “What happens now? You took the Masters out, but what about the military? What about the Guardians?” 
 
    “That comes next,” she said, reaching out her hand to him. 
 
    He grabbed it and helped her up.  
 
    “For now, we stay quiet and out of sight,” she said, patting his shoulder. “There are still a few members of the Leadership in service. Not everyone was there today. They’ll be looking for us, but we’ll already be gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “We can’t stay here. First thing tomorrow, we’re leaving and heading to another bunker near the outskirts of the city.” 
 
    “You think they’ll come for you? I thought you people were good at covering your tracks,” he said. 
 
    “We are, but we didn’t have enough time to prepare. It was sloppy, I admit, but the cost was worth it.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” he said, watching the surviving soldiers disperse into their living quarters. “If this doesn’t end soon, you people aren’t going to last.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    After checking his bedroom and a few other frequently visited spots around the bunker, Lena found Terry sitting alone in the dining area. He had some fruit on his plate, but wasn’t eating. The look on his face suggested he was lost in thought, a look she’d grown accustomed to. “I’ve found you,” she said, taking a seat across from him. “I’ve been searching everywhere.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said, smiling a little. 
 
    She thumbed the pad in her hand. Maybe if she showed him this, it would help clear his mind. “I have something for you.” 
 
    He sat up. “Oh?” 
 
    She activated the screen, which already had the picture of the man on the boat loaded and ready, and then placed it in front of him. 
 
    He stared curiously at the image for a second before he realized what it was. “What is…” He dropped his mouth. “This is Ludo! Where did you find this? What is he…why is he on a ship?” 
 
    “I was browsing through some of the satellite images when I found these. The system flagged them for security purposes.” 
 
    “Security?” he asked. 
 
    “This ship is inside Everlasting’s borders. Normally, the sentries would have been summoned to this location once analysts in the Citadel received the feed. However, this has not yet occurred.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It could be one of several reasons, but I suspect the recent storm shielded them. The satellite has some difficulty with recognizing anything during such an event. Now that the weather has cleared, however, operations have resumed.” 
 
    “Does that mean Everlasting will go after them?” 
 
    “It is difficult to say. After I left my post to find you, I heard from one of the soldiers that the attack on the Leadership had been a success. Such an event is unprecedented and could very well alter protocol. As it is, they could be found at any moment.” 
 
    “How far are they from the city?” 
 
    “I might be able to find the exact distance, should we require it. However, without a means of leaving the city, I’m afraid contacting them is highly improbable. The domeguard is impenetrable.” 
 
    Terry stared at the image on the display. “I have to get to them. He’s my friend, Lena. I can’t let anything happen to him.” 
 
    “I know, Terry, and I will help you do it,” she said. “I promise you, we will find a way.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry stared at the image of Ludo. He couldn’t believe his eyes.  
 
    Sitting there with Lena, he was overcome with both joy and fear. Joy, because it meant his friend was alive and well, or at least appeared to be; fear, because now his friend was in danger, probably because of Terry. That was the only reason Ludo could have come here.   
 
    Ysa was with him, Terry quickly noticed, and the ship had to be the Waveguard, Hux’s vessel. Each of his friends had banded together in the hope of finding him. This much he knew, almost instantly. 
 
    “Thank you,” he told Lena for the second time. 
 
    He’d have to talk to Jinel about this, see if she had a way to reach them. Maybe she knew a way to bring down the city’s shield long enough for him to slip through. There had to be a way. He just needed to get to them and— 
 
    He paused, hearing something in the distance. Tapping from beyond the outer walls.  
 
    He concentrated, listening, and— 
 
    A loud scream, followed by gunfire. terry got to his feet, opening his mouth to say something, to warn Lena about— 
 
    An explosion shook the walls and floor, shaking him where he stood.  Dust fell from the ceiling, and several cries erupted through the facility.  
 
    “What was that?” asked Lena, holding the table with both her hands to steady herself. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” he said.  
 
    Another boom that shook the foundation. They looked at one another. 
 
    “We should go to the tunnels,” said Lena, referring to the opposite exit.  
 
    More screams coming from the entrance. “I need to see if I can help. You go.” He ran to the side of the door. Several people were fleeing down the hall. 
 
    “Terry, we must leave together, you—” 
 
    “Get there and wait for me,” he said, cutting her off. “I promise I’ll be there soon.” 
 
    Lena started to say something, but he didn’t give her the chance. Instead, he dashed out of the room and bounded through the hall. He could hear the soldiers engaging up ahead, gunfire breaking loose.  
 
    A crowd gathered in the foyer near the outer door, their faces filled with confusion and fear. No one here knew what was going on, only that trouble had come knocking.  
 
    Inside the crowd of troops, Terry spotted Vivia June, struggling with a device in her hands as she ran in the opposite direction the crowd. “Hey!” he shouted, forcing his way through the surging mass of people. He grabbed her by the shoulder. 
 
     “Who?” she snapped, turning quickly to see him. “Terry?” 
 
    “How many of them are there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m getting out of here. This facility is about to be overrun. Follow me, plea—” 
 
    An explosion blew through the outer hall, blasting the doors open and sending everyone to the floor. The flak from the blast flew apart, hitting the other soldiers like bullets, and the room filled with enormous heat, consuming everything. 
 
    Terry felt time slow as the flash heat bit into his back, searing his flesh in the brief moment before he could focus his thoughts.  
 
    He wrapped his arms around Vivia June, burying her face in his chest as they fell together. The flameless heat melted clothes and nearby supplies, and the stink of charred flesh filled the room in seconds. 
 
    “Vivia?” muttered Terry, staring down at the motionless figure beneath him.  
 
    Her eyes were closed. 
 
    He felt terror as he placed his hand on her chest, then a swell of relief as he found her heartbeat. He turned to the source of the explosion. Several heavily armed men ran through the opening. “There!” yelled one of them. “Everyone inside!” 
 
     Terry looked at the unconscious woman in his arms. He could either save her or fight the invaders.  
 
    He lifted Vivia in his arms, getting to his feet. The choice was clear.  
 
    Two dozen bodies, charred and motionless, littered the room. Terry could sense a few of them still breathing, still clinging to life. Maybe if he was fast enough, he could come back for them.  
 
    But he knew, even as he thought it, that there would be no coming back. All of these people were going to die. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry arrived with Vivia at the tunnels, met by a crowd of survivors, including Lena and Jinel Din. It looked like half the population of the base, if not a little more. Maybe about a hundred altogether, which might have been good news if it didn’t also mean the other half was missing.  
 
    “You’re alive!” called Jinel, heading to him. “And you’ve brought Vivia. I feared the worst.” 
 
    He carefully placed the unconscious strategist on the tunnel floor. “I’m fine, which is more than I can say for her.” 
 
    Vivia moved, but didn’t wake. She’d been lucky to make it out of there, unlike the rest of those soldiers. 
 
    “I suggest waiting before we move,” said Lena, checking Vivia’s pulse. “This woman needs to rest.” 
 
    “Where can we go from here?” asked Terry. 
 
    “There’s another facility, remember?” asked Jinel. 
 
    Terry had little interest in heading to another hole in the ground. He had other priorities, like a ship full of friends that could use him. “I’ll help you get there,” he said. “But then I’m leaving.” 
 
    Jinel was wearing a breathing mask, and he couldn’t make out her reaction. “What do you mean, you’re leaving?” 
 
    “My friends are looking for me. I need to get to where they are before Everlasting decides to send a couple of Guardians after them.”  
 
    “I told you already. The other humans can’t be reached. They’re too far away.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not them. I’m talking about someone else.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Lena pulled out the device she’d been carrying with all the pictures on it and presented it to Jinel. The soldier looked it over. “Who is this?” she asked, staring at the screen. 
 
    “His name is Ludo and he saved my life,” said Terry. 
 
    “And he has access to a ship?” 
 
    “The Waveguard belongs to another friend. A captain from Tharosa named Hux.” 
 
    Jinel stared quietly at the screen. “Tharosa?” 
 
    He nodded. “If they don’t get out of there, the Guardians will—” 
 
    “Of course,” muttered Jinel. “I understand.” 
 
    Her reaction surprised him. “Can you help me get there?” 
 
    “I’ll do more than that. I’m going with you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Why would you—” 
 
    “If what you’ve said is true, I’d like to have a word with the man who owns that ship. If he truly is from Tharosa, like you say, then he might be able to help us.” 
 
    Terry recalled the meeting they’d had about Tharosa. About his sword and the special metal. She didn’t have to explain what she meant, because he already knew. “I can’t say what Hux will do to help you. He might not care about your war.” 
 
    “He’ll care,” she told him. “Because what happens to Everlasting affects the entire world.” 
 
    Lena raised her finger. “We need to go there now, if you plan to find them. The images on this device are from this morning. The crew could already be under attack. Moreover, they could have left the area by now.” 
 
    Jinel gave her agreement. She called analyst Hob from the crowd. The poor man’s hands were shaking as he approached. “As we’ve planned, escort everyone to the northern base. Follow the route that Vivia June and I outlined previously. Do you remember?” 
 
    “I do,” said Hob. 
 
    “I’ll return before long, but you must stay out of sight. Seal yourselves inside if you have to. Whatever it takes to stay alive. Above all, protect Garden.” 
 
    “We will,” said the man. 
 
    “How do we get to that beach?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The tunnels,” said Jinel, motioning to the place where they now stood. 
 
    “These lead all the way outside? What about the city’s shield?” 
 
    “The domeguard keeps things out, but it doesn’t do a very good job of keeping us inside. There are several exits.” 
 
    “I thought the Leadership closed all of those,” said Lena. 
 
    “Only on the surface,” explained Jinel. “It’s too difficult to update the lower sections. These tunnels, for example.” 
 
    “Lucky thing,” said Terry. “Now we can get outside. I can’t wait to leave this city.” 
 
    Jinel scoffed, then tossed a breathing device to Lena. “Speak for yourself. The rest of us don’t do so well outside.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1405 
 
    Recorded: March 25, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: It seems the worst has happened. After taking a call from Sergeant Finn, I have learned that Doctor Curie has gone missing.  
 
    No, I believe I should say kidnapped. That’s the word for what this is. Curie has been stolen from us. 
 
    How this could have happened is beyond my understanding. I’ve been trying to work through it in my head, one step at a time, but the entire ordeal defies belief. 
 
    Did Garden know we were working on a drug? How would they possibly have that kind of information? Did they have someone feeding it to them? If so, did they believe Curie could replicate the medication on her own? Without the base formula from Central, such a thing would be impossible, even for her, brilliant as she is. 
 
    Which means she will likely be killed. 
 
    No, I mustn’t think such thoughts. Not if I am to keep my mind about. I need to focus on solving what I can, on finding a solution to the task I was given. Doctor Curie asked me to continue our research on extending the drug’s life, so that is what I am going to do. 
 
    That, and nothing else. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    An Unknown Room 
 
    March 26, 2351 
 
    Mei opened her eyes to a blinding, white haze. She shut them immediately, wincing.  
 
    When she tried a second time, she found it easier, but couldn’t see much of anything. 
 
    No, that wasn’t right. She could see shapes, figures, objects. She just couldn’t make out the details. The lines were blurred and fuzzy, like she was viewing the world through a pool of water.  
 
    Her head throbbed with pain, so much so that it hurt to think. She tried to open her mouth to say something, maybe ask for help, but she couldn’t find the words. She groaned. 
 
    A voice echoed from somewhere in the room, but it sounded like gibberish. 
 
    A small prick in her neck.  
 
    No, she tried to say. Where am I? What’s going on? 
 
    But her lips barely moved and the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she fell away. Far from the room with the voice. Far from the blurred colors and the watered down world. Far, far away, deeper into the void. 
 
    She slept. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Tower of the Cartographer 
 
    March 26, 2351 
 
    John sat before Master Gel, not knowing what to do. Not knowing how to fix what had happened, how to get back what was taken.  
 
    “I’m certain you must be upset, Sergeant Finn,” said the Master Analyst. “But I assure you we are still trying to piece together what happened in that building.” 
 
    “You have to know something,” said John. 
 
    “Sergeant Finn, you must understand. The city is in disarray. I am doing everything I can to help you, but I find myself overwhelmed. With the loss of the other Masters, the task of managing Everlasting has fallen to a select few. Namely, myself and Master Kai.” 
 
    “Just point me in the right direction. I can take it from there,” said John. He didn’t give a damn about the chaos in the city or the workload Gel might have on his desk. All that mattered was finding Mei. Nothing else came close. 
 
    “That’s the problem, Sergeant. I don’t know where to send you. We’ve searched the location where the enemy fled but found no sign of Doctor Curie. Most have escaped into the tunnels beneath the city, likely to some undisclosed location. I have most of the military out looking for them, but I don’t know anything yet.” 
 
    “Then send me to someone who does!” barked John. 
 
    Gel didn’t flinch. “There is no such person, Sergeant Finn.” 
 
    “There’s always someone else,” said John, getting to his feet. He started for the door. 
 
    “I receive intelligence reports every day. Should I find something of value, you’ll be the first to know. I understand you must feel overwhelmed, even helpless, but understand the situation. The enemy is scattered and broken. They are desperate. Should you act on your own, they may retaliate against Doctor Curie. Is that what you want?” 
 
    He held the door open, squeezing the handle so hard his knuckles went pale from the strain. His anger nearly consumed him. He’d give anything to fix the situation. If only he could go back in time, he’d tell Mei to stay at the camp and wait for him. Anything but this. “I just want to get her back,” he finally said. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal, Sergeant,” said Gel.  
 
    “A deal?” John asked. 
 
    “Close the door first, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    He did as the head analyst asked.  
 
    “What I am about to tell you is highly sensitive, so please use your discretion. Should it leak, Doctor Curie’s life could be in danger. Do you understand?” 
 
    John nodded. What was this guy talking about? 
 
    “I have a contact working for me who has recently infiltrated Garden. Someone who has begun funneling information to me.” 
 
    “You’ve got a spy?” asked John. 
 
    Gel nodded. “She has been assisting us with locating Garden for several weeks now.” 
 
    “If that’s true, why didn’t you stop the attack?” asked John. 
 
    “The information did not arrive in time. It seems the attack on the Leadership was hastily planned, which is clear, given the obvious lack of precautions they’ve taken. Nonetheless, my contact managed to leak the coordinates of the facility shortly afterwards, which allowed us to respond to precisely.” 
 
    “Where is this person now? Are they still sending reports?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Our attack on the enemy stronghold has disrupted the flow of information for the time being. I suspect my informant, much like the rest of the survivors, has fled to another location. I expect to hear from her as soon as she has the capability, however, so I remain optimistic.” 
 
    John didn’t know what to say. A mole inside Garden? If that was true, then they might know something about Mei’s condition, even her location. The smart thing to do would be to wait for a message. Information he could use to make an informed decision. That’s what Mei would do.  
 
    “You must see the benefit of this,” continued Gel. “If Doctor Curie truly is being held captive—” 
 
    “I get it,” interrupted John.  
 
    Gel nodded. “Very well, then I trust you will be patient and speak of this to no one. We must handle this delicately if we are to secure a victory and rescue Doctor Curie.” 
 
    “Fine, okay. Whatever it takes to get her back, but I’m not leaving the city.” 
 
    “You are welcome to stay in Everlasting as long as you wish, Sergeant Finn,” said Gel. “I’ll inform you the moment I learn something. However, I do hope you’ll have the medical specimen delivered to your research team. I had intended to meet with Doctor Curie to deliver it myself, but—” 
 
    “Where is it?” John asked. 
 
    “Waiting in one of the laboratories. I can have it brought to you as soon as you’re ready for it.” 
 
    “One of my guys can take it back,” said John. He had no intention of going anywhere. 
 
    Gel smiled, politely. “As you wish.” 
 
    John left the office and headed to his room. He didn’t do well with sitting around. Better to be out there and on the hunt, not stuck in a bedroom with nothing but his nerves to keep him company. If only he had another alternative, another way to take action. 
 
    But instead he had to wait for answers from someone else.  
 
    I’m as useless as a child, he thought. A soldier with no one to fight.  
 
    ****** 
 
    An Unknown Room 
 
    March 26, 2351 
 
    Mei woke up, her head spinning and her skin tingling. “Ugh,” she managed to groan, licking her chapped lips. 
 
    It took a few minutes for her eyes to adjust to the light, but once they did, she found herself sitting up in a chair. A strap stretched across her forehead, locking it in. 
 
    Both of her hands were tied to the chair. She couldn’t move. Where was she? What was going on? 
 
    She could see a cart with some syringes and cloth. Countertops, covered in medical supplies. Was she in a Garden lab? 
 
    The scene in the auditorium suddenly flashed in her mind. An intruder in armor slaughtered the entire Leadership on that stage, all while Mei looked on in disbelief. 
 
    John had stopped the invader, but not soon enough. The victims had already been claimed, lying in pools of their own blood. Mei had gone to them in an effort to help, but it was no use. The life drained out of them in seconds.  
 
    That was when she felt the hand around her mouth, followed by the piece of metal against her neck. An injection to make her sleep, no doubt.  
 
    No memory after that. Only the light of this room. 
 
    How long had she slept? How far had they taken her? 
 
    She tugged on the straps around her wrists, but they were tight and snug. The same was true of all the rest. She wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    Mei heard a man’s voice coming from somewhere close. 
 
    “…human…yes…good blood…” She managed to pick a few of the alien words out, having studied the language for a few weeks. It wasn’t enough to get everything, but it helped. If only she’d learned more when she had the chance. 
 
    The only door in the room opened and a man entered. She didn’t recognize him, but that was no surprise. Mei had never officially met anyone from Garden before. 
 
    He glanced at her as she sat there.  “You…awake…” 
 
    She said nothing. Better not to let him know she understood anything. Better to play ignorant. 
 
    The doctor went to the nearby countertop and grabbed a small device. He thumbed the side of it, turning a switch, and placed it on the tray nearby. “Can you understand me now?”  
 
    Oh, good, she thought. They have a translator. “Yes.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said. His lips didn’t match the word, which made for an odd visual, like watching a video that isn’t synced with the audio. “Can you tell me your name?” 
 
    “What is this?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to assess your current condition,” said the doctor. 
 
    She fidgeted beneath the straps. “Why am I tied to a chair?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that it is for everyone’s safety, including yours. You are to remain where you are for the time being.” 
 
    “I won’t! Now let me out of here! As soon as my people figure out where I am, they’ll come for me.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” remarked the doctor, reaching for a small device. A ring of sorts. He touched her temple with it. “Remain still or this will hurt.” 
 
    She felt a quick shock throughout her body, and suddenly her arms and legs went numb. 
 
    A second later, the feeling returned to her limbs, but now she was terrified.  
 
    “Fascinating,” muttered the scientist. 
 
    “Get me out of this thing!” yelled Mei. 
 
    He ignored her, pressing the device to her temple a second time. Like before, her muscles went numb immediately, only to thaw a few seconds later.  
 
    She struggled beneath the straps. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “To test your nervous system. Isn’t it obvious?” he asked. 
 
    She squeezed the arms of the chair until her fingers hurt. “Let me out of here!” 
 
    “I suggest you remain calm,” said the man. He retrieved another device. A needle this time. “This is going to put you to sleep.” 
 
    “No, don’t!” 
 
    But before she could say another word, she felt the metal pierce her skin. 
 
    The doctor stepped back, lording over her and watching. “You must be quiet now and rest,” he said, smiling calmly. “My name is Fentin, so please remember.” 
 
    “Fentin,” she muttered, her voice fading. “…hate you…”  
 
    The edges of her eyes darkened, fading quickly, like entering a tunnel.  
 
    She lost her will to struggle, forgot her problems, let go of all the fear. Her will to fight evaporated, and with it, the world.  
 
    She faded, drifting into darkness as quickly as she had awoken, lost to a dreamless sleep. 
 
    Helpless. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Tunnels Beneath Everlasting 
 
    March 26, 2351 
 
    Terry, Jinel, and Lena hurried as they made their way through the tunnels beneath Everlasting. According to Jinel, the Leadership’s forces rarely came through these sections, which was why Garden had established a base nearby. The only real problem was the terrain. It was cramped, requiring them to crawl through increasingly narrow passages and channels to get from one section to another. It wasn’t difficult, but the hindrance slowed them down significantly. On the surface, it only took half a day to walk the length of the city, but down here the same distance could take days. 
 
    Terry moved as fast as he could, assisting the others when the situation called for it. For the most part, Jinel knew the path and had no need of him, but Lena wasn’t used to traveling like this. Still, she didn’t complain, not even once. All things considered, she’d been exceptionally brave. 
 
    By the end of the day, they found the final tunnel, which Jinel said would lead them to the exit. “There’s a gate down here that we have to open. They used to have it locked, but we broke it months ago and replaced it with one of our own.” She revealed a device she’d had in her pocket. “This is the new key.” 
 
    “Why lock it at all?” asked Terry. 
 
    “It’s safer than the alternative. Imagine if a wild animal found its way inside. The domeguard doesn’t reach this section of the tunnels, so the gates are all we have.” 
 
    “I’d be more concerned with the people,” he said. 
 
    “The natives?” asked Lena. 
 
    “Most of them think Everlasting is a holy city. They worship it. There’s a whole religion based around this place. If you gave them the chance, some would probably try to come inside.” 
 
    “More reason to keep it locked,” said Jinel. 
 
    They found the end of the tunnel and, subsequently, the gate. To Terry’s surprise, it was actually invisible. No, not exactly. He could see there was something there, but barely. 
 
    “It’s hard light,” explained Lena.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Manipulated photons made to create a solid object. They’re largely used in construction as temporary support for larger buildings. I’m actually surprised this one is still in operation.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “It isn’t very energy efficient. Not for long term use. The city has had to transition to more traditional material in the last century.” 
 
    Jinel shrugged. “No one comes down here anymore to fix or replace anything. They’re too busy worrying about other things.” 
 
    “You mean like Garden?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Population control. City expansion. The two dozen scientific research outposts they’ve set up all over the planet. They’ve been busy.” 
 
    “She’s correct,” remarked Lena. “Though, there’s more to it.” 
 
    “There always is,” said Jinel. She took the key and showed it to them, ready to activate it. She pointed to her mask. “The air outside is toxic, so make sure your filter is secure.”  
 
    “Of course,” said Lena.  
 
    “The filtration system in the tunnels will automatically clean the atmosphere as it enters, but there’s no such safety out there. We’ll have nothing but our masks to keep us alive. Are you sure you can handle what lies ahead, Lena Sol?” 
 
    “I’ve been in the field before. I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “Good,” said Jinel Din. She tabbed the device in her hand, causing the light to dissipate. “Out into the wild we go.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1427 
 
    Recorded: March 26, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: I have received word from Sergeant Finn that the genetic material is still being sent from Everlasting. I suppose this is good news, considering recent events, but my thoughts continue to linger on the fate of my mentor. On Doctor Curie.  
 
    Garden has made no demands, which leaves me to believe that they intend to use her, as I suspected. Finn assures me that he is working tirelessly to find her and bring her home, but his words have brought me little comfort.  
 
    Nonetheless, I will do everything I can to adequately test the sample. Doctor Curie risked her life for it, so I owe it to her to see this through. The blood may very well contain the solution to the gas, which could result in it saving tens of thousands of lives, now and in the future. 
 
    Doctor Curie once told me that humanity would fill the world someday, that together we could change the future. I believed those words, and I believed in her. I still do. 
 
    That will never change. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Woods Outside Everlasting 
 
    March 26, 2351 
 
    The area beyond the gate was covered in dirt and water, but still immersed in the familiar Everlastian stone and metal architecture. Cracks ran through the foundation, allowing the occasional blade of grass to rise from the earth. The further they walked, the more abundant the fauna became. After a few dozen meters, the landscape had transitioned from one of brown and gray to cerulean blue. The walkways teemed with roots and vines, bushes and flowers, the makings of the natural world. Before Terry knew it, they’d stumbled into an actual forest, surrounded by trees as tall as buildings, overshadowing them so they couldn’t see the sky. They had found their way out of the city’s underbelly at last, climbed back up into the world and all its dangers.  
 
    “Finally,” said Jinel, staring at the thickened wood before her. 
 
    “Where to next?” asked Terry, looking to Lena for direction.  
 
    She retrieved her device, calling up a digital map. “We head east.” She motioned to their right. “This way.” 
 
    “Let’s hurry,” he said, and together they began to move. 
 
    The walls of Everlasting rose high, even taller than the trees of this forest, giving Terry a general idea of his direction. He could also smell salt in the air, far as they were from the sea. If he had to, he could probably find his way to the beach with only his senses to guide him. 
 
    Still, the map was more accurate, allowing them to make a straight run for the exact position of Hux’s boat, the Waveguard. If they kept the pace, the trek might take them a few hours, but there was no telling what fate might befall the crew in the meantime. After all, they had ventured into what was arguably the most dangerous place in all of Kant. Here there were monsters, and they would not take kindly to intruders. 
 
    There was no time to waste. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ludo stood atop the sand of Everlasting’s shore. The holy city of the gods lay before him, tucked between the distant forest trees and the violet horizon. It glimmered with the light of the two suns, glowing like an inviting beacon, a pilgrim’s destination. Ludo had long dreamed of the sight before him, of standing so close to the City on the Hill. Would he soon be struck down by the gods for defying their will? Would they punish him for his transgressions? He was a mortal man among the divine, and he sensed his sin the moment he pressed his foot into the dirt. 
 
    But Terry had been taken from him, his chakka-kin, his family, and he could not let this pass. Whether god or Guardian or priest or common man, Ludo would fight them all to see his friend returned.  
 
    Hux had secured the Waveguard some distance from the shore, but insisted they wait overnight before heading to the beach. Should any Guardians be in the vicinity, it would be easier to make their escape if everyone was still aboard the ship. As it happened, however, no enemies had come, much to everyone’s relief. The following morning, Hux gave permission to Ludo and his wife to take one of the ship’s dinghies and make landfall. They were to scout ahead and return with a better understanding of the layout of the land. Given their combat experience and familiarity with the Guardians, it only made sense. 
 
    Ludo pulled the tiny rowboat near the edge of the trees, then waved at the crew.  
 
    Ysa closed her eyes to listen to the sounds of the forest, which would give them a better sense of danger. “I sense nothing to hinder us,” she said, once she was done. Ludo certainly had a talent for meditation, but no one was as proficient as his wife. She remained the greatest of all the priestesses, a stronger warrior than he could ever dream to be. Her chakka ran deep and her soul’s wings stretched wide. “Wait,” she said, grasping his wrist. “Something comes towards us from the west.” 
 
    Ludo gripped the hilt of Terry’s sword as it sat on his hip, sheathed in a leather scabbard. Should they run into any enemies, he would not hesitate to strike. This blade could cut straight through the skin of a Guardian. All it needed was a strong arm and a sharp eye behind it. Terry had wielded the weapon to its full potential, proving its true worth. Ludo had no such strength, not like his chakka-kin, but he would use the blade as best he could to see this mission through. He would make his friend proud. “How far?” he asked his wife. 
 
    “A long walk,” she said, listening. “I sense there are three of them.” 
 
    “Whatever comes, we will be ready.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know it.” 
 
    They stepped through the tree line and into the forest’s shade.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry and the others continued to the east in their efforts to reach the coast. Lena had some trouble with the terrain, so he slowed to help her keep pace. 
 
    “I’ll take the lead,” announced Jinel, and she ran further ahead, her weapon at the ready. 
 
    “Sorry to be a hindrance,” said Lena. Her voice sounded slightly muffled behind the breathing mask.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Terry assured her. “We’ll get there soon.” 
 
    It was clear Lena wasn’t used to exerting herself this way, especially while wearing so much equipment. “Is it harder with the mask?” 
 
    “A bit,” she answered, though he could tell her breaths had grown more shallow. The filter on it seemed to limit how much air she could take in.  
 
    The thickness of the woods made it hard to tell what lay ahead, even with Terry’s enhanced eyes, which were only as good as the available line-of-sight. Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t even see Jinel Din through all the foliage and trees. Had she gone so far ahead already? “Hold on a second,” he told Lena. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips, clearly struggling. 
 
    “I just need a minute,” he said, then closed his eyes to listen. Far ahead, he heard Jinel’s breathing, her footsteps rustling the leaves, touching the bark of a tree and squeezing the butt of her rifle. She wasn’t far away. 
 
    Good, he could reach her quickly if he had to. No need to worry too— 
 
    He paused. There was something else beyond her, another sign of life. An animal, maybe. Two of them, moving in Jinel’s direction. They were— 
 
    People. Could it be the Waveguard’s crew? Was it someone else? In either case, they wouldn’t know Jinel was a friend. She might overreact and fire at them. Things could go wrong very fast. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Lena, who must have seen his expression. 
 
    He listened, hesitating, and then he heard a voice. A whisper from far away. “Someone comes,” it said. “Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Terry opened his eyes. “Wait here!” 
 
    “Why?” asked Lena. 
 
    But he didn’t wait to answer, and instead burst into a dash through the woods, avoiding fallen trees and leaping over roots. In a matter of seconds, he was already nearing his target. 
 
    Jinel didn’t have the luxury of advanced sight, so she wouldn’t have the long-range advantage that Terry did. He could get there and stop her from using the gun if he hurried.  
 
    The soldier came into view soon, her rifle extended as she stood there, aiming into the forest. She stood in a clearing—a vale within the thick of the woods. 
 
    “Hold it!” shouted Terry, arriving from her back. 
 
    “I have something up ahead,” she said. 
 
    “Those might be my friends,” he answered, sliding to a stop. “Lower your gun!” 
 
    She raised her head from the scope. “It isn’t them,” she explained. 
 
    “Of course it is. I can hear them.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There’s something else. I’m picking up a vessel. No, wait…” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
     “It’s coming from the sky to the north. I’m tracking now.” 
 
    That was when he heard it. Engines like a soft roar, gentle and powerful at the same time, growing louder every second. It was faint, but coming fast, heading in this direction. “What the hell is it?” 
 
    “It looks like a ship,” she answered. 
 
    At that moment, Ludo and Ysa appeared from beyond the distant trees. Terry’s eyes met theirs, and he could see the shock in their faces.   
 
    But before anyone could say a word, a loud hum filled the area, and the ground began to shake. Terry watched beyond the trees as a craft appeared in the distance, heading straight towards them. “Run!” he shouted, pointing to the forest, and the others quickly followed. 
 
    Hundreds of leaves scattered into a flurry. The earth rumbled, and Terry felt the ship’s vibrations throughout his body.  
 
    The vessel flew across the sky, booming overhead and away from them. It soared towards the south, passing the forest and the nearby sea, ignoring them. 
 
    Terry let out a short sigh as he watched. “That thing was in a hurry.” 
 
    A hand touched Terry’s shoulder, a reminder of who was there. He turned to see a wide and happy grin. “Terry, I cannot believe it!” exclaimed Ludo. 
 
    “I take it this is your friend?” asked Jinel. 
 
    Ysa smiled.  
 
    Terry embraced them both. “Ludo! Ysa!” 
 
    “We came to find you,” said the farmer. 
 
    “A foolish thing to do,” remarked Jinel. 
 
    “Brave is the word I would use,” said Terry. “Did you have to fight anything?” 
 
    “We saw a Guardian in the water during a storm, but nothing happened. It moved on and ignored the ship,” said Ludo. 
 
    “That’s lucky,” said Jinel. “You arrived at just the right time. The satellite system couldn’t detect you during the thunderstorm.” 
 
    “Satellite?” asked Ludo, unfamiliar with the word. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” said Terry. He looked across the vale toward Everlasting. Lena was there, walking slowly between the trees, minding her footing. “I’ve got another friend to introduce you to. She’s just over there.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you,” said Lena to the man and woman from beyond the wall. She’d never actually met any of the wild people, but knew their languages and customs about as well as any analyst. Until recently, field work had remained outside of her occupational experience. She’d been content to watch these people from the safety of her terminal, using the Rosenthal Satellite as her personal set of eyes, never getting too close, always watching from afar.  
 
    But here she stood here before them, close enough to see their eyes and touch their hands. These distant creatures from beyond the wall had always felt so different, so separate, but now… 
 
    Now, they were real. More than images bouncing from one corner of the world to the other.  
 
    The large one, Ludo, gave her with a wide grin. He was broad-chested and intimidating, so unlike any of the other men in her city. His skin was rough, not smooth and clean. Is this how all the natives looked? 
 
    No, the woman beside him was even more distinct. She looked pristine, almost delicate. Her bald head indicated she was a priestess, blue tattoos on her head and neck. Such things had always felt so archaic and uncivilized, but here, up close, she found them enchanting, like a piece of art in human form. The woman’s dark skin glistened in the light. How could someone from the wilds look so beautiful? 
 
    “It is good to meet you,” said Ludo, offering his hand to her. 
 
    She took it, then returned his pleasant smile. “Believe me, the pleasure is mine. Terry speaks highly of you.” 
 
    The farmer’s face grew warm with kindness, relaxing her. For a man so large and intimidating, she could sense his gentleness. His great affection. 
 
    “Where’s your ship?” asked Terry. 
 
    Ludo pointed behind him. “The shore is close. Hux is waiting there for our return.” 
 
    “Then let’s not keep him,” muttered Jinel Din, who had been standing silently beside them. She began walking deeper into the woods. “I have something urgent I’d like to discuss with your captain.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Standing on the deck of the Waveguard, Terry felt Hux’s heavy arms embrace him, squeezing his chest so tight he couldn’t breathe. “Terry, my good friend!” exclaimed the wavemaster. 
 
    “Good to see you, too, Hux.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure we’d find you, Little Traveler. What a gamble it was!” 
 
    “I can’t believe you came here,” said Terry. 
 
    “The seas were fierce, but I’ve never met a storm I couldn’t weather,” Hux said. 
 
    “We witnessed a Guardian in the water. You would not have believed it,” said Ludo. 
 
    Hux’s eyes lit up. “Truly, a mighty beast! It was twice the size of the Waveguard. A monster like nothing you’ve ever seen!” 
 
    “You’ve come a long way just for me. I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “Please, no need for that,” said Hux, smacking him on the back. “Now, tell me please, who are these friends you’ve brought?” 
 
    “Jinel Din and Lena Sol,” said Terry. 
 
    Hux nodded at the two women. “Are they from these lands?” 
 
    “We’re both from Everlasting,” said Jinel. 
 
    Ludo’s mouth dropped.  
 
    “Is it so?” asked Hux. 
 
    “It’s true,” said Terry. 
 
    “The city is in turmoil. The Leadership’s forces have—” 
 
    “You mean to say you come from the Holy City?” asked Ludo, nearly fumbling over his words. 
 
    “It isn’t holy,” said Lena. “We’re people, just like you.” 
 
    Ludo looked at each of them, totally confused. “How can this be? What about the gods? They fly higher than all others, higher than any of us. What of the Guardians? The Priesthood and the Order?” 
 
    “I don’t know where those things came from, but none of that is Everlasting,” said Jinel. 
 
    Ysa stood with a quiet look of disbelief on her, and for the first time, Terry realized what was truly happening.  
 
    Each had lived their lives under the belief that the gods were real, that Everlasting watched over the whole world and kept them safe. Most of all, however, they had thought their rebellion from the temple a sinful act, a defilement of their beliefs. They’d chosen love instead of faith, burying their guilt beneath all else, forced to live with it.  
 
    Here was the truth of the matter, proving all their worries to be for nothing. 
 
    If they didn’t understand it yet, they soon would. 
 
    “Captain Hux,” said Jinel Din, staring up at the wavemaster. “I would like to ask a favor of you, if I might.” 
 
    “A favor? What would someone from Everlasting need from a man like me?” 
 
    “Terry tells me you’re from Tharosa…that you’ve traveled most of the world in this ship.” 
 
    He nodded. “I have seen almost every land there is.” 
 
    “How long would it take you to sail to Tharosa from here? How great is the distance?” 
 
    “Five days, I think, depending on the winds.” 
 
    “What is this Tharosa like? Is it true they live in the mountains, mining metals and jewels?” 
 
    He nodded. “The capital city is built into the rocks. Much of our wealth comes from the mines, but also the trade it creates along the coasts.” 
 
    “And the metal in that sword,” she said, pointing to the weapon on Ludo’s hip. The same one Terry had wielded against the titan Guardian along the wall. 
 
    “Also from the mines,” he answered. “Though, it is far rarer than any other.” 
 
    “That’s good, because I would like you to take me there.”  
 
    “You wish to go to Tharosa? For what purpose?” asked Hux. 
 
    “To save Everlasting and the people who live there,” she answered. “To end the war of oppression that threatens to kill us all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Leadership Report 226905.117 
 
    Recorded 03.27.884 
 
    Subtitled: Update 107 
 
    GEL: What do you know about the vessel departing from the western shore? 
 
    JUNE: Very little, I’m afraid. 
 
    GEL: The satellite detected two of our citizens on board the ship. One of them appears to be dressed like a Garden soldier. 
 
    JUNE: I suspect they are Jinel Din and Lena Sol, but I’m not entirely certain. 
 
    GEL: Analyst Sol, you say? What gives you that impression? 
 
    JUNE: The two of them escaped with the rest of us during the attack, but while we fled to a neighboring Garden base, they went elsewhere. 
 
    GEL: For what purpose? 
 
    JUNE: I’m afraid I don’t know, exactly. However, I believe they intended to deliver Terry to his allies from beyond the wall. I suspect the ship you speak of is theirs. 
 
    GEL: Why not simply take the boy to his associates and return? Why would Jinel Din and Analyst Sol join them and risk exposure to the gas? 
 
    JUNE: What is their current heading? The northern continent? 
 
    GEL: An accurate guess, Vivia. They seem to be going to the mining country. 
 
    JUNE: There was talk of going after some orinchalium to bolster Garden’s arsenal. Terry offered information about the origins of his sword. I would imagine they intend to find more. 
 
    GEL: Interesting. 
 
    JUNE: Will you pursue them, sir? 
 
    GEL: Only after they’ve attained the orinchalium. We could use that to repair the damaged sentries.  
 
    JUNE: An excellent idea, sir. 
 
    GEL: Keep me informed. Remember, Vivia June…all is for the good of Everlasting. Do you understand? 
 
    JUNE: Yes, sir. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    An Unknown Room 
 
    March 27, 2351 
 
    “Another one. You won’t feel it,” said Fentin as he once again injected something into Mei’s neck.  
 
    She wanted to ask him what he was doing, but her entire body was numb and she couldn’t move. She couldn’t even close her mouth to keep from drooling. 
 
    “There we are,” said Fentin.  
 
    The blood in her veins, saliva, skin cells, bone marrow, hair follicles. They took little pieces of her every hour of every day, and she could only watch. 
 
    Let me out, she wanted to cry. Let me go! 
 
    But the words were stuck in her throat, replaced with soft groans. The medication kept the sounds from forming, turned her into a ragdoll. A toy girl for them to poke and prod and tease. She was nothing but an object now. 
 
    Her vision fogged and she blinked, although she couldn’t feel it—not even as the tears trickled down her cheeks. 
 
    Fentin took a cloth and wiped her mouth. “Time to put you away,” he said in his native language.  
 
    Mei had paid attention during her time in this place, listening and watching, observing the men who came and went. She still didn’t know half their language, but she was getting better at it. 
 
    Though her body was lost, her mind was not. She could still absorb information. She could watch and learn. No matter what other freedom they took, she still had her mind. 
 
    Until they put her back to sleep. 
 
    The door opened and a voice called for the doctor to come outside.  
 
    “Right now? Very well,” he said, placing the medical tool on the table.  
 
    Mei watched him head into the hall. The door closed behind him, and she was alone. She could hear a long, low voice like gravel, punctuated briefly by a higher one in response. Was this an argument? New orders? I need to focus, she thought, but had little experience honing her abilities. Not like John, who had trained for years to be the best he possibly could. If only she’d spent more time on it, maybe she wouldn’t be in this position now. 
 
    No, she couldn’t think like that. Mei could do this if she wanted…if she focused and called on her Variant strength. Just do it like John showed you, she told herself. Focus and listen. 
 
    She struggled to close her eyes, but slowly managed it. The drugs made it difficult to do much of anything, but at least she had some control. She concentrated on the two voices on the other side of the wall. Two males, one deep and rigid, the other light nervous. The voices grew a bit louder and more pronounced. Better, she thought, but not quite enough. 
 
    She reached with her mind, tried to pull at the sounds. Tried to— 
 
    “…report is looking positive…” 
 
    The words faded in and out, but she was nearly there. Just a bit more. 
 
    “The new tests are done. We’re ready for another sample,” said one of the voices. 
 
    “I’ll extract one from her,” said the doctor from before. The one who had left the room moments ago. 
 
    “Be careful with her. We can’t afford to find a replacement specimen.” 
 
    “She is small, but her body is…” He said a few words she didn’t recognize. She still had room to develop her vocabulary, it seemed.  
 
    “I trust your judgement. Take as much as you think she can handle, but if she dies, you will be…” 
 
    “Very well. Please inform Master Gel that the operation is going smoothly.” 
 
    Mei’s eyes cracked open. Did he just say Gel? Was she hearing this right? No, there was no way that was possible. She must have mistranslated. It wasn’t possible, not after everything she’d done for— 
 
    The door opened and the scientist entered the lab. He had a worried expression on his face.  
 
    Despite knowing she couldn’t, Mei tried to move again, tried to do anything. Instead, she only sat there with her mouth open, her entire body numb and useless. She was desperate to understand what she had just heard. Why would Gel have her abducted? Didn’t he understand she was trying to help him find a cure for the gas? Was he trying to keep the people from having the cure? Nothing about this made any sense. 
 
    The doctor came and sat beside her, picking up a needle and a piece of wet cloth. He dabbed Mei’s arm, pausing to smile at her. “Here we go once more,” he said, sticking the needle inside and drawing blood. “We have a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Waveguard 
 
    March 27, 2351 
 
    Terry was glad to be on the sea again after spending so long underground. He found Garden’s base to be dimly lit and claustrophobic, especially after spending years in the open country of this beautiful world. The facility had been void of life and color, almost leeching the joy he’d once felt while under the blue leaves of the forests. He hadn’t realized how powerful his nostalgia was until the moment he left the tunnels and entered the woods near Everlasting. Now, sitting here with his feet dangling off the side of the boat, he couldn’t imagine a life without it.  
 
    That wasn’t to say he didn’t appreciate Jinel Din’s help and subsequent protection. He might have died in the lab where she found him, never to breathe the free air for the rest of his days. Thankfully, this had not been the case. With any luck, it never would be. 
 
    The sea stretched into the bent horizon, the two suns high above. Their heat hugged his neck and arms, warming him in a way he hadn’t felt in weeks. Taking a deep breath of the saltwater air, he exhaled with satisfaction, and smiled. It was good to be back. 
 
    The Waveguard would spend a few days at sea while it made its way to Tharosa on the northern continent. Hux had said the acquisition of orinchalium would not be a simple matter, but he assured him it would nonetheless be possible. The wavemaster had many contacts among the more established traders in the region as well as a handful who were, as he called them, of a less savory kind. One way or the other, Garden would have its precious metal. 
 
    “Enjoying your thoughts?” asked Lena. Her words pulled him back, and he turned to look at her.  
 
    “Just thinking about everything we have to do,” he said. 
 
    From what little he could see of her face behind the mask, she seemed to be smiling, though he couldn’t say for certain. “May I join you?” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered. 
 
    She sat beside him, letting her feet hanging over the side of the boat just like him. For some reason, it surprised him to see her this way. Despite the mask and the equipment, she looked relaxed, like she was enjoying herself. This was a stark contrast to her usual demeanor. Less rigid and more open. 
 
    “How do you like it outside the city?” he asked. 
 
    “This isn’t the first time I’ve left Everlasting. I used to visit Dr. Curie and Sergeant Finn when I was a liaison to the Leadership. Come to think of it, that wasn’t too long ago.” 
 
    “Were you scared when you first did it?” he asked. 
 
    “Terrified,” she muttered. “Protocol required us to wear full body environmental suits to minimize any potential exposure, yet I was far more afraid than I am now.” 
 
    He looked at her hands, which remained uncovered. In fact, aside from her normal clothes and the mask she wore on her face, Lena had nothing to shield her from Variant. “Is it safe for you to be out here?” 
 
    “The air doesn’t bother me unless I breathe it,” she explained. “In all honesty, the suits were unnecessary. We wore them as a precaution, not as a necessity.” 
 
    “What about the mask?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Extremely necessary, I’m afraid. This filters the Variant from the air and allows me to breathe. I’d be lost without it.” 
 
    “Then, how do you eat?” 
 
    “Very carefully,” she said, and he thought he caught another smile. “As long as I’m quick about it, I can remove the mask to eat and drink, but it is not a pleasant process.” 
 
    He sighed. “No wonder you never leave that place.” 
 
    She dipped her head, looking into the rushing waves along the base of the ship. “It isn’t so bad. Things could always be worse.” 
 
    “Terry!” shouted Ludo. “Come and see this!” 
 
    Lena and Terry both turned to the starboard side of the ship to see Ludo holding a large fishing pole. Hux let out a heavy laugh, smacking his chest. “The farmer has become a fisherman!” 
 
    “I’ve caught one!” said Ludo.  
 
    Terry got to his feet and went to his friend’s side. Lena followed, too. They peered over the side to see the splashing fish as it struggled against the line.  
 
    Ludo gripped the wooden pole with both hands, pulling it back and away from the water. “I have it!” 
 
    “Hoist it free,” said Hux. “Put your back into it!” 
 
    Ludo lifted the struggling fish out of the waves and into the air. It was massive in size—roughly as large as his arm. With hardly any effort, Ludo managed to pull the beast onto the deck, flopping it in a pool of seawater.  
 
     “Quick, use something to crack its skull. Sederin! Come out and bring me the hammer!” yelled Hux. 
 
    Sederin came running a short moment later from within the cabin.  
 
    Hux took the tool, cupping the fish by the throat with his other hand, and preparing to strike.  
 
    Lena turned away. “I can’t watch this.” 
 
    With a quick, precise strike, Hux brought the struggle to an end. He handed the oversized animal to Sederin, who had to hold it with both arms. “Have this one prepared for tonight’s dinner.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said Sederin, leaving with the meat. 
 
    Hux grinned. “Such a fine display, my friend. We will eat well tonight!” 
 
    “Was it truly necessary to kill it?” asked Lena, her eyes sinking. 
 
    Hux chuckled. “Of course. Have you never caught a meal?” 
 
    She shook her head. “In Everlasting, we only consume plants and artificial meat.” 
 
    Hux seemed confused. “What is artificial?” 
 
    “It’s not real meat,” said Terry. 
 
    “Not real? But fishing is the way of the sea! Poor Lena, wait until you try our cooking tonight. You won’t believe what you’ve been missing!” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Everlasting 
 
    March 27, 2351 
 
    John received a call from Master Gel’s office in the middle of the afternoon, asking him to report in as soon as possible. He tried to get more information over the communication channel, but the secretary wouldn’t clarify. “The Master says the information is rather sensitive and to come at once,” said the person on the other end, then they closed the line. 
 
    He grabbed his pack and proceeded into the hall, knocking on Short’s door. Right away, she opened it, geared and ready to go.  
 
    “You get a call just now?” he asked. 
 
    “I sure did,” she said. 
 
    The adjacent door opened and out walked Track. “Oh, I guess everyone’s going,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s head out and see what’s going on,” said John, securing his vest.  
 
    The three of them boarded an Egg transport to the Citadel, the floating tower high above Everlasting near the edge of the domeguard. One of the analysts met them on the landing pad and escorted them to Gel’s office. 
 
    “Wait here,” John told Short and Track as they entered Gel’s outer office. “I’ll be in and out with info as quick as I can.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a mission in this,” said Track. 
 
    “Could be,” said John. 
 
    As he took a seat before the Master Analyst a few moments later, the man in charge of both the Citadel, as well as the city’s military forces, beamed a smile from across the desk. “I hope you are prepared, Sergeant Finn, because I have some very good news for you today.” 
 
    John felt himself sit up. “Do you have something about Mei?” 
 
    “I do,” said Gel. “Or rather, I have our next course of action.” 
 
    Thank God, thought John. “Where is she? What do you know?” 
 
    “I’ve received confirmation that the doctor is behind held somewhere in a Garden facility. My contact assures me that she is safe and unharmed. However, I do not know how long this will last.” 
 
    “Where?” John demanded to know. “Tell me where they are. We have to get her back before anything happens.” 
 
    “Please, Sergeant Finn. We must act with precision if we are to secure her safe release. I do not believe her life to be in any immediate danger. Should we act too soon, however, this could change.” 
 
    John nodded. He couldn’t be stupid right now. No rash decisions. “Okay, right. What do we do?” 
 
    “It would seem Doctor Curie’s location is known only to a select few within Garden’s ranks. This is most likely done in order to prevent such sensitive information from leaking out of their organization. This, of course, makes the task of finding her all the more difficult.” 
 
    “Then you don’t know where she is?” asked John. 
 
    “Not yet, but—” 
 
    “Why am I here if you don’t know anything?” He was beginning to get annoyed. 
 
    “Because I believe I know a way to find out,” said Master Gel. “But I will require your assistance.” 
 
    His help? What could Gel be talking about? “Go on.” 
 
    “One of Garden’s top agents has left the city and is attempting to procure a specific resource to use against our forces. I believe this to be a metal known as orinchalium. If secured, Garden could use it to bolster their offensive capabilities, potentially crippling Everlasting’s defenses.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” said John, taken back by the scope of what Gel had suggested. 
 
    “Indeed, Sergeant Finn. But more to the point, this official is also one of the few personnel with intimate knowledge of Doctor Curie’s location.” 
 
    “Then we need to find this person,” said John. 
 
    “Indeed, and before she returns. Otherwise, she may very well disappear into the underground.” 
 
    “So, what are you asking me to do?” 
 
    “I would like you to accompany a squad of our soldiers on a mission to capture Jinel Din. You have proven yourself to be most adept at combating Garden’s forces. With you there to assist us, I believe we may be able to capture her alive.” 
 
    John considered his offer. He wasn’t in a hurry to leave the city, since Mei was currently being held somewhere beneath it, but if this meant finding and bringing her home, he didn’t have much of a choice. “Alright. I can do that.” 
 
    “There are a few caveats,” said Gel. “First, Garden is heavily armed and working with a group of natives. We do not know the extent of this partnership, but it remains a danger nonetheless. Be cautious, as many of the warriors and priests have shown exceptional skills in battle. They may not fall easily. Second, and this is critical, you must not kill Jinel Din. We need her alive if we are to ascertain the whereabouts of Doctor Curie. You are to keep her unconscious. She has access to a communications device which will transmit a direct video feed to Garden personnel. If this happens, Doctor Curie’s safety will be compromised.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to knock her out?” asked John. 
 
    “We will give you access to our nerve agent, compound AX-12009-B3. You’ll recall our forces used it against your—” 
 
    “I remember,” said John. 
 
    “Very good. You are to use the toxin on Jinel Din, then remove the rest of her team as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “You want me to kill them?” asked John. 
 
    “If the prospect bothers you, use the compound,” said Gel. “Regardless, the task before you is the same. Secure the target and return her so that we can determine Curie’s location and extract her safely. Are you comfortable with what I am asking of you, Sergeant? Do you understand?” 
 
    John thumbed the butt of his rifle. “If it means we get her back. I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Very good,” said the Master Analyst once more. “Very good, indeed.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1560 
 
    Recorded: March 27, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: After the delivery of the sample, I have found myself utterly consumed. Upon my initial analysis, I could see nothing exceptional about the sequences in the native population’s DNA, but after initial sequencing, it seems I was incorrect.  
 
    The expressed traits of the sequence operate in much the same way as Doctor Curie and Sergeant Finn’s, creating a kind of hybrid. Unlike theirs, however, which retain a mix of human and Variant DNA, the native sample appears to be a blend of Variant and the citizens of Everlasting. By this I mean, simply, that the natives living outside the city are as different as Doctor Curie is to myself. The natives are indeed hybrids, as we first surmised, but there is something else. 
 
    The DNA of the natives, while related to the Everlastians, is also similar to Earth’s hybrids—the children created under Doctor Archer’s experiments and research. This is more than I expected to find, but considering the similarities between our two planets’ animal populations, it isn’t entirely surprising. 
 
    I would need to examine a living specimen to see what effects this has had to be completely certain, but I would hypothesize that some, if not all, of the natives possess added physical abilities. While Sergeant Finn and Doctor Curie have enhanced senses and a higher white blood cell count, these individuals may retain other traits of which we are unaware. It would be most fascinating to examine or interview them to learn if any exist, but for now I must focus on the task before me. 
 
    The DNA appears to have multiple unique strands, each of which could very well hold the key to long term adaptability. Whether this proves to be a triumph or a fool’s errand remains to be seen, but I shall continue down this path…to whatever end it brings. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Waveguard 
 
    April 1, 2351 
 
     In the early dawn of the fifth day at sea, Sederin shouted from high atop the mast. “Land! Land! Land!” 
 
    The words broke through the deck and woke Terry from his restful sleep. He yawned and stretched, glancing to his left to find Lena’s bunk empty. It wasn’t surprising, as most of the people he’d encountered on this planet required so little sleep that it made him seem lazy by comparison. 
 
    The air on the deck smelled particularly fresh this morning, but with a hint of…what was it? 
 
    Something close to cinnamon, he realized, with a hint of fruit behind it. The crisp odor of baked treats riding the breeze, bringing hunger pangs. He clutched his belly in anticipation, leaning on the wooden rail toward the northern shore. There, a bustling dock with shops and traders, bakers, and sailing ships. What he found more remarkable, however, was the sheer size of such a place. Compared to Capeside or any of the other ports, this one seemed several times their size. How many people had gathered to live in this place, and why? Were there other cities in the world as large as this one? Until now, Terry thought Everlasting was the only place with such a population.  
 
    Perhaps there was more to the world than he first believed. 
 
    Beyond the little town, Terry could see a pass of cliffs ranging endlessly in the distance.  
 
    “Fair morning, Little Traveler!” came a jolly voice from behind. 
 
    A hand came down on his shoulder. Hux’s many piercings glimmered in the morning light of the clear day, making Terry squint.  
 
    “It won’t be long until you see my homeland. I hope you’re prepared! Wait until you see the Wavemaster Arena. Oh, and the Maran Statue!” 
 
    “What are those?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Both are symbols of pride. The Arena is where wavemasters compete to prove themselves. I spent my younger years training alongside many other athletes. The statue stands at the entrance, representing the strength and willpower to endure such tests. Wait until you see it.” 
 
    “You were an athlete?” asked Terry, surprised to be hearing this for the first time.  
 
    “One of the best!” declared the sailor with a hearty chortle. “I might not look it now, but in my time, I was quite the champion.” 
 
    Terry had a hard time believing Hux could be even more intimidating than he already was. The wavemaster stood nearly seven feet tall, the same as Ludo, with hefty biceps and strong legs. How much tougher could one person get? 
 
    At the same time, Terry had seen some incredible things since arriving on Kant. Priests with unbreakable skin, monstrous animals the size of a small building, and a futuristic metropolis to name a few. Would he ever get used to seeing the impossible? 
 
    ****** 
 
    “There is no need for disguises, friends,” declared Hux.  
 
    Terry, Lena, and Jinel each wore a shroud around their faces to cover themselves. They couldn’t just go walking into Tharosa looking so out of place. The breathing masks were dead giveaways. Worse still, Terry’s ears were round and small, not pointed like all the rest.  
 
    “Tharosa has many people arriving from all over Kant every single day,” said the wavemaster. “No one will notice any of you.” 
 
    “What about our gear?” asked Jinel. 
 
    Hux smiled. “The people of Lexine wear extra eyes and machines as well, but none are given second looks. Not in Tharosa. We welcome all!” 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll stand out?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Not so, Little Traveler. Most will think nothing of you, except that you must be from far away.” 
 
    Terry still hadn’t told Hux about his true origins. Ludo and Ysa had accepted it, but only after several attempts at explanation. The concept of another world was more than a little complicated, especially since Terry barely understood it himself. Originally, he believed this to simply be another planet, rather than an entirely separate universe. Lena had explained this to him in some detail, though he still didn’t entirely understand. In time, he’d try to tell his friends the truth, but right now there were other concerns. 
 
    “It’s true,” said Lena, speaking of Terry’s appearance. “There’s a tribe on the eastern continent of Liendis who have small ears like yours. Not exactly the same, but close.” 
 
    “They’re also quite small,” added Jinel. 
 
    “Small?” asked Terry. 
 
    “A tall one might come up to your waist.” 
 
    “That’s beside the point,” insisted Lena. 
 
    Terry handed the shawl to Ludo. “If Hux says we don’t need to hide, then I believe him.” 
 
    The wavemaster smiled. “As you should, Little Traveler! Now, come! Let us leave and get our footing.” 
 
    The three of them—Ysa, Ludo, and Terry—followed Hux as he led them through the harbor and into the city.  
 
    As they passed by the various shops, Terry felt a flood of smells and odors—many pleasant, others ghastly. The streets were wider than those in Capeside, lined with carts and animals. Terry spotted several haddins and other animals pulling carts and vehicles, reminding him of Plead.  
 
    Terry wondered if the merchant had ever come here. If not, what would he say upon seeing such a place? Plead had often remarked on the complexity of this world, on the variety of people one could encounter. 
 
    “The world is so big,” Terry had told the merchant. 
 
    “Bigger than any of us could hope to guess,” Plead had answered. 
 
    I wish I could tell him he was right. 
 
    ****** 
 
    A Cold Room 
 
    April 1, 2351 
 
    Mei opened her eyes in her cell, groggy and tired. She sat up in her bed and rubbed her eyes, trying to focus and regain her composure. The last thing she remembered, she’d been injected with something. Another drug to— 
 
    Well, she had no idea, truthfully. The doctors never told her much, nor did they speak enough to one another to give her any idea of what was going on. All she could do was scrape together bits and pieces from what she’d overheard.  
 
    The door opened and in walked Fentin. “Awake, are you?” he asked in his native tongue, seeing her standing with her hands against the transparent cell wall. 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    He proceeded with his typical routine, cleaning his tools and preparing a dose of something. “You seem to sleep longer than the other one we had,” said the doctor, thinking she didn’t understand him. 
 
    What other one? Mei wondered. 
 
    Fentin placed the translator device on the table. “Do you understand my words?” he asked, this time in English. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Good. You should remain seated on the bed while I open the door, unless you want me to call someone.” 
 
    She didn’t argue. Not yet. Better to play this one smart and wait for the right opportunity. This was the first time she’d awoken before Fentin’s arrival. She had to handle this the right way. 
 
    Mei remained still, placing her palms up as Fentin requested. He opened the cell door and motioned for her to come out. She did, standing and walking slowly to where he was, minding the cell walls. “Sit in your chair,” he ordered, grinning that annoying grin of his.  
 
    She glanced at the metal monstrosity Fentin called a chair, trying to hide her disdain. The seat was cold and hard, digging its edge into her thighs.  
 
    Fentin went to her side and began strapping in her wrist. He didn’t seem too concerned with her, and it was no surprise. Mei was half his size, after all, and hardly imposing. He likely assumed he could overpower her if he needed to. Probably hold her down with just his body weight. 
 
    Maybe that was true, too. Mei didn’t know. She’d never tested her strength against anyone in Everlasting, and she wasn’t the strongest of the Variant children. Not like John or Terry.  
 
    Still, she couldn’t just sit here and let this happen. Oh, no. Not by a long shot. 
 
    Right as Fentin tightened the first wrist strap, but before he could lock it into place, Mei jerked forward with her other hand, jabbing him in the throat. 
 
    Fentin fell back, gagging for air. He gasped desperately as his face turned red. 
 
    Mei untied herself with her free hand. Fentin struggled to stand before making a dash for the door. As it opened, Mei shoved him. He tumbled to the left, knocking his head into the nearby table as vials of blood were thrown into the air and shattered against the low ceiling. Dark crimson rained on them both, peppered with shards of glass twinkling in the dim light. 
 
    Fentin grabbed her, pulling her to the floor. She kicked him in the side of his throat, screaming as she tried to get away.  
 
    The doctor’s eyes dilated as Mei scurried away from him. “H-Help! Someone help!” he yelled. 
 
    Mei fled into the hall, having no idea where she was going. As she neared the end of the initial corridor, which merged with another perpendicular hall, she collided directly with a group of armed soldiers. Two of them grabbed her, but she shoved them away. They were dressed in Everlastian gear: dark blue armor with weapons meant to pacify, rather than kill. “Hey!” shouted one of them, clearly surprised. 
 
    She hesitated, uncertain of what to do. She couldn’t get through that many people on her own. She wasn’t John. She wasn’t strong enough for this.  
 
    She took a step back. Maybe there was another way out, another path to take to escape. She just— 
 
    She felt a sting in her neck, a sharp, awful pain. She felt herself, expecting blood, but found nothing. 
 
    One of the soldiers had his weapon raised at her. “Target is down!” 
 
    In seconds, all the feeling in her body faded, each appendage useless as she collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Back in the cell, lying in the bed, Mei was fully conscious, totally immobilized. 
 
    She had tried to make her escape, but couldn’t even manage to get more than a few rooms down the hallway. Had she been a fool for believing such a thing was possible?  
 
    No, she thought, pushing the idea out of her head. I can’t just submit. I can’t. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, beneath the transparent cell wall, she spied a vial of blood resting snug against the metal frame. She couldn’t get to it from here, even if she could move. 
 
    She waited there for hours, unable to move. Unable to speak. 
 
    But after a time, some feeling returned, and eventually she managed to open her mouth and wiggle her fingers. The effect of the drug was wearing off.  
 
     As she sat up, finally, feeling the aches in her stomach and thighs, she noticed something in the corner of the cell, glimmering.  
 
    As she drew closer, she saw it was an empty vial. Fentin must have dropped it when she attacked him earlier, then left it here during the confusion. 
 
    A small crack ran along its edge. If she could break it, maybe file it down… 
 
    She heard someone down the hall—footsteps growing louder. Mei went back to her bed, stuffing the vial beneath her pillow. Her heart raced, and she took a deep breath. Easy, now.  
 
    She waited for the door to open, expecting to see Fentin and maybe an added guard. Instead, someone else had come. A man she’d met several times before.  
 
    Gel, the Master Analyst of Everlasting, the head of the Citadel itself, stared back at the girl in the cell. 
 
    And he smiled.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1592 
 
    Recorded: April 1, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: After running sixty-two tests of varying complexity, I have discovered what I believe to be the sequence responsible for Variant adaptability within the alien DNA. The next step is, of course, to find a way to use this to enhance the Lanrix drug without destroying or completely overwriting the present hybrid molecule we are already using.  
 
    I believe the tests should take no less than a day, which means I will know one way or the other whether I have been wasting my time or not.  
 
    Either way, the project is nearing its end. For this, I am both thankful and uneasy. Thankful because I have pushed myself beyond what I believed to be my limits. Uneasy, because it means the work will end and I will need to look elsewhere to be productive. 
 
    I have always prided myself in my ability to self-analyze, so I am not naïve in what I have done. I understand that the reason behind my obsessive work ethic, at least in the last several days, is because of what has happened with Doctor Curie. I know that. 
 
    I also understand that when the project ends, this fear that I have, this anger, will not subside, nor will I find relief. There will need to be another distraction—another project—with which I can immerse myself. Otherwise, my overactive mind will be unable to rest. I’ll be driven mad by my obsessive thoughts, and it will be for nothing. It would serve no useful purpose. 
 
    For that is the only value we can hope for in this life: to be useful. 
 
    Doctor Curie taught me that. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    An Unknown Room 
 
    April 1, 2351 
 
    Mei sat in her cell, staring at the man before her—Master Gel, himself.  “What are you…what is this?” She could hardly get the words out. 
 
    At the same time, she knew the answer was clear. Gel was responsible for her abduction. He’d imprisoned her against her will and enacted the medical experiments she’d been subjected to. It seemed so obvious now, after hearing his name in the hall the other day.  
 
    “It is good to see you again, Doctor Curie,” said the Master Analyst. “It pains me to look at you in such a state, but I’m afraid I have no other choice. Your ineptitude in delivering a viable solution to the corrupted atmosphere has led me to seek my own alternatives.”  
 
    “Alternatives? I was in the middle of finding a cure, you idiot!” 
 
    He smiled. “Indeed, you were, and I assure you that your research is continuing under the diligent eye of your assistant, Sophia Mitchell. However, that remains of secondary interest to us.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He approached the chair near her cell, sweeping his hand along one of the wrist straps, observing them, almost analytically. “You surprised everyone when you escaped, you know. No one expected such an outburst from one so small. Granted, your rebellion was short lived, but it was impressive.” 
 
    “Get to the point, Gel,” said Mei, trying to suppress the rising anger she felt in her chest. 
 
    “Your biology is a cross between two genetic sequences, as you know, which has given you a set of highly unusual, but natural abilities. It is because of this that we have seen to your imprisonment. You display a possibility in not only human potentiality, but also Everlastian, which is something that demands exploration.” He raised the vial of her blood to the light, examining it. “Unfortunately, we have had some trouble mapping and replicating these genes on our own, despite our best efforts. For all our advances, we never reached the same threshold in genetics that your kind did. Perhaps we simply gave up too quickly, focusing on other areas which we felt were more vital to advancement. Regardless of these missteps, however, we shall strive for progress. You see, Doctor Curie, despite your alien origins, you represent the future of this great country. It is with you that we will finally achieve our true potential—the birthright we have been repeatedly denied.” 
 
    “I told you already, I was working on a cure! You could have left the walls of this city without needing a gas mask. You could have—” 
 
    “We have no interest in your half-measures. What I want for my people is hidden somewhere in your veins, Doctor. What I desire is strength—the ability to protect ourselves from threats, not only from this world, but of the next. When you and your friends opened that portal and revealed yourselves to us, you brought the only true danger my people have known since the day the world fell. You came to us with weapons and abilities, displaying your arrogance. You are dangerous, even more than the savages who inhabit the wildlands, and I cannot abide it.” 
 
    “I’m not the one who kidnapped someone trying to help them. Let’s also not forget the civil war going on or the fact that you lost most of your Leadership. This city doesn’t need an outside threat to bring it down. You’re doing it to yourself.” 
 
    Gel laughed. “Garden is a passing obstacle. They don’t even realize the futility of their actions. You say they killed the Leadership, and you’d be right, but they didn’t do that on their own.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “My department secures and monitors all activity on the city’s network. After being informed of a particular breach of information regarding the time and location of the Leadership’s assembly, it stood to reason that Garden would attempt another attack. This breach was obvious right as it happened, but rather than attempt to stop their actions, I chose to step aside. I erased all records of it, then remained inside the Tower of the Cartographers to observe the aftermath. Most of the Leadership was taken out in a single assault, and I used the opportunity to bring you into custody.” 
 
    “So, that’s what this was all about. You saw a chance to seize power for yourself, so you took it.” She scoffed. “You call us arrogant. Look at yourself, Gel.” 
 
    “Call it what you will, but I did what had to be done. The Leadership had grown complacent, stalling on action for decades, unable to do what is necessary. When we first discovered your people, I advocated for your imprisonment and seizure of the gate. My colleagues ignored me, even after witnessing Johnathan Finn kill an animal seven times his own size. Even then, they did not see what I did. They did not recognize the threat standing before us. A threat which I alone have quelled.” 
 
    “You’re deluding yourself, you—” 
 
    “Enough!” he snapped, and it made her stiffen. She’d never heard this man raise his voice. “I will have no more argument. As we stand here, Johnathan Finn is on his way to die. The rest of your people will follow.” 
 
    “What are you doing to John? Hey! What are you talking about?!” 
 
    He smiled at the display. “Nothing more than he deserves.” Gel placed the vial of Mei’s blood on the end of the table. He walked to the hall and motioned for Fentin to come inside. “Proceed with the next experiment. Inform me of the results.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” said the man. 
 
    “It was good to talk with you today, Doctor Curie,” said Gel, looking back at her. “Now, be a good girl and stay in your box.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Ashby Harbor, Tharosa 
 
    April 1, 2351 
 
    Terry followed Hux to the outskirts of the seaside town of Ashby before stopping. He approached a large two-storey building, about to go inside. “What are we doing?” asked Terry, trying to understand the plan. 
 
    “Ashby only has one lodge. I need to make sure there’s room for everyone,” said Hux. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we first contact the local authorities and get on with it?” asked Jinel, rather impatiently. 
 
    “It will take at least a day to acquire the supplies. Before that, we will need to speak with the queen.” 
 
    “What queen?” asked the soldier. “Why can’t we simply get our cargo and leave?” 
 
    “Any purchases from the mines must be authorized by Her Majesty, personally,” explained Hux. “Be easy and wait a while. I’ll procure what we need.” 
 
    Hux went inside and began talking with the woman at the counter. A moment later, he returned with three coins. He gave one each to Ludo, Jinel, and Terry. “Present these when you return and she’ll show you to your room.” 
 
    Terry accepted the coin, examining it to see a portrait of a ship on one side and a mountain on the other. He was surprised at the craftsmanship. The ship looked exquisite, with every point rendered in fine detail.  
 
    Lena reached out with her arm, catching Ludo’s wrist. “Easy,” said the farmer. 
 
    “I think I need to rest,” said Lena. 
 
    “It’s your mask. You’re exerting yourself too much,” said Jinel. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the problem. I suspect there is a crack in the seal of your filter.” 
 
    Jinel went to her and tried to examine the gear. “That’s possible, but I’m not a mechanic.” 
 
    “Can you wait here with her while the rest of us go get what we came for?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to stay in a room,” said Jinel. 
 
    “I’ll wait with her,” said Ysa. 
 
    “We both will,” echoed Ludo, lifting her back up. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Lena, still breathing shallow breaths. 
 
    Ludo and Ysa took her inside while the others looked to Hux. “Ready to see the city?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s get what we came for and go,” said Jinel. “There’s a war to win.” 
 
    He nodded, then motioned for everyone to follow. They made their way through the streets, passing dozens of people. Many carried different looks about them, a variety of clothing styles and physical features. One or two even wore metallic masks and goggles. It seemed Hux’s claim was true. This town, more than any others Terry had come across, was filled with travelers from all over the world. 
 
    Along the wall they found a gate with three men standing watch. “Barniby!” yelled Hux in a jolly tone. 
 
    A stout man, similar in size to the wavemaster himself, snapped around to see who called him. At this, he grinned and raised his hands. “Hux, you old pirate! I knew I recognized that voice!” 
 
    They embraced, smacking each other on the back. “It is good to see you again,” said Hux. 
 
    “I was sure you wouldn’t return for another three weeks. Did something happen on the sea?” 
 
    “Indeed! There’s an emergency that needs taking care of. Do you know if the queen is accepting visitors today?” 
 
    “She isn’t,” said Barniby. “But my mother would make an exception for you, Hux.” 
 
    Hux smacked his chest. “Thank you! Might we go there now?” 
 
    Barniby nodded, turning to the other watchmen. “Wait here while I take Hux to the court.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the guards. 
 
    “Who is the queen, exactly?” whispered Terry as they started walking out of the city. 
 
    “Barniby’s mother,” answered Hux. “She is a noble and generous woman.” 
 
    “Wait, so you know the royal family personally?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux chuckled. “Barniby is my cousin. My father is his mother’s brother.” 
 
    Terry’s mouth fell open. “The queen is your aunt?” 
 
    “Indeed!” said Hux with a grin. 
 
    Terry looked at Jinel. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “Our friend Hux is royalty, it seems,” she answered. 
 
    “Not quite,” said the wavemaster. “Only the crown itself is considered royal. It does not extend beyond the person who wears it. Barniby and I are the same as anyone else.” 
 
    “But isn’t Barniby in line to be king?” asked Terry. “Isn’t that how it works?” 
 
    Hux raised his brow curiously. “What sort of method is that for electing a ruler?” 
 
    “A long time ago, back where I come from, those things went from parent to child,” said Terry. 
 
    Hux laughed. “Such a silly thing! Your country is strange, Little Traveler.” 
 
    “How do you do it, then?” 
 
    “There are six houses, each with their own families. A member of a house is chosen as a representative on the Council of Six. It is from those individuals that the crown is chosen. The crown cycles from one head to the next.” 
 
    “How long does it last?” 
 
    “Five years, and then it rotates to the next house. It’s fair this way to everyone, and it forces them to work hard to get things done. My aunt has been queen during this time, but soon the crown will change heads again, and the cycle will continue.” 
 
    Terry tried to imagine the process in his head, but found it somewhat odd. Houses? Rotations? It seemed so foreign. Nothing like the history books he’d grown up reading at the Academy. 
 
    The group made their way along a wide road, surrounded by a valley that stretched on into the distant cliffs. The mountains surrounded the valley and looked to continue in both directions to some unknowable end.  
 
    To think, this was only the start of this new land. The beginning of the rest of the world. 
 
   


  
 

 PART 2 
 
    Man is free at the instant  
 
    he wants to be. 
 
    – Voltaire  
 
      
 
    To different minds, the same world 
 
     is a hell, and a heaven. 
 
    – Ralph Waldo Emerson 
 
      
 
    Every parting gives a foretaste of death,  
 
    every reunion a hint of the resurrection. 
 
    – Arthur Schopenhauer 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Leadership Report 228302.452 
 
    Recorded 04.1.884 
 
    Subtitled: Update 109 
 
    GEL: Do not argue with me, Vivia June. 
 
    JUNE: Sir, if we allow Garden to access this information, Master Kai’s life would be— 
 
    GEL: You needn’t concern yourself with such details. Simply perform the task I have placed before you.  
 
    JUNE: It only seems— 
 
    GEL: Do you trust me, Vivia June? 
 
    JUNE: Sir? 
 
    GEL: Everything I have done, has it not been for the good of Everlasting? Have you not witnessed it firsthand? 
 
    JUNE: Of course, Master Gel. I would never question your dedication.  
 
    GEL: Then I ask you again: do you trust me to do what is best for this city? 
 
    JUNE: I…Yes, sir. I do. 
 
    GEL: Good. Now, go and see it done. Contact me once the attack is over. 
 
    JUNE: Y-Yes, sir. All is for the good of Everlasting. I will see your will done. 
 
    End Audio File  
 
    Galathane City, Tharosa 
 
    April 1, 2351 
 
    A set of stairs greeted them at the base of the mountain, rising high into the cliff. They climbed until they reached the entrance—a tall gate four times Terry’s size.  
 
    Barniby motioned at the guards as he approached them. As he did, the two returned the gesture and promptly opened the gate. Each of the men, who were both thick with muscle, holstered their swords. They each took hold of a crank and turned it, throwing their backs into it. The gate rose, echoing through the cavern walls and rattling Terry’s chest like thunder. 
 
    The group stepped inside, finding themselves surrounded by eccentric stone walls, with chandeliers and sparkling jewels high above their heads, rising high into the mountain. Terry nearly fell back as he bent his neck to see the ceiling and all the enchanting objects. It was all so elegant, though perhaps a bit unnecessary. 
 
    “Everything in this hall represents a hero lost at sea,” whispered Hux, almost reverently. He pointed at the nearest one, a gem the size of Terry’s fist—green and reflective, with a border of metal surrounding it with unknown writing. “Wavemaster Tarda. Killed in the Lexine War. He destroyed twenty-seven enemy ships and saved Ashby.” 
 
    Terry nodded, bowing his head a little. The heroes in this hall were not his own, but he would show them respect. Not for them, for they were long dead, but for the man beside him now. The wavemaster who had risked his own life to find and save Terry’s. That was worth whatever he could give. 
 
    The end of the hall opened into a massive cavern, larger than any he’d ever seen. Along the massive walls, long and winding walkways had been carved, with dozens of people going here and there. The sight reminded him of Central, the city of his birth. The difference being that these people didn’t live in fear of what lay outside their doors.  
 
    There were also homes within the stone, carved doors and windows making for some elaborate designs. High above it all, Terry saw the sky between the rocks, filling the domain with its light. “You can see the clouds,” he remarked, spotting a bird as it entered and perched on a crack. 
 
    Hux nodded. “A fine display, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Are we going to the throne room?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Not today,” said Barniby, motioning to one of the larger homes near the rear of the cavern. “The queen is in our home this afternoon. My father is preparing dinner as we speak.” 
 
    “How exciting!” declared Hux. He bent to Terry’s side. “Uncle Senna makes the best Haddin stew you’ve ever had.” 
 
    “I’ve never had that,” said Terry, and he wasn’t so sure he wanted to try. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry sat at the end of a long table—the largest he’d ever seen outside of the Academy. It reminded him of the cafeteria where all the kids would gather to eat, getting their trays from the line, sitting together and talking, making fun of one another, laughing.  
 
    For a moment it was like he was there again, surrounded by friends and classmates, the smell of soy burgers and corn bread in the air. His mouth watered at the thought of it. 
 
    At the far end, a woman sat in humble clothes. Her name was Porcia Castchian, queen of this country and Hux’s aunt. Despite all of this, she had no air of royalty about her. Rather, she reminded Terry of Ludo’s grandmother, smiling and warm, a pleasant look of quiet kindness in her eyes. “It is good to have so many visitors,” she said to the crowded table. 
 
    Jinel sat beside Terry, saying nothing. He could almost feel the urgency radiating from her, but she would have to endure the customs if she wanted her weapons. According to Hux, it was customary to feast together when a relative came home, even in an event such as this. As soon as the mean concluded, Hux would present his aunt, the queen, with a request for the metal. 
 
    With any luck, the transaction wouldn’t take long. 
 
    ****** 
 
    “I’m sorry to tell you that your request is impossible. The mines are currently inaccessible,” said the queen, sitting in her cushioned chair. She frowned upon speaking the words, clearly displeased with the situation. 
 
    Dinner had concluded a short while ago, leading straight into the request. “Don’t you keep reserves in a vault or a storeroom?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “Certainly,” remarked Portia Castchain. “But those supplies are for our own needs. Without access to the veins in the mines, we must use our stock cautiously.” 
 
    “But we need it to save people’s lives,” pleaded Jinel. 
 
    “I trust your words, but just as you place value in your own kind, so, too, must I. As the queen of this country, it is my sworn oath to put my people first.” 
 
    Terry could hear Jinel’s pulse pounding, even beneath her armor. She was understandably livid, having sailed five days to get here, stuck behind a breathing mask. “We’ll figure it out,” Terry assured her. “What’s the issue in the mines?” 
 
    The queen looked at him, eying his ears but saying nothing. “Our workers are missing. Many are blaming the Sneaks.” 
 
    She said the final word like it disgusted her. “What does that mean?” asked Jinel Din. 
 
    “Creatures,” said Portia. “We’ve encountered them before, but they’ve never attacked anyone. It’s the first time.” 
 
    “They’re in the mines?” asked Terry. 
 
    The old woman nodded. “Before this season, we had free reign over the tunnels, but for some reason they recently attacked us, dragging our people into their nest. We have no idea what has changed their behavior.” 
 
    “You didn’t go after them?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “What few soldiers we have were sent to investigate, but not many returned. The animals are too fast to fight, especially in such closed spaces.” 
 
    “Where are the rest of your men?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “Most of our forces have been deployed to the eastern front,” said the old woman. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” asked Terry. 
 
    “A small conflict,” she answered. “The fifth house has had their ships attacked by the neighboring island tribes. Many were killed, so something had to be done.” 
 
    “It should be quick,” said Barniby. “A few months at most.” 
 
    “That’s too long to wait,” said Jinel. 
 
    “It is the only way. Until the mines are safe to work, we cannot lend you any of our supplies, including oryx metal,” said the queen. 
 
    “Oryx metal?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Orinchalium. That’s what they call it here,” said Jinel. She looked at the queen. “What if I go in and find whatever’s threatening your miners?” 
 
    “You alone?” asked Portia Castchain, then laughed as if it were a joke.  
 
    “I’m serious,” insisted Jinel. 
 
    “But you are just a girl. How can you—” 
 
    “I’m a soldier of Garden. I’m no stranger to combat.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I cannot permit such a reckless act. We don’t need another death on our hands.” 
 
    “I’ll go with her,” said Terry. 
 
    “Still, that is only two. It is hardly—” 
 
    “As will I,” decreed Hux, grinning widely. 
 
    Barniby laughed. “If the three of you are going, My men and I will join, too. We can’t have a pirate and some foreigners handling our problems for us.” 
 
    “Is that enough?” asked Jinel. 
 
    The queen looked at both her son and nephew. “You understand the dangers of what you’re asking.” 
 
    They both smacked their chests. “It is for the good of our house,” said Barniby. 
 
    The queen hesitated, taking a moment to consider their proposition. She tapped her chest with her fist. “Very well. I welcome the help, but please be careful.” 
 
    “Thirty armed conflicts and I’m still standing,” said Jinel Din. “A little animal won’t be the thing that takes me down.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1612 
 
    Recorded: April 2, 2351 
 
    MICHTELL: It worked!  
 
    Despite my many reservations on the likelihood of success, the alien gene responsible for Variant compatibility has been successfully fused with the Lanrix drug. I have no words for what I am feeling, except to say that…I only wish Doctor Curie was here to see it. If this new formula works…if we can use this to cure Variant exposure once and for all, then everything we have worked for will be worth it. Archer’s dream, for all its flaws, will be realized. 
 
    I don’t know what will happen next. I don’t even know if the drug will work once it is used on a subject. Because of this uncertainty, I have taken to using my own cells in order to test the viability of the new blend. If it holds and proves viable, I will proceed with human trials. In other words, I will use the cocktail on myself. 
 
    I am sure the board would protest this decision, but it is the fastest method available to me, and I must follow it. Everlasting is in disarray. If Garden succeeds in destroying the domeguard, the city will succumb to the elements and fall, leaving an entire population to suffocate. Doctor Curie, if she is still alive, will be placed in further danger. 
 
    I cannot let that happen. One way or the other, I shall have my results. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Everlasting 
 
    April 2, 2351 
 
    John sat with a group of Everlastian soldiers in a hangar bay, waiting to receive his new weapon—a short rifle capable of firing the nerve toxin with exceptional precision. This would make it much easier to subdue and capture the soldier and rebel leader Jinel Din, thereby granting them the leverage to discover Mei’s true location and, with any luck, extract her safely. 
 
    A woman approached with a case in her hand, stopping in front of him. She presented it like a gift and he took it, curiously. “Is this it?” asked John, staring at the gray box. 
 
    “I was asked to retrieve your personal rifle as well,” she said, ignoring his question. 
 
    He cocked his head, thinking he must have misheard her. “What?” 
 
    “Your weapon cannot be allowed onboard the ship, per Master Gel’s request,” said the woman. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” asked John. 
 
    “Due to the fatal nature of the ammunition it contains, your firearm brings too great a risk to the mission at hand. It is far more efficient to—” 
 
    “I’m not giving you my gun,” he said, flatly. 
 
    “But, sir—” 
 
    “No. Not doing it.” 
 
    She started to say something, but stopped. Her eyes dilated, indicating she was receiving something through her implant. “Ah, very well. Master Gel says he will allow you to carry your rifle, but asks that you please refrain from using it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll use yours instead. I’m just not giving mine up.” 
 
    “Of course. Thank you, Sergeant.” She gave him a slight bow, and left. 
 
    He sat there staring at the box, which looked more like a briefcase than anything. Searching and failing to find any sort of mechanical lock, he instead discovered a small rectangular piece of black material. Touching it, he felt the casing tremble in his hands, then snap open. “Must be some kind of scanner,” he muttered. 
 
    Inside the box was a small pistol, the same kind he’d seen some of the soldiers carrying all over the city. John still recalled the first time he encountered one of these, back when Lena Sol and her team had arrived at the portal site and, incidentally, paralyzed nearly every single member of his team. This was the first time he’d ever wielded the weapon himself, which was fine. He much preferred the comfort and familiarity of his own rifle over this tiny piece of alien tech.  
 
    He touched the pistol in his hand, wrapping his fingers around the grip. The basic design was the same as any other sidearm, but with a few alterations. For one, the barrel was about half the size of a standard pistol. The weapon was also much lighter than he expected, maybe about a third the weight of a normal gun. Regardless, as long as it worked when he aimed and pulled the trigger, he couldn’t complain. 
 
    Gel’s request for John to come alone, without his team, still bothered him. He wasn’t used to working with another group of soldiers, especially considering these people weren’t even human. They also had completely different training and backgrounds. Nothing like his own. How could he trust them to have his back out there? How could they trust him? 
 
    It might have been a mistake to do this alone, but oh well. Too late to go back now. Gel had made a fair case regarding the need for secrecy, stating that Garden had eyes almost everywhere, including in his own department. Besides, with Mickey and Hughes injured and recovering, John’s team needed a break. He knew better than to ask Short or Track to join him, not when their minds would be heavy on their friends. The rest of the team—Brooks, Meridy, Hatch, and all the others—needed to stay back and guard the portal and their camp, should anything else happen. The Blacks currently served as the only line of defense between Kant and Earth, so it certainly wouldn’t do to spread their numbers too thin.  
 
    But still, John couldn’t help but feel like he was missing something. Another set of eyes to watch his back. Another voice to tell him when to be on guard. He didn’t trust these Everlastians, not as much as he wanted to. Not when Mei was missing in their city and he couldn’t find her.  
 
    As the soldiers formed up and boarded the Red Door, John lifted his pack and slung it over his shoulders, tightening the straps. He took another look at the bay, then climbed into the aircraft’s side.  
 
    The journey would take a few days, according to what Gel had told him. First they would touch down in the Northern Ilse at the Love and Grace Laboratories, whatever that was, to pick up a few personnel more familiar with the terrain and local wildlife. From there, it was only a short flight to the continent. John had no idea what to expect from this trip, but he hoped it wouldn’t take long. Every second he was away from Everlasting was time away from wherever Mei was being held.  
 
    The Red Door shuddered, lifting off the bay landing pad. It eased its way through the outer door and into the sky above the trees. In the distant horizon, two suns dipped, reflecting midafternoon. I’ll find you, Mei, thought John, looking back at the city as it fell into the distance. No matter what it takes, no matter what I have to do, I’ll bring you home. I swear. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Galathane City, Tharosa 
 
    April 2, 2351 
 
    Terry awoke the morning after his meeting with the queen, opening his eyes to the suns’ light as it pierced the open window of the seaside lodge. The cool northern breeze blew through the opening and caressed his cheeks, reminding him of how far he’d recently traveled. It was a stark change from the warmth of Ludo’s farm or the sickly cold of the underground Garden base. Here, the chilled air felt fresh and invigorating. The usual grogginess of waking up ceased entirely, replaced with a burst of energy. 
 
    “Time to seize the day,” exclaimed Hux, who had taken the twin bed near his own. The sailor was already on his feet and ready to go. “We have much to do before it’s done.” 
 
    Terry could already hear people in the hall, shuffling around. Ludo’s voice stood out as he proclaimed a good morning to anyone who would listen. At the same time, Terry observed, Jinel was lecturing Lena to stay put and out of trouble, back in their room. 
 
    He leapt up and got dressed, following Hux to meet the others. Lena stayed behind with Ysa and Ludo, who promised to have dinner ready by the time the rest of them returned. “I want to see the market here and try the food. I’ll have a feast for you!” exclaimed Ludo, always eager to feed his friends. 
 
    Lena gave Terry a hug before he left. “Be careful,” she said from behind her breathing mask. 
 
    He smiled. “No need to worry. I’ve got Hux and his cousin to help me, and don’t forget about Jinel.” 
 
    Jinel Din grunted. “The sooner we finish, the better.” 
 
    Hux, Terry, and Jinel made their way through the city gate and toward the mountain. Barniby met them at the stairs, sword in hand and with an eager expression on his face. He beat his chest with the hilt of his weapon. “Fair day, cousin Hux!” 
 
    “Fair day!” returned the wavemaster. 
 
    “Follow me, friends, and let’s make quick work of this.” 
 
    They traveled through the cave city and into a series of long corridors. The mine entrance was some distance from the Galathane City, deep in the heart of the mountain. They passed by many splintered paths along the way, which Hux explained had once led to other mines, but were now bled dry of resources. “Why did they stop?” asked Terry, upon hearing this. 
 
    “For many reasons,” said Hux. “An underground river blocked progress, while an unstable wall collapsed another. The miners dig and dig, sometimes in several places at once.” 
 
    The tunnel descended as they went, which took them over an hour to traverse. When they reached the actual entrance to their destination, they found a massive metallic door. Terry stared at it with some curiosity, gripping the hilt of his sword. “Is this the same metal as—” 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” said Barniby. “Oryx metal, like the weapon at your side.” 
 
    Hux touched the door. “Not pure, though. The crafters use it along with other ores to create a sturdy blend. Only a fraction of it is needed to strengthen other metals beyond their own capacity.” 
 
    Barniby nodded. “Exactly right.” He gripped the handle. “Ready to go inside?” 
 
    Jinel checked her rifle’s safety, then nodded. “Let’s make quick work of this.” 
 
    “You heard the fine woman,” said Hux. 
 
    Barniby gripped the handle and pulled, opening the door and flooding them with a foul and ancient taste. “In we go,” he told them, and together they entered the mines. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Red Door 
 
    April 2, 2351 
 
    The Northern Isles was home to the Love and Grace Laboratories, a small outpost of about fifty scientists and analysts from Everlasting. There were many similar locations scattered all across Kant, but each had a separate purpose. Love and Grace was created specifically to observe and catalogue all life in the nearby region, which included the country of Tharosa and its many islands. At least, that was what John had been told during his short briefing ahead of the mission. 
 
    The Red Door flew across the snow-covered peaks of the Atlian Mountains beyond Everlasting and headed straight to the Northern Isles. It took only a few hours to reach, which was fine with John. The sooner he landed, the sooner he could proceed with the next portion of the mission and eventually return to the city. He had no desire to be out here, except for the eventual goal of finding Mei, and afterwards Terry. He’d come to this planet seeking his friend, but along the way he’d lost another. What good was he if he couldn’t even keep the ones closest to him safe? What kind of value did he have? 
 
    He pressed his head against the aircraft window. No, he thought. I’ll find them both and bring them home. Whatever it takes, I’ll do what I have to do. I’ll— 
 
    The Red Door shuddered, beginning its descent. John could see the labs below, white and gray domes, dotting the island like mushrooms on a log. It looked like a nice place, and any other time he might enjoy a tour, but his time was precious and the job couldn’t wait. With any luck, the ship would soon be in the air again. 
 
    On the landing platform, a team waited to greet him. He recognized one of them immediately, a woman with familiar eyes. 
 
    “Welcome to Love and Grace,” said Emile Res. “It’s good to see you again, Sergeant Finn.” 
 
    “Emile, is that you? I didn’t know you’d be here,” he said, surprised to see her. Emile had been one of the first few people John had met after arriving on this planet, along with Titus Ven and Lena Sol. 
 
    Emile waved. “This is my permanent duty station. I was only with the investigation team because of my archeological expertise. The technology used in constructing the portal is ancient and outdated, but I have some experience with it.” 
 
    “I’m sure the team misses you now that you’re gone,” said John. 
 
    “The feeling is mutual. Be sure to give Bartholomew and Zoe my best whenever you see them.” 
 
    He nodded. “Did anyone tell you why I’m here?” 
 
    “Of course,” she answered, as though it were obvious. “You are after a wanted fugitive. I’m set to join you as well, per Master Gel’s orders.” 
 
    Her words surprised him. The mission stated something about a few extra crewmen, but nothing regarding Emile. Maybe he simply missed the name at some point. “What are you coming with me to do?” 
 
    “Our research team is in charge of cataloguing and charting this region, so I have more than enough experience to assist.” 
 
    “I’m just surprised it’s you,” said John. 
 
    “Master Gel selected me for that reason, actually. He believes you will be more comfortable working with me as opposed to a stranger.” She smiled. “Familiarity breeds productivity.” 
 
    “I guess it does,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, nearly everyone on our team has an intimate understanding of the cultures and customs in this region, as well as the geography. I can tell you where the predators are and what to avoid, too.” 
 
    “Sounds like you know your stuff,” said John. 
 
    “Says the veteran soldier,” remarked Emile.  
 
    She led him through the hangar and into the facility. Unlike Everlasting, which had been pristine and clean, not a speck of dirt to be found, this facility felt lived-in and real. Walking through the halls, he saw supplies strewn about, with dust on the windows, and places where the dirt had been dragged in. When asked about it, Emile shrugged. “We’re not prudes like the people back home. Can’t really be that way when you live in the real world.” 
 
    “I thought everyone was afraid of contamination,” he said. 
 
    “We are, but the fear is overblown. You can’t get hurt from the gas unless you breathe it in. Even then, it doesn’t do anything more than suffocate you. We go outside all the time with nothing but our regular clothes and a filtration mask. We only wear the full body suits if we’re exploring a new area.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Sometimes you find radiation swamps, maybe some chemical waste from before Extinction Day. It’s hard to predict unless you know the area. When I visited the portal site, we had concerns about the energy supply powering the facility.” She paused. “Oh, and sometimes it simply helps to have the armor in those suits. You’ve seen the wildlife. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    John recalled the attacks on his camp and the many animals he had to put down before finally securing the site. “I have an idea, yeah.” 
 
    “While the ship refuels, is there anything you need to do?” asked Emile. 
 
    John felt his stomach growl. “I haven’t eaten since yesterday.” 
 
    She laughed. “Not a problem, Sergeant. We might be out in the wild, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have the essentials. Let me show you the dining room.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Leadership Report 228876.909 
 
    Recorded 04.2.884 
 
    Subtitled: Update 111 
 
    JUNE: Sir, the attack is underway. Garden has infiltrated the building. It should be over soon. 
 
    GEL: Very good, Vivia June. How long before they reach Master Kai’s location?  
 
    JUNE: Approximately six cycles, by my estimates. Not long at all. Shall I keep you informed of their progress? 
 
    GEL: No need. I will send in our defense force to counter their assault once they take the Master’s floor. 
 
    JUNE: Understood, sir. What else would you have me do? 
 
    GEL: Do you still have the device in your possession? 
 
    JUNE: Of course, sir. I brought it with me to the new facility. The original box was damaged in the previous attack, but the core device is still safe. 
 
    GEL: Very good. I want you to activate it as soon as this transmission ends. 
 
    JUNE: To clarify, you wish for me to destroy this outpost? 
 
    GEL: Yes, that is exactly right…and I would like you to remain behind with it to ensure its success. 
 
    JUNE: S-Sir? Can you repeat? Did you say— 
 
    GEL: You must activate the bomb and remain behind. It is essential, Vivia June. 
 
    JUNE: But, sir, I…I don’t entirely understand. 
 
    GEL: You are the only one with intimate knowledge of what has taken place in this city. The only one besides myself with an acute understanding of the steps we took to ensure our country’s survival. If anyone connects you to Master Kai’s death—to the fall of the Leadership—it would undermine everything we have worked to create. It would destroy Everlasting. Do you understand? 
 
    JUNE: I…I do understand, but— 
 
    GEL: What you do now—the sacrifice you are making—it shall ensure our people’s survival. There can be no other way. Do you have the device with you? Is it in your current possession? 
 
    JUNE: Y-Yes…Yes, sir, I have it here. I— 
 
    GEL: Then speak, Vivia June. Repeat the words of our country. 
 
    JUNE: All…All is for the good of Everlasting, sir. 
 
    GEL: Again, Vivia June. Say them once more. 
 
    JUNE: All is for the good of Everlasting. All is for the good of Everlasting. 
 
    GEL: Let go now…and see it done. Say the words. 
 
    JUNE: All…is for the good of Everlasting…All is for the good of Everlasting…All is for the good of Everlasting…All is for the good of— 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Galathane City, Tharosa 
 
    April 2, 2351 
 
    The tunnel was dark and thick with dust.  
 
    Jinel activated the light on her rifle, filling the mine, and startling Barniby. “What is that?” he asked, shielding his eyes. 
 
    “It’s like a torch,” explained Hux, who had already witnessed the light while aboard his ship. 
 
    “A torch?” asked Barniby. 
 
    “Technology,” explained Jinel. “It’s artificial.” 
 
    “It reminds me of the sailors from Lexine. They bring all kinds of strange things. Is that where you are from?” 
 
    “Jinel is from far away,” said Hux, glancing at her. “Not Lexine, but some other country.” 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” muttered Terry. It was best to ignore questions about Everlasting, at least for now. No need to send Barniby into a state of shock when he needed his wits. 
 
    “Follow after me,” he explained, removing a small torch from the wall, then lighting it. The flame came alive in seconds. 
 
    They moved through the mine with some haste, passing a few corridors in the process. Terry wondered why they weren’t checking everything, but Barniby seemed to know where he was going.  
 
    After some time, they arrived in a larger room with multiple passages branching off in various directions. Several tools littered the ground, no order to them. “This is where it attacked last time. One soldier was dragged—” He looked around, then pointed to the farthest tunnel. “—that way.” 
 
    “Did no one else try to save him?” asked Terry. 
 
    “The Sneak’s leg stabbed the miner’s chest, cutting straight through his heart. He was dead before anyone could stop it.” Barniby frowned. “It dragged the poor fellow by his ribcage.” 
 
    “That’s a nice image in my head,” said Jinel, aiming her light in the implied direction. 
 
    Hux unsheathed his sword. “Chin up! Let’s end this monster so it can’t hurt more of our countrymen.” 
 
    They followed the path before them, towards the deeper recesses of the mine. “Look there,” said Jinel, aiming her light at the ground. There were streaks of red scratched into the dirt. Obvious tracks led further into the dark. “The trail is still fresh.” 
 
    Barniby gave a knowing nod. “It hasn’t been more than six days since the mine was closed. Without any workers to disturb the ground, it should still—” 
 
    Terry paused as he heard a shuffling noise coming from somewhere far away. “Wait,” he said, touching Barniby’s shoulder. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Quiet a moment, “ said Hux. “Our friend here has a talent. Let him use it.” 
 
    Barniby watched Terry with some curiosity, no doubt full of questions, but said nothing, abiding his cousin’s advice. 
 
    Terry closed his eyes, picking up the sounds of the distant places buried in the mine. The unknown, untouched caverns beneath the manmade halls… 
 
    …and he heard a sound. 
 
    Tick…Tick…Ticka… 
 
    It was difficult to make it out, so Terry focused harder. He pushed everything away, filtering what he could: Hux licking his lips…Barniby’s racing heart…Jinel’s heavy breathing through the filter of her mask…rodents in the darkened corners.  
 
    Beyond them and between, Terry heard the sounds again, and this time with more clarity. 
 
    Ticka. Ticka. Ticka. 
 
    Ticka. Ticka. Tee. 
 
    Ticka. Ticka. Ticka. 
 
    Ticka. Ticka. Tee. 
 
    He heard and felt the rattling noise, and a shape formed in his mind. A massive piece of machinery, hidden somewhere far below.  
 
    And with it…something else…clamoring and clawing, scratching the dirt as it walked. 
 
    Sk sk sk sk sk sk sk, along the dirt it crawled. 
 
    Sk sk sk sk sk sk sk, came the creature hence, and louder still it grew. 
 
    “It knows we’re here,” said Terry. “It’s coming this way.” 
 
    “Finally,” Jinel said as she squeezed the rifle’s grip. “Let its suicide march begin.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    They followed the bloody trail along the mine, curving and winding through the tunnels until they found its end. “Looks like the trail stops here, but where did it go? I see no body,” observed Barniby. 
 
    “It stopped bleeding, I suspect,” said Hux, pointing to the ground. “The tracks continue on, if you look close.” 
 
    Sure enough, the dirt was covered in marks, leading further in, but even without the trail, Terry could still hear movement in the walls as they drew closer. They wouldn’t have to wait for long. “We should find an open room,” he said, eyeing Hux. 
 
    “Right,” said the wavemaster. “Barniby?” 
 
    “Not far. Follow, friends,” he said, leading them through the tight space. As it opened, they found another work area, littered with stone and rubble. Holes in each of the walls marked unfinished progress.  
 
    “Look there,” said Jinel, shining her light on one of the holes. The black rock glistened. 
 
    “Oryx metal,” said Barniby. 
 
    “I don’t see any other tunnels. This must be the deepest part of the mine,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Your guess is right, but I see nothing different here than—” 
 
    The sound of movement filled the walls. They all heard it, stirring at the noise.  
 
    Sk sk sk sk sk sk. 
 
    Jinel turned her light to the left and right, searching for any sign of the enemy, any hint of an attack. 
 
    Sk sk sk sk sk sk. 
 
    It seemed to come from all angles, echoing in the cavern. They bunched together, facing all sides. 
 
    Sk sk sk sk sk sk. 
 
    Sk sk sk… 
 
    Sk… 
 
    All four grew still and quiet, not a breath rising from their chests. 
 
    Jinel aimed her light again at the opening where the black stone stood. 
 
    Terry drew his sword, waiting for what came.  
 
    Waiting… 
 
    Waiting… 
 
    Sk… 
 
    The reflective ore moved inside the stone, a metallic limb reaching out of the wall. As it did so, several bursts of red light pulsed from one end of its body to the other, deep beneath its glossy, black design. “There!” shouted Jinel Din, bracing her weapon. “It’s here!” 
 
    The creature leapt to the ground, its onyx body glistening under the light of Jinel’s gun. It moved across the ground with its many limbs—six, no eight, no, ten—digging up the earth.  
 
    Jinel let lose her weapon, firing wildly into the beast. Bullets slammed against its arms, but it continued moving without pause. Its limbs grew and receded with each step, their number constantly shifting. What sort of beast was this?  
 
    Hux raised his spear, preparing to attack, motioning with his other arm for Jinel to stop firing. 
 
    The moment she did, Hux and Barniby engaged, dashing towards the monster. It backed away in response, dodging their attacks, climbing onto and along the wall so fast the two men couldn’t keep up, especially in the dark.  
 
    Jinel tried to find the creature with her light, but it continued to evade her. Its limbs pulsed with a red glow, allowing Terry to spot it as it lunged toward the opening in the wall. He ran at it, his weapon drawn, hoping to stop its escape. 
 
    At the last second, right as his sword was about to strike, the Sneak reacted by spreading its body into a different shape, consuming Terry’s blade and, subsequently, his hand.  
 
    It clung to the wall with part of him inside of it, dragging him toward the hole. “It’s got me!” he screamed to the others. 
 
    “Pull it back!” shouted Jinel. 
 
    Terry did, but felt a sudden heat inside his hand, burning like fire. He screamed in pain as the creature dragged him into the opening of the wall. “Help!” he cried. “I can’t get away!” 
 
    But before his friends could get to him, Terry was inside the wall itself. The gap opened into a massive hole, and he fell into it, the force of the Sneak pulling him deeper into the earth below, crashing into stone and darkness, falling to some unknown end. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry opened his eyes in the dark, unable to see anything. The air was thick with dust, and he coughed as he breathed. 
 
    His head was pounding. He could barely think. How far had the creature taken him? How deep into the earth had they gone? 
 
    Ticka Ticka Ticka, came the awful sound. 
 
    Ticka Ticka Tee… 
 
    There it was, close enough to touch. The noise from before, the unknown thing from somewhere in the stone…he was close to it now. 
 
    Terry focused his mind, shutting out the pain in his skull and hand, and igniting his eyes to see. 
 
    As he opened them, the room filled with a blue tint, and all at once he saw it there. A mammoth thing without a name. 
 
    A massive machine stood tall and wide, metal arms piercing into stone, digging into the stone walls all around. The machine continued in its ramblings, muttering noise and filling the cave, performing some unknown task. 
 
    But for how long? 
 
    Its center flashed with a sudden emerald glow, followed by the noise again. 
 
    Ticka, came the bulking mass. Ticka Ticka Tee. 
 
    Terry rose to his feet, spotting his sword a few meters from his side. As he reached for it, he felt the pain and recoiled. His fingers were covered in cuts, reaching down along his palm and wrist. The pain of the wounds was overwhelming. 
 
    He tried to block out it, push the pain away, but it wouldn’t leave him. For whatever reason, he couldn’t adjust. 
 
    Can’t focus on it, he thought, grabbing the sword with his other hand. Have to find a way out of here. 
 
    A shadow moved in the corner of his eye. He flinched at it, turning quick to see something scurrying away along the wall. He stared at the space along the stone, waiting and watching for— 
 
    The glowing red light from within the mobile machine danced from one end to the next, revealing the monster. “I see you,” muttered Terry, and he walked forward. 
 
    The creature continued its crawl, passing broken stone and shards of metal, finally touching the level ground once more. It moved fluidly along the earth toward the central machine. As it neared the massive object, a large hatch opened, sliding up to reveal a burst of green light. The Sneak raised itself to the edge of the opening and shuddered, letting out bits of itself into the device. Bits of— 
 
    No, it was vomiting chunks of something else…a kind of ore. Could it be feeding the larger machine? 
 
    Terry ignored the thought. He had no context for what was happening. All he knew was that he needed to escape this place, but the only way to ensure success was to kill the one responsible. 
 
    He stepped forward, his weapon ready. He hadn’t spent much time using his other hand to fight, but with some luck it wouldn’t matter. He’d have to be fast.  
 
    Terry launched himself at the belly of the large device, at the little thing at its core, and struck. 
 
    His sword cut through the creature’s side, slicing a piece of its body away.  
 
    The chunk of the beast fell to the ground, and it turned to look at Terry.  
 
    Except it didn’t, he realized. It couldn’t, for there were no eyes to see him. No face or mouth or features. Only the mass itself, bobbing and moving, and…reforming. 
 
    The monster’s metal flesh, which the sword had cut, came together and expanded, rebuilding on itself. A ball of midnight, reshaping. 
 
    Terry watched with disbelief. “What the—” 
 
    The Sneak leapt at him with ferocious speed. He dropped to a knee and rolled to his side. The beast cut into his arm as it passed. 
 
    Blood poured out of his flesh, bringing a shock of unexpected pain. He yelped as it burned, igniting his whole body. 
 
    The creature landed a few meters behind him, and he quickly turned to follow it, minding his guard.  
 
    Terry braced himself, slowing the moment long enough to raise his guard and block the attack. The Sneak hit his sword, deflecting to the ground, readying itself once more. 
 
    How was it able to hurt him so badly? Why couldn’t he stop— 
 
    It came at his feet this time, and he met it with a thrust of his blade, piercing its body and severing a chunk from the larger mass. The monster gave no pause, reforming itself immediately. 
 
    The Sneak lunged at him, but he deflected it, sending the blob of morphing metal into the nearby wall. In mid-air, the monster changed, extending its tentacle arms behind, catching the wall. It bounced, projecting itself back at him.  
 
    The sudden action took him by surprise, but he managed to avoid the oncoming threat, if just barely. The metallic beast slid beside him, sweeping the hilt of his sword, slashing his hand in the process. Terry let out a cry of pain. Despite his concentration, the Sneak was still penetrating his defenses, still hurting him. 
 
    The beast’s razor sharp body shuddered, forming different arms and blades, and it moved across the ground like a demonic spider.  
 
    It went toward him, scurrying between his legs. He leapt into the air, high above the monstrosity, and struck its flesh in one solid motion. 
 
    A chunk of the monster fell away, landing like gel several meters away. The animal tried to reform, but something was obviously wrong with it. Its flesh trembled as it attempted to redistribute its weight to the missing section, but it couldn’t get there. It must not have enough left, thought Terry. Time to finish this. 
 
    He ran at the creature and unleashed a flurry of attacks, swiping its body with his cold orinchalium blade. The monster fell in halves, and with another quick stroke, into quarters.  
 
    The pieces let out drops of liquid, attempting to reform and come together, but Terry refused to give it the chance. He sliced each section into smaller and smaller pieces. Before it was done, the Sneak had been disassembled into tiny fractions of itself. 
 
    He watched them for a long time, waiting, but the creature never rematerialized. He’d killed the beast at last…if it was ever truly alive to begin with. 
 
    Several minutes later, he heard a voice calling to him. 
 
    “Terry!” shouted someone from beyond the walls.   
 
    It sounded like Barniby. 
 
    He ran to the back of the cave, to the place where he’d fallen. “I’m here!” he yelled back. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” asked Hux. 
 
    “He’s alive,” said another, whose distorted voice could only be Jinel. 
 
    “Terry, do you hear me?” asked Hux, shouting down the hole. “The opening is too narrow for me. Can you climb?” 
 
    “I don’t think so!” he returned. 
 
    “We’ll find a rope,” shouted Jinel. “Don’t go anywhere!” 
 
    “There’s something here,” said Terry. “A machine.” 
 
    “What sort of machine?” asked Hux. 
 
    “I have no idea,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll come down and have a look. Stay where you are!” yelled Jinel. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” muttered Terry. He turned back towards the hulking object at the center of the cavern. “There’s nowhere left to go.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry sat beneath the hole in the cavern, staring at the machine and the debris surrounding it. What purpose did a thing like this serve, and what was it even doing here? From what he could tell, it was more advanced than the machinery on the surface, but given how little he knew of Galathane City or Tharosa, it was impossible to say. 
 
    The others returned after a short while, a length of rope dropped from the opening. A few moments later, Jinel began her descent into the cave. 
 
    As she moved between the stone, Jinel scraped the sides with her boots, kicking dust. Her light shined down on his location as the weapon dangled from her side. 
 
    “Easy coming in,” said Terry, watching as several pebbles hit the bottom of the crevice. The last thing they needed was a cave in. 
 
    “Not to worry,” she said, reaching the ground and raising her light. “Now, let’s see what you’re—” 
 
    The sight of the machine left her stunned, its hulking mass filling half the cavern. “That’s what I was talking about,” said Terry. 
 
    “Unbelievable…is this still operational?” She walked toward it, waving the light from one side of it to the next, searching. 
 
    “What is it? Do you know?” 
 
    “The technology looks to be pre-Extinction Day,” she said. 
 
    “You mean before Variant?” 
 
    “This is a metal purifier.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “The miners insert ores into the machine and it extracts whatever impurities the metal has. I’ve never seen one in person, but I remember the database entry.” 
 
    “The Sneak that attacked us was feeding it,” said Terry.  
 
    “Feeding?” she asked. 
 
    “It was giving it something, like chunks of metal or maybe rocks. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said, stiffening. “Where is that thing? Did you kill it? Did it run off?” 
 
    “It’s dead, I think,” he said, pointing to the various pieces.  
 
    She squatted down and examined them, nudging one of the blobs with her gun. “Interesting,” she whispered. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Should I?” 
 
    “This is a machine.” 
 
    “Like a robot?” he asked. 
 
    “A construct, made up of what appear to be micromachines.” 
 
    “Micro?” he asked. 
 
    She reached out with her fingers and touched the metal. It trembled, reforming slightly, and then relaxed. “Tiny machines built to perform a certain task. They often come together to form a larger assembly like the one you fought against. The technology is very old.” 
 
    “How do you know about this?” 
 
    “Everlasting uses them in repairs, but we moved away from the technology a century ago. We only use them for a few things now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Orinchalium is the primary metal used to create them, but as you already know, the metal is exceedingly rare.” 
 
    Terry looked at the cut on his palm. No wonder this machine was able to hurt him. It was made of the same metal as his sword. “I see. So, what are they for?” 
 
    “You remember the sentry units you fought?” she asked.  
 
    “The Guardians? Sure, but I don’t think they—” 
 
    “Those didn’t use them, no, but some do. The micromachine sentries are remotely controlled via satellite uplink, while the ones you fought relied on a pilot.” 
 
    “Are they just different models or something?” 
 
    “No, all the sentries started with a similar design, but over time most of them had to be refurbished. It’s been two centuries since the last one was constructed, and they’ve all taken a beating. Over time, our engineers had to replace their parts and alter how they functioned.” 
 
    “So, that means there’s still a few micromachine Guardians somewhere in the wild.” If they were anything like the little one he’d just fought, they wouldn’t be easy to kill. “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “Why do you think I came all the way to this continent?” she asked, approaching the giant machine. “All the other sentries have to rely on a pilot, which we can kill, but the other kind—the ones made up entirely of micromachine orinchalium…well, the only thing strong enough to stop them is more of the same.” She shined her light on the sword in Terry’s hand. “That’s why this mission matters. Without that metal, none of us stands a chance.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1627 
 
    Recorded: April 3, 2351 
 
    MICHTELL: So far, the fusion is holding strong. I’ve tested it on my own cells and the mix appears to be stable, although I will need to modify a few things. The next step, barring any complications, would require me to perform an injection on a living creature. Preferably, if I had one available, a rodent, but I don’t have time to order one from Central.  
 
    Instead, as I have stated previously, I will be using the mixture on myself. In fact, I have the needle in my hand as I speak. I am certain others would criticize me for what I am about to do, but I don’t care.  
 
    Given the recent upheaval in Everlasting, the time for experimentation and waiting is over. If the walls fall—if the city loses all of its protection from the gas—thousands of innocent people will die.  
 
    The reaction will be fast, and I’ll know quite soon whether I’ve wasted my efforts or not.  
 
    Now, then… 
 
    Time to change the world. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Red Door 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    Johnathan Finn was already waiting inside the ship when Emile finally arrived.  
 
    “I thought I’d beat you here,” she said when she spotted him. 
 
    “I like to be early,” he answered, thumbing the safety belt around his waist.  
 
    She took a seat across from him. “That so?” 
 
    “Not really,” he admitted. “I’m just in a hurry to get back.” 
 
    “Your concern is understandable, given the situation.” 
 
    He only grunted. As much as he appreciated her sympathy, talking about Mei wouldn’t do him any good right now. He had to focus on the job. Go find this Jinel Din and bring her back to Everlasting.  
 
    Get her to talk. Find Mei. Focus on the task. 
 
    The aircraft roared to life, shaking their seats as it began to lift. “It seems we’re on our way,” remarked Emile. 
 
    “How far away is our target?” asked John. 
 
    “Satellite feed shows her ship docked in a harbor, south of a mining city. She was tracked into the mountain and hasn’t been seen since.” 
 
    “The mountain? How are we supposed to find her?” 
 
    “Wait, of course,” said Emile. “She has to come out at some point.” 
 
    The Red Door left the hangar and took off toward the north, headed for its goal. Another continent to the north. Before this day was through, John would find his target. He’d finish the job and get his answers.  
 
    One way or the other. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Galathane City, Tharosa 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    “You heal pretty fast,” said Jinel, checking the bandage around Terry’s hand, followed by his shoulder. “Remarkably fast, actually.” 
 
    Terry and his friends sat inside the queen’s house, waiting for lunch. Having fulfilled their promise to retake the mines, the group was invited to relax and discuss the terms of their agreement. That is, authorization to receive their payment of orinchalium. A well-deserved prize. 
 
    “His wings stretch far,” explained Ludo with a large grin. “I taught him everything he knows.” 
 
    Terry laughed. “It’s true, he did.” 
 
    “You taught him how to heal faster?” asked Jinel, clearly confused by the notion. 
 
    Lena stood right beside him, observing the place where the wound had been. “Accelerated healing factor is inherent to the priest class, usually induced through various forms of meditation. However, if I understand correctly, Terry, you were able to do much of this before you learned how to focus your mind.” 
 
    “Sure, but it wasn’t even close,” he said. 
 
    “Still, your biology is very distinct, even more than the naturally evolved population on Kant, such as Ludo and Ysa here,” explained Lena. 
 
    “If it weren’t for them, I would probably be dead,” said Terry, smiling at the couple. “They taught me how to survive.” 
 
    “Terry has come far,” said Ysa, her voice as elegant and soft as ever.  
 
    Ludo placed a hand on his shoulder. “It is so.” 
 
    Hux bellowed out a roar of laughter. “What a crew we’re shaping up to be.” 
 
    “What is all the noise down here?” asked the queen, entering the hall from the kitchen, a wide smile on her face. She was holding a tray of baked treats, the scent of which had filled the room long before she arrived.  
 
    “Only friends speaking loudly, Majesty,” answered Hux. 
 
    “Sounds to me like family, nephew, but still think nothing of it. Everyone, come with me and let us eat. There is much to discuss regarding your contributions yesterday.” 
 
    “A fine day it was,” called Barniby from the kitchen. 
 
    “With many more to come,” said the queen. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry explained to the queen what he found in the mine, leaving out a few select details. For example, the queen didn’t need to know that the only reason Terry knew what the machine did was because of Jinel. If anyone learned where she was from, it could pose a danger to her, since Everlasting was so revered. People might think she was a god, while others might try to kill her, as Hux had suggested. 
 
    No, it was better to stay as far away from that as possible, so instead he told a lie, claiming he’d seen the purifier in other areas of the world. 
 
    “I see, so the Sneak was a machine, guarding its nest,” mused the queen. 
 
    “In all likelihood, it was only trying to do its job, but at some point, malfunctioned,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Whatever the case, it’s gone now,” said Lena. 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” said the queen. 
 
    “Which means you can send your miners back in,” finished Jinel.  
 
    The old woman nodded, smiling. “I suppose you’ll want your oryx metal, as we agreed.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Rest easy. Barniby has already left to secure it for you. It will be brought to Hux’s ship right away.” 
 
    “Thank you, majesty,” said Hux. 
 
    “You are most welcome, nephew,” she said, cheerily. “Shall we eat now? I’ve spent all morning meeting with my staff about this matter and I must admit I’m quite famished.” 
 
    After lunch, the crew departed, waiting as Hux embraced his aunt and said his goodbyes. The jolly sailor smiled brightly at her, kissing her forehead. “Safety to you, majesty.” 
 
    She tapped her chest with her shaking fist. “To you, nephew Hux, and please come home to us soon.” 
 
    He returned the gesture, bidding her farewell. 
 
    It was snowing when they arrived at the city gates, and had been since the night before. By now, the field was covered in a sheet of white flakes, transforming it.  
 
    “Something wrong?” Jinel asked, glancing at Terry as they reached the steps. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I saw snow,” he said. 
 
    “When was the last time?” she asked. 
 
    He thought back to when he arrived on this planet. As the portal spit him out onto the mountainside, along with pieces of the Ortego facility. He remembered the fear and confusion he felt, the sudden touch of ice, the shock of the world before him. The sight of two dancing suns. He had been afraid that day, a frightened child in the wilderness. 
 
    But that was a long time ago…and he was older now.  
 
    An easy smile formed, and he looked at his friends, who each stood beside him. “I can’t remember, but it feels like a lifetime ago.” 
 
    “I believe I know what you mean,” she answered, and he knew it was the truth. 
 
    ****** 
 
    The Red Door 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    The aircraft flew across the sea of clouds, parting them like saltwater. The continent of Tharosa was just ahead, growing larger in the distance, though it was hardly visible behind the building snow storm. John stared out the window. “This could be a problem.” 
 
    “If the storm gets any worse, we’ll have to wait it out,” said Emile. 
 
    “What’s the forecast? Do we know?” 
 
    “Looks like a few more cycles before we arrive, according to Analytics.” 
 
    John reached into his pack and removed his headgear, a thick beanie to cover his head and ears. “Good thing I brought this.” 
 
    “We have masks if you’d like one. They’ll shield you from the cold,” said Emile. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m fine with my own gear,” he said. The ship passed through the storm with only a minor bit of turbulence. As it neared the continent, the Red Door began its descent. John spotted mountains first, followed by the harborside village. They’d come from the east in order to land in a nearby field so as not to alarm anyone. “Do we have a read on the boat?” 
 
    “Still docked,” she answered. 
 
    “We need to get to them before they leave,” said John. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “That means leaving the ship before the storm ends.” 
 
    “Maybe for you and your team,” she said. “I’m staying here.” 
 
    “What’s the point of bringing you if you’re not going?” 
 
    “The orinchalium in Jinel Din’s possession, if she’s been successful, needs to be analyzed. I’m not leaving the ship until you’ve captured her.” Emile shuddered. “That woman is dangerous.” 
 
    John lifted his Everlastian pistol, looking it over. “I guess that means we’ll have to take her down fast.” 
 
    “Her accomplices, too,” added Emile. 
 
    “Right,” said John, holstering the weapon.  
 
    The ship landed after a short moment, and the outer door unlocked automatically. John got to his feet, looking over the cabin and the dozen soldiers he’d brought with him. “Are we ready?” 
 
    The men raised their fists, giving their salute. 
 
    “Alright.” He pressed the unlock button, opening the door. A strong wind hit him, stinging his cheeks. “Move out!” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The harbor was nearly covered in snow by the time they reached the ship. Hux went in to check on the cargo while the others waited on the dock, which had already emptied for the day. “Shame. I wanted some snacks before we left,” said Ludo. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Ysa. “Lena asked the innkeeper to buy some. They are on the boat.” 
 
    Ludo’s face lit up. “Truly?” 
 
    Lena handed him a piece of wrapped meat. “We noticed you had an affinity for dried sempter fish and raginello cheese, so we made some requests.” 
 
    “So kind!” He took the food, grinning. 
 
    “Ludo is easy to please,” remarked Ysa. 
 
    “It would seem so,” said Lena, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Jinel and Terry stood a few meters away, watching Hux’s crew walk along the deck of the ship. The young soldier cleared her throat. “Mind if I ask you a question?” 
 
    He nodded. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Are you doing this because you believe in Garden?” she asked with her muffled voice. 
 
    “Garden?” 
 
    “Yes. I realize now I haven’t asked how you feel about all this. Did you agree to assist us because you understood the cause? Because you wanted to change things?” 
 
    He thought about the question, then shook his head. “Not really. I’m not much of a revolutionary, and I don’t know enough about your politics.” 
 
    She blinked. “Then, why?” 
 
    “I was being held hostage in that lab, but you saved me. You got me out. Maybe it’s stupid, but I’m doing this because it feels like I should. Because I have a debt that needs paying.” 
 
    “So, you owe Garden your life? That’s why?” 
 
    “No,” he said, looking at her. “Just you. You’re the one who saved my life. You walked me out of that place when bombs were going off. The least I could do is help you. Besides,” he added, “you’re my friend.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Your friend?” 
 
    “You and them,” he said, motioning to Ludo, Ysa, and Lena. “And Hux, of course.” 
 
    She looked at the others, who were laughing amongst themselves. “I see. Well, thank you, both for agreeing to help me and…for the rest.” 
 
    “The cargo is set!” called Hux as he came out from the cabin. He walked to the bow of the ship and smacked his chest. “We can leave right away.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for the snow to stop?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux scoffed. “A little ice never stopped this old ship!” 
 
    “Rightly said, dear Hux!” shouted Ludo. “Let us—” 
 
    “Hold,” said Ysa, touching her husband’s wrist, quieting him. “Listen.” 
 
    Ludo said nothing, but closed his eyes instead.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “Wait,” said Terry, and he followed his friend’s lead, shutting his eyes and focusing his mind. With the strength of his senses, he listened, shutting out the distractions. The gushing water beneath the docks. The soft wind, carrying the snow. The people in their homes, laughing, talking, arguing.  
 
    Far beyond the walls of the village, an engine rumbled steadily in a field. Two dozen feet shuffled in the snow-tipped grass, running in this direction. 
 
    “Do you hear it?” Ysa asked him. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “Are those soldiers?” 
 
    “Soldiers? From where?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it sounds like an aircraft just unloaded some people.” 
 
    “Everlasting,” muttered Jinel. “Could it be they’ve found us?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1634 
 
    Recorded: April 3, 2351 
 
    HARPER: Wait a second. Are you saying you injected an untested immunization without clearing it with the board? Please tell me I misheard that. 
 
    MITCHELL: That’s correct. 
 
    HARPER: Good God, Mitchell! What the hell were you thinking? You could have died. 
 
    MITCHELL: True, but I didn’t. I’m still alive. 
 
    HARPER: That’s not the point and you know it. You defied procedure and put yourself in serious danger. 
 
    MITCHELL: Nonetheless, it seems the vaccine works. I’ve performed multiple tests since injecting myself and— 
 
    HARPER: You haven’t experienced any negative side effects? 
 
    MITCHELL: Not a single one. Based on the data before me, it would seem we now have a viable solution. 
 
    HARPER: Well, be that as it may, it doesn’t excuse your behavior. You understand that, don’t you? 
 
    MITCHELL: Certainly. 
 
    HARPER: You’ll have to appear before the board for a special hearing to discuss the ramifications of your actions. However, given the results, I’m sure they’ll opt for a lighter touch. 
 
    MITCHELL: Ma’am? 
 
    HARPER: You’ve just cured Variant, Sophie. The board isn’t going to throw you away for taking a few risks, even if they were stupid ones. The rest of Central would lose its mind. 
 
    MITCHELL: I only did this because time was a factor. Everlasting is in the middle of a war and they need this medicine. 
 
    HARPER: Then give it to them. Test the formula on one of their own first, but go ahead and begin full production.  
 
    MITCHELL: Titus Vin and his crew are on their way as we speak. Master Gel has agreed to let us test the cure on a volunteer. I’ll take proper safety procedures this time, but I believe the vaccine will hold. 
 
    HARPER: We’ll need thousands of doses, and soon, should this actually work. Inform me as soon as you know the results of the test. I’ll have our labs stop everything to focus on replicating more inoculations. 
 
    MITCHELL: Thank you, Dr. Harper. 
 
    HARPER: If all of this works out, Sophie, believe me, I’ll be the one thanking you. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Ashby Harbor, Tharosa 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    Terry and his friends ran through Ashby like their lives depended on it, knowing that was likely the case. The Everlastian troops were coming, bringing conflict with them. There would be no respite today. No chance to flee or hide. 
 
    Terry and Ysa ran together at the head of the group, with Ludo and Jinel following behind. Hux remained at the docks with Lena, preparing the ship for departure.  
 
    They came to the edge of the town just before the gate, kicking snow as they arrived. Already, Terry could see the ship in the distant field, a squad of soldiers gathering around. Each of them wore a mask or a helmet, blocking their faces. 
 
    “Not as many as I thought,” observed Ysa, rather calmly. 
 
    “They’re tougher than they look,” said Terry. 
 
    “Do they fly?” she asked. 
 
    Jinel and Ludo slid to a stop beside them. “Everlastians don’t fly,” said Jinel, hoisting her rifle from her side, readying it. “But they have guns and armor, and that makes them tough to kill.” 
 
    Terry raised his brow at the soldier beside him. “Don’t count us out yet. We’ve got a priestess, an Everlastian field commander, a farmer, and a mutant kid from Central. What’s an army to that?” 
 
    “Don’t forget the wavemaster and the analyst,” said a female voice from behind. Terry turned to see Lena standing there with Hux at her side. “You didn’t think we’d leave you to it, did you?” 
 
    “What about the ship?” asked Terry. 
 
    Hux beat his chest. “My crew is here and needs its captain.” 
 
    “I can’t do much without a weapon, but I’m here if you need me,” said Lena. 
 
    “Any ideas?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “We can’t let them near the city,” said Ludo. 
 
    “We could engage them in the field,” said Jinel. “Flank them if we can.” 
 
    Terry nodded. “Okay. Let’s split into two groups, then meet in the middle.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Ludo. “Are you certain we should fight them?” 
 
    “If we take the ship, the satellite will track our movement,” explained Lena. “They’ll follow and sink the Waveguard before we’re halfway there.” 
 
    “Sink the Waveguard?” asked Hux, appalled.  
 
    “It won’t come to that,” said Terry.  
 
    “Here,” said Jinel, looking at Lena. She handed her the rifle. “Stay here and fire from a distance. Use the guided scope like I showed you the other day.” 
 
    “I-I remember,” said Lena, taking the weapon. 
 
    Jinel took a pistol from her waist and switched off the safety. “We’ll hit them hard and quick, before any of them have a chance to react. Are you ready?” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John watched as the Everlastian soldiers unloaded from the Red Door, their boots hitting the snow, flattening the mound until it was nothing but hard ice.  
 
    They gathered together in a circle around him, waiting for orders, prepared to move ahead. 
 
    Once the ship had unloaded, the door raised and locked back into place.  
 
    John lowered his goggles to cover his face. “We’re going to the docks first. I want everyone behind me!” 
 
    The soldiers raised their fists, acknowledging the command. 
 
    John jogged through the field, each of the twelve behind him. The wind was picking up, pushing snow along the ground. With any luck, the villagers would be indoors and out of sight. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if a civilian was injured…or worse. If only he had his team with him. People he could trust. People he knew. Not these aliens with their unknown procedures. 
 
    Gel had assured him that the troops were more than capable. He claimed they were fully trained to avoid such situations, but John couldn’t know for certain…not until he was in the middle of a firefight with them. That was the true test of a man’s character, the only way to know his soul. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry and Ysa crept between the trees on the side of the field, watching the soldiers as they trotted toward the village. On the other side, Ludo, Jinel, and Hux were doing the same, preparing to attack.  
 
    Jinel reached the opposite end, crouched behind one of the thicker trees. She couldn’t see Terry, but he had assured her that he would be watching, and it was true. With a slight raise of her hand, she formed a fist, then brought it down, signaling the attack.  
 
    Terry tapped Ysa’s wrist, and together they burst through the tree line and straight into the field.  
 
    On the other side, Jinel’s team did the same, setting their sights on the enemy troops. The commander of Garden fired with perfect precision, blasting two of the soldiers in the head, ending them. 
 
    The other soldiers reacted instantly, opening fire on the rest. One of the shots hit Ludo, knocking him into the snow.  
 
    “They’re using the toxin!” shouted Jinel. “Don’t let them hit you!” 
 
    Ysa slid beneath the line of fire, knocking one of the men to the ground, throwing snow into the air around the crowd. With a series of quick hits, she shattered bones, tearing a scream from the man’s throat.  
 
    She grabbed his weapon and tossed it into the clearing, then turned on another one.  
 
    “Stop her!” shouted one of the soldiers, but his voice was strange, not muffled from a breathing mask, but clear and distinct. 
 
    Familiar, too. 
 
    He wore a separate uniform from the rest, a strange mask on his head with goggles. The design wasn’t Everlastian, but still familiar.  
 
    Hux charged like a bull into the field, stampeding into two soldiers and grabbing both their heads, one in each hand, and burying them in the ground.  
 
    Another set of troops took aim at the wavemaster, preparing to stop him. Seeing this, Jinel tried to draw their attention, shooting one in the leg. The other soldier unloaded his weapon onto her, but she was already back behind the tree. 
 
    A shot hit one of the men in the side of his shoulder. It came from the city walls. There, Lena Sol was crouched with Jinel’s rifle, aiming at the crowd. She pulled the trigger, taking a slow and steady breath, and fired, tagging another in the arm. 
 
    Terry kept his eye on the man who appeared to be their leader, the one without the mask. “Hit them quick!” the stranger cried, then fired his own pistol, tagging Hux in the foot. 
 
    The wavemaster stumbled, pausing momentarily, and then collapsed.  
 
    “They’re using the toxin!” shouted Jinel. 
 
    Can’t give them time to get the rest, thought Terry. 
 
    He dashed at the soldiers, his weapon extended. One of the men fired at him, but he deflected the shot with his blade, and continued forward.  
 
    Terry drew in close, disarming the nearest soldier. He raised his sword to him, aiming to stab him in the leg. He didn’t want to take anyone’s life today, only injure them.  
 
    But before the blade could make its mark, the leader of the squad came upon him, knocking Terry back. The leader stood between them now, his pistol drawn and aimed. “Back off!” 
 
    But Terry wouldn’t have it. He readied himself to begin again, steadying his stance.  
 
    “I’m warning you,” said the man with the mask. His words didn’t match his lips. He had to be using a translator, the same one Lena had told him about…but what was a foreigner doing with Everlastian soldiers? Unless… 
 
    “Who are you?” Terry asked in English. 
 
    The man hesitated at the change in language. He pressed his hand to his collar, and there was a click. “You speak English?” 
 
    “My name is Terry and I’m from Earth,” he said. “Now, who the hell are you?” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John stared at the wild man before him, the one speaking the language of his home world. The savage with the mad, unkempt hair and unusual clothes. The man who had just called himself Terry. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “I said my name is Terry. Who the hell are you?” 
 
    John lowered his weapon. “Terry?” 
 
    “Yeah…do I know you?” 
 
    John removed his mask, revealing his tired face. Terry’s eyes widened, a shocked expression overcoming him. They both stood motionless for what felt like a long moment, saying nothing. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Terry finally muttered, his mouth hanging open. “John?” 
 
    John nodded, uncertain of what to do or say. He’d spent so much time looking for the person in front of him, never knowing if his hopes were wasted, never knowing if the friend he knew was even still alive. “I can’t believe it’s you,” he answered, almost choking on the words. “How…what are you doing here?”  
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    A sudden burst of weapon fire sounded from behind him, bringing John out of his daze. “Everyone, stop firing. Stop!” 
 
    The Everlastian squad came to a halt, but didn’t lower their weapons. Instead, they kept their sights fixed on the enemy. One in the tree line, one behind the city wall, and three others immobilized in the snow. Two large men and a bald woman with tattoos.  
 
    “Why are you helping Everlasting, John?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Mei’s been taken hostage. I need to find the one responsible. A terrorist who knows where she’s being kept.” 
 
    “Terrorist?” 
 
    “Garden. They abducted her,” explained John. 
 
    “But I’ve been with them. I didn’t hear anything about that.” 
 
    “Then you’ve been lied to,” said John. His eyes fell to the snow. “I know it’s true. I’ve seen the intel.” 
 
    Terry looked at the person in the woods. A female wearing a breathing mask and armor. “Is this true?” he asked, yelling across the field. “Did Garden kidnap Mei?” 
 
    “Leadership lies!” she returned. “Garden would never do anything to you or your people! We have one goal: to overthrow the dictatorship in our city and bring peace to our people!” 
 
    “Who is that?” asked John. “Is that Jinel Din?” 
 
    “How did you know her name? Is she the person you’re after?” asked Terry. 
 
    Finally, thought John. Now he could finish this and return to the city. He’d save Mei and then they could all go home. “Terry, listen to me. That woman knows where Mei is. We have to bring her in!” 
 
    Terry looked at Jinel, blinking curiously. He shook his head. “Jinel saved my life. She wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Whatever she’s telling you, it’s not true. She’s just using you. These people are terrorists. They need to be stopped.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    John started toward the trees. “Don’t worry, Terry. I’ll handle this right now. You’ll see.” He raised his pistol, aiming at his new target. “Come out, Jinel Din! You’re coming with me!” 
 
    “John, stop!” begged Terry. “You’re making a mistake!” 
 
    “Sorry, but we don’t have a choice,” he answered. He didn’t like going against his friend’s wishes, but given the current stakes, he couldn’t take the risk. He had to ensure Mei’s safety, no matter what. 
 
    John stared at the woman in armor, this terrorist commander who had plagued Everlasting for so long. He would have to be quick to outgun her, but given his reflexes and speed, he knew it wouldn’t be a problem. Just slide to the left and tag her with the toxin. It would only take one shot. Maybe two.  
 
    He stopped a few meters from her, staring her in the eyes.  
 
    John took a deep breath, clearing his mind. He could do this. He could save Mei. Save Terry. All he had to do was breathe. 
 
    One.  
 
    Two.  
 
    Three.  
 
    And go. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry didn’t know what to do. He was finally reuniting with his oldest friend, but it came at the cost of another’s freedom. No doubt, John believed what he was saying, but there was no way Jinel could be responsible for Mei’s kidnapping. Yes, the woman had committed acts of violence against the Leadership, but she’d never done anything to suggest she was capable of such a betrayal.   
 
    Or would she? He had to admit he’d only known her for just over a month, which wasn’t long enough to truly understand a person, but… 
 
    Still, he’d spent time with Jinel, fought alongside her. He understood her motives and what she was after, and he knew that all she really wanted was to save her people. Whether or not she was right in this, he couldn’t say, but he had no doubts that she believed it. She’d also saved his life, brought him out of that lab and taken him to freedom. He’d trusted her enough to cross an ocean, to come all the way to Tharosa to find a way to stop the war. She had always looked out for him. She’d always told him the truth. 
 
    The Everlastian soldiers stood between Terry and John, their attention divided. If he could get around them, somehow, he might be able to stop his friends from fighting. It could be possible to talk this whole thing out. If he could just— 
 
    John broke into a mad dash in an instant, opening fire on Jinel Din. He slid in the snow, letting loose a barrage of shots, nearly hitting her. She managed to move behind the massive trunk, keeping it between them, unable to return fire. 
 
    The move opened her to an attack from the other soldiers, who now observed her clearly. They raised their weapons, preparing to strike her down with the nerve suppressor. “Stop!” demanded Terry, but a few of them raised their guns to him, warning him to stay put.  
 
    Terry focused his mind and cleared himself of all thought, all distractions, and in that single moment of tranquility, released his inner calm.  
 
    He raised his blade and attacked the squad, dodging their shots as he moved across the glade. He cut the first rifle down, splitting it in half, taking the man’s trigger finger with it. The soldier screamed in shock as Terry continued to the next. 
 
    With a quick parry, Terry knocked the second rifle to the side, nearly throwing it from the man’s hand. He moved in and stabbed him in the arm, forcing him to drop the weapon.  
 
    He pushed his way through each of the soldiers, disarming them as he cut through the crowd. A pool of warm blood pooled in the middle of the white field. The men ran in terror, back towards their ship, while others passed out where they had collapsed. 
 
    “Terry, stop!” ordered John. 
 
    “They’ve brainwashed him. Don’t listen!” yelled Jinel. 
 
    “Both of you need to stop!” demanded Terry. 
 
    John aimed his pistol at the Garden soldier. “Not until I have her. Not until I get Mei back!” 
 
    Terry lunged at his old friend, going for the weapon in his hand. Terry pressed him back against the nearest tree, pinning him to the bark as John refused to let go of the pistol, continuing to fire into the leaves. “Stop it!” yelled Terry. 
 
    “Let me go!” barked John, and he kneed Terry suddenly in the belly, pushing him back.  
 
    Terry staggered, surprised at John’s strength. 
 
    John raised his weapon. “I don’t want to hurt you, but—” 
 
    “Neither do I!” snapped Terry, taking one of Ludo’s daggers from his waist and throwing it towards the pistol. It struck the weapon, forcing it free of John’s grasp. 
 
    Terry took the chance to attack. He ran straight at him, but John reacted quickly, raising his leg into Terry’s stomach, grabbing him by the arms. John rolled on his back, bringing Terry above and behind him, throwing him into the snow. 
 
    The two rose to their feet and attacked. As John threw a fist, Terry took his wrist and turned, pressing his back to John’s chest, elbowing him in the stomach with so much force it sent him sliding backwards, kicking snow into the air. 
 
    John returned immediately and slid towards him, sending snow into Terry’s face. From behind the white cloud, John sprang forth at him, knocking him in the chest with his head like a battering ram while grabbing both his sides. John lifted Terry and pushed him back into the nearest tree, cracking the wood. 
 
    Terry brought both his hands down on John’s neck, striking him repeatedly. John let him go, and Terry caught himself on a branch. He reengaged, sprinting forward. A few meters from his target, he leapt high into the air, releasing a series of swift kicks, aimed at John’s chest.  
 
    John braced for the assault, blocking with his arms crossed and his head down, his feet planted where he stood.  
 
    As Terry began to land, John grabbed hold of his ankle and swung him to the ground.  
 
    Terry hit the earth with a deep thud, snow billowing into the air.  
 
    He staggered to his feet, unsteady and nearly falling. 
 
    John reached for the rifle on his back, the one he’d ignored until now, and aimed it squarely at Terry’s face. “Don’t move!” 
 
    But Terry wasn’t listening, and attacked. John’s finger brushed the trigger, nearly firing, but he checked himself. Instead, he slammed the butt of his rifle into Terry’s shoulder, redirecting him. 
 
    Terry spun around, recovering quickly. When the rifle came again, he dodged, using John’s own momentum to catch the gun and disarm him. 
 
    In that same instance, Terry raised his foot, and with a single, perfect strike, slammed it into the soldier’s chest. 
 
    The impact sent John flying, snapping low-hanging branches and scattering dead leaves. A splash of blood exploded from his mouth as he landed and slid into a tree trunk. 
 
    “John!” called Terry, frantically, once he saw the blood.  
 
    The seasoned soldier wasn’t moving. 
 
    ****** 
 
    John sat with his hands crossed, smiling a big, bright smile, and laughing. Today was the day he went to school. Today was the day he got to grow up. 
 
    “Do you have everything you need, Johnny?” asked his mother. They stood together at the train station, along with his brother, Trevor, who had only just graduated from the Academy himself. 
 
    John nodded. “Yup!” 
 
    “Good,” she said, giving him a hug. She nuzzled his cheek with her nose, and he giggled. “You know we won’t get to see each other for a while, but you’re going to be tough, right?” 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah, I’m tough!” 
 
    “Remember what I told you, Johnny,” said Trevor. 
 
    “Stay out of trouble,” said John, repeating the advice he’d been given. 
 
    “Right,” said his brother. “And you’re bigger than the other kids will be, so don’t be a bully.” 
 
    “No way,” said John, shaking his head. Trevor had told him about how sometimes kids could pick on other kids. John would never be like that. Not in a million, billion years. Not ever. “Only cowards…um…” He tried to remember. 
 
    “Only cowards hurt those weaker than themselves,” Trevor reminded him. “Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” insisted John, smiling. 
 
    Trevor beamed, then tussled his hair. “Good man.” 
 
    “You won’t see us for a while, but don’t ever forget how much we love you, Johnny, and when you’re done at school, you can come home to us,” said his mother. Her eyes were beginning to tear up. “You’re a good boy and you have a good family. You know that, right?” 
 
    Trevor placed his hand on their mother’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Mother. He understands, just like I did when I left.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mom, I know,” John assured her. He leaned in and hugged her again. “I won’t forget. I promise.” 
 
    “You better not,” she answered, squeezing him with everything she had. “Never, ever. You hear me, baby?” 
 
    He kissed her warm, wet cheeks. “Never, ever.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    John opened his eyes in the snow as blood poured from his nose and mouth. He felt the sting of the cold suddenly, as though for the first time today.  
 
    He raised his head, wheezing as he gasped for air. “Ungh…” He turned on his side, holding his stomach, suddenly remembering where he was.  
 
    A thin line of blood dripped along his cheek. 
 
    Someone was running toward him. It was Terry, he realized. Oh yes, that’s right. His old friend. “I’m so sorry!” Terry yelled as he arrived. “Oh, my God. Are you okay?” 
 
    John felt his stomach. A sharp pain in his abdomen and chest, but nothing broken. “I’m…good,” he muttered. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to hit you so hard,” said Terry. 
 
    John raised his hand. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Oh, man,” said Terry, examining John’s face. “Your nose is—” 
 
    John wiped the blood with his sleeve. “You got tough while I was gone,” he said. 
 
    “That’s your response to me breaking your nose?” 
 
    “Not broken. Relax.” 
 
    “What about your ribs?” 
 
    John forced himself to sit up. He leaned back against the nearby tree trunk and let out a sigh. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Dammit, John. Why didn’t you listen to me? I tried to tell you—” 
 
    “I know,” he muttered, raising his eyes to look at the falling leaves.  
 
    “What happened? Why were you after Jinel? Can you explain it to me?” 
 
    “I just wanted to help,” he said, clearing his throat. “I…” 
 
    “Help?” 
 
    “Mei, she…they got her and I…” A sudden lump formed in his throat. “I just wanted to help…I…” 
 
    Terry took a few steps closer. “John?” 
 
    “I just wanted to get her back, Terry,” he said, his voice cracking.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Terry, sitting next to him.  
 
    The wind blew, and flakes of snow lifted from the ground, scattering in the air in front of them. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do. Terry, tell me, what am I supposed to do?” The words came quickly, uncontrollably, and he didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what to do or what to think or what to feel and… 
 
    …and for the first time since all of this began, John let it all come riding out of him. The loss he didn’t want to have. The hole in his heart that Mei had left. That had grown bigger with every person he had lost.  
 
    Tears bled out of him, gushed like a river of grief until he could scarcely breathe. He didn’t even try to fight them. He didn’t have the strength for it anymore.  
 
    “I couldn’t save her. They took my Mei and I couldn’t stop them, Terry. I couldn’t stop them and I couldn’t make it right. You…I couldn’t save you, either, back when you left. No…when you were taken. I couldn’t…” He gasped the cold air and it burned his throat. “I couldn’t…I couldn’t save my mom. My brother. Everyone. They’re all—” 
 
    But before the rest could come, Terry’s arms wrapped around him, squeezing him tight. John felt everything dissipate—all the walls blocking his grief and fear—and he let it all go. “I’m sorry,” he cried, pressing his eyes into his friend’s shoulder. “I’m sorry I couldn’t find you sooner. I’m sorry I couldn’t do what you needed me to do.” 
 
    “You did find me, John. You came all this way and you did it. See? I’m here. You did it,” he said, this man who had been his friend…who was still his friend. 
 
    John had come so far to find him, traveled to another world—another universe—to see this boy again, his oldest and greatest friend. His brother. And he was alive. Oh, God, he was real, sitting next to him, here in this distant place. 
 
    Here, beneath an ancient forest, surrounded by the falling snow. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Ortego Outpost File Logs 
 
    Play Audio File 1641 
 
    Recorded: April 3, 2351 
 
    MITCHELL: Thank you for taking my call. 
 
    GEL: Of course, Sophia Mitchell. I understand you’ve obtained what you believe to be a cure to the gas that plagues us so? 
 
    MITCHELL: That’s correct. I’ve tested the compound on both myself as well as Titus Vin and it would seem the results are the same. Both he and I are now entirely immune. 
 
    GEL: Absolutely remarkable. Are there no side-effects? Have you observed anything abnormal? 
 
    MITCHELL: None whatsoever. In fact, Titus says the air feels the same as it does in Everlasting, and I’d have to agree. 
 
    GEL: Excellent. When can you have the first shipment delivered to us? I would like to begin inoculations as quickly as possible. 
 
    MITCHELL: We’re synthesizing them now. I should have the first hundred by the end of the day. 
 
    GEL: Very good. I understand. Please, Sophia Mitchell, the sooner you get them to us, the better. Our people are in dire need. 
 
    MITCHELL: I won’t rest until I do, I assure you. If I might inquire on something else, before we disconnect. 
 
    GEL: Of course. Please, go ahead. 
 
    MITCHELL: Have you any news on Dr. Curie? 
 
    GEL: Ah, yes. Has Sergeant Finn told you of his current mission? 
 
    MITCHELL: He only mentioned he needed to leave the continent to help you with something. He didn’t say much more. 
 
    GEL: That is because I told him not to. There are spies everywhere, you see, but I’m sure it won’t hurt to tell you now. He is currently tracking a terrorist in the hopes of finding Dr. Curie’s location. We believe she is being held prisoner in a Garden facility. If this investigation proves accurate, we should find her soon. 
 
    MITCHELL: Are…Are you certain? 
 
    GEL: I cannot say definitively, but I am confident we will yield results, should Sergeant Finn succeed. 
 
    MITCHELL: That’s wonderful news! Thank you! 
 
    GEL: You are most welcome. It is the least we can do, given the situation.  
 
    MITCHELL: I’ll do everything I can to get the medicine to you, Master Gel. Please, just find Dr. Curie. 
 
    GEL: We will do our best to bring her back to you. I give you my word. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Somewhere in Everlasting 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    Fentin stood beside the countertop fumbling with a vial of Mei’s blood. He marked it and put it aside, moving on to the next genetic sample. He did this multiple times a day, usually after extracting the material directly from Mei’s body. 
 
    Strapped to her chair, here in this place, all she could do was watch as little pieces of her were organized for later exploitation.  
 
    She twisted her hand in the strap, trying to loosen them, but failing. Wait until I get out of here, she thought, burning a hole in the back of Fentin’s head with her stare. 
 
    As though he could sense her, Fentin turned around. “It’s almost time for sleep,” he said, using the translator beside him. 
 
    “Screw off,” she muttered. 
 
    He smiled, almost innocently, and turned around to continue his work.  
 
    The door opened a second later, and in walked Master Gel. He’d taken to visiting Mei on occasion, usually to see how Fentin’s progress was going, but also to mock her. She wagered he enjoyed the situation more than he let on. Somewhere, beneath that cold expression, there was only a cruel, taunting child.  
 
    “Master Gel, sir,” said Fentin, noticing the visitor. He got to his feet, nervously.  
 
    “Would you disconnect the translator?” asked Gel, nodding to the device. 
 
    “Oh, certainly,” said Fentin. He touched the machine and it powered off.  
 
    “Very good,” said Gel, but this time the words came in the native language. Mei would have to pay close attention, but her understanding had improved. She wasn’t fluent, but close enough. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Master?” asked Fentin. 
 
    “Did you have a chance to analyze the blood I sent you?” asked Gel. 
 
    “From Titus Vin? Yes, sir. Everything is as you described. Quite remarkable, truly.” 
 
    “I see, so he shows no abnormalities?” asked Gel. 
 
    “Not at all, sir.” 
 
    “Interesting. Can you use the sample to assist you in your current project?” 
 
    “I believe so. Our analysis shows some similarities between the two. It should save us months of research.” 
 
    “Months, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Perhaps even longer. Whoever discovered this cure, they’ve saved us an enormous amount of time. It is truly remarkable!” 
 
    Gel glanced briefly at Mei. “It was one of the human scientists, but it hardly matters. I need you to work diligently to find the link between this one’s sequence and Titus Vin’s. The safety of our people requires it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Fentin. 
 
    “Very good,” said Gel. He started to leave, but paused as he was passing Mei’s chair, looking her over.  
 
    “Something I can help you with?” she asked. 
 
    “I wonder, do you know what is going on right now?” he asked in English. 
 
    “You’re bored and needed someone to talk to, now that all your friends are dead,” she answered. “Oh, I mean because you killed them.” 
 
    “What I did to the Leadership, I did—” 
 
    “For the good of Everlasting,” she finished. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “You say the words, but I suspect you do not understand them.” 
 
    “Sure, I do. It means the ends always justify the means for you. It means you can do whatever you want if you can rationalize that it’s for your city.” 
 
    “You talk a great deal for a prisoner.” He glanced at Fentin, switching to his native language. “Put her to sleep when I leave. In fact, until we need her again, I’d like her kept in stasis. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but the samples we take will be less—” 
 
    He raised his hand to quiet him. “We have more than enough to finish the work, but if need be, we can always wake her up. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Fentin nodded. “Certainly.” 
 
    “Proceed, then,” said Gel, observing Mei, smiling just enough so she could see it. 
 
    Oh no. If Fentin did as he was told, she’d be finished. She had to say something, anything.  
 
    “Doctor Curie, you look concerned,” said Master Gel in English. 
 
    “What?” she asked, playing dumb. “I was just wondering what’s going on out there since you have me trapped in here.” 
 
    “Nothing you need concern yourself with,” he answered, opening the door.  
 
    She watched him leave.  
 
    Fentin stood at the counter, fixing what could only be her medicine. It looked the same as all the other doses she’d received, except this time when he injected her, she wouldn’t wake up. She’d fall asleep forever and that would be the end of everything. She had to do something now. 
 
    Fentin brought the injection to her, sterilizing her neck with a piece of cloth. “There we are,” he said, softly. 
 
    Her heart began to race. “Fentin, wait,” she said, quickly, trying to think of a way out of this, anything to stop the needle from putting her to sleep. 
 
    She remembered the vial under her pillow. If she could just get to it, maybe then— 
 
    “What is it?” asked the doctor. 
 
    She swallowed. “Can you let me lie down first? Could you finish doing this once I’m in the cell?” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Inside?” 
 
    “Just let me lie down first. You don’t want to carry me in there, do you? Wouldn’t that be better for both of us?” 
 
    Fentin considered this for a moment. “I do get tired of dragging you in there. This is true.” 
 
    “I won’t do anything. I promise. I just don’t want to fall asleep in this chair. Every time I do, it gives me such a pain in my neck, and then I feel sick to my stomach. Could you do this for me, Fentin? Please?” 
 
    “I suppose you could lie down first, yes,” he said, nodding, and took a step back. “But, if you attempt to do anything, you will be punished. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said. “I wouldn’t do that. Not after last time.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. That would be bad for you.” He took a pistol from the counter and aimed it at her.  
 
    “I promise, I won’t,” she said, staring at the barrel. 
 
    He unstrapped her wrists, giving her some space to stand. She walked into the cell and sat on the bed. He followed her with the gun still on her. “Lie down now.” 
 
    She slipped her hand beneath the pillow, touching the vial. “Yes, of course,” she said, beaming a soft smile at him. 
 
    She stretched her legs out on the bed, leaning back, the vial in her hand.  
 
    Fentin leaned over her with the injector, studying her neck and skin. She glanced at the gun in his other hand, which was no longer aimed at her. His attention was more focused on the medication than whether she would try to run.  
 
    “Do not move or the injection will hurt,” said Fentin, the same as he always did. 
 
    “Yes, Fentin,” she said, closing her eyes.  
 
    Focusing on his movement, clearing her mind, she could sense him there beside her, breathing.  
 
    The liquid in the injector sloshed as it neared her throat. As soon as it pierced her skin, that would be it. She’d have to be fast. 
 
    Fentin’s hand drew close, the needle mere centimeters from her flesh. 
 
    She pressed her thumb into the crack along the vial, snapping it in half and cutting herself. Fentin paused at the sudden sound, glancing at her hand. “What—” 
 
    But before he could continue, Mei brought the vial from behind her waist, eyes still shut, and slammed it into Fentin’s shoulder. 
 
    He screamed, falling back and dropping the pistol. Leaping from the bed, Mei dashed at the scientist, picking up the weapon as she went.  
 
    Fentin had tears in his eyes as he held his bleeding shoulder, whimpering like a child. As Mei neared him, he tried to strike her with the injector, but she aimed the gun at him. “Drop it!” 
 
    He let go of the needle, raising his shaking hands. “P-Please!” 
 
    “Inject yourself with whatever that is,” she told him. 
 
    “W-What?” 
 
    “Do it!” she snapped. 
 
    He looked at the needle, then again at her. “But—” 
 
    “She squeezed the grip and furrowed her brow. “Would you rather I use this and then the needle? I know this one will only paralyze, but I wonder what would happen if we used both…” 
 
    “No, wait!” he begged.  
 
    She nudged the needle toward him with her foot. He swallowed, but then picked it up. A second of hesitation later and he had it on his arm. 
 
    “In the neck,” she muttered.  
 
    He nodded, then did as she ordered. She watched as the liquid entered him and began its work. 
 
    “Good,” she said, lowering the pistol, but not entirely. 
 
    “You…you…” His voice was already fading. 
 
    “Go to sleep, Fentin,” she said. 
 
    “But…but…you…” His eyelids drooped, and his words began to slur. “Ish…no…” 
 
    Mei could feel his heart slowing as he faded into a tranquil coma. “I’m sorry, but I had to do it. I know you were just doing what he told you to do.” 
 
    Fentin’s eyes closed and, in seconds, he fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    She squeezed the pistol’s grip. There were likely too many people to count in this building who believed as Fentin did, that Master Gel was looking out for them, that he would lead them to prosperity. Maybe they were right. Maybe he would. 
 
    But it couldn’t come at the cost of humanity or the people outside of this city. 
 
    She backed away from Fentin, stepping out of the cell and into the lab, shutting the door behind her and locking him inside. 
 
    The hall door slid open as she neared it, startling her. Peering out, she saw the hallway was clear and empty, not a soul to be found. She glanced at the weapon in her hand. With any luck, she wouldn’t have to use this, but based on past experiences, she had an idea of what to expect. 
 
    She’d do what she had to, no matter what it took. She wouldn’t die in a place like this. 
 
    Mei stepped into the hall, leaving the prison behind, and started running. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Outside Ashby Harbor, Tharosa 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    “Are you okay to go?” asked Terry, concerned for his friend’s condition. John still had blood all over his face from their fight.  
 
    “I’m good. Let’s go talk to Jinel,” he said, pushing himself up with the help of the nearby stump.  
 
    “Stay right there!” yelled a muffled voice.  
 
    “Speak of the devil,” said Terry. 
 
    Jinel appeared from between the trees, her rifle aimed directly at John. “Terry, what happened?” 
 
    “He’s okay, Jinel. Put the gun down,” he said. 
 
    “He tried to kill me. I’m not—” 
 
    “John thought you kidnapped our friend. He’s willing to hear you out now.” 
 
    John raised his hands. “Sorry about that. I’ve been under a lot of stress.” 
 
    “What friend are you talking about?” she asked. 
 
    “Mei Curie,” he answered. “Gel said Garden kidnapped her. That’s why I’m here, to find you and bring you back. He said you know where—” 
 
    “Garden wouldn’t do that. We don’t take hostages. That’s what a coward does. Even if we did, we wouldn’t involve an outsider like your friend.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you did blow up buildings and kill people,” said John. 
 
    “I didn’t say there weren’t casualties. It’s a war.” 
 
    “If you didn’t take Mei, then where is she?” asked John. “I’m tired of this nonsense.” 
 
    “They rescued me from the Leadership,” Terry explained. 
 
    “Rescued you?” asked John. 
 
    “The Leadership was going to experiment on me. They wanted to know what made me immune to Variant.” 
 
    John’s eyes grew distant, and for a second he looked lost in thought. “They told me they couldn’t find you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Gel said he looked everywhere, but their satellite couldn’t track you. They said they were still looking. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” asked Jinel. “The Leadership has been using you.” 
 
    “No, I would’ve seen that,” muttered John. “I would have—” 
 
    “Terry!” called a voice. Lena Sol came running from the field. 
 
    “Over here!” he returned. 
 
    “Who is that?” asked John. 
 
    “The soldiers are preparing to leave!” she yelled. 
 
    “Is that…” John stared into the woods at the woman running toward him. “Lena?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know her, don’t you?” asked Terry. 
 
    “John, is that you?” asked Lena, once she was close enough to see him.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Lena? I heard you took a job on some island or something.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I was—” 
 
    “Save your reunion!” snapped Jinel. “Did you not hear her? The troops are preparing to leave. We need to stop them before they reform!” 
 
    Terry grabbed John by the shoulder. “You with us?” 
 
    John looked at Jinel. “Are you telling me the truth about Gel? You think he has Mei?” 
 
    “Of course, I am! Only the Leadership is capable of such an act.” 
 
    “Okay, but if you’re lying to me—” 
 
    “Enough of your doubts,” said the soldier. “We’ll kill each other later if I’m wrong. Now, come!” 
 
    “Wait!” yelled Lena, running over to Terry. She handed him his sword. “You dropped this.” 
 
    They ran through the forest and into the open field. John spotted the soldiers as they gathered near the aircraft. 
 
    He lifted his rifle, taking aim, but then lowered it. “We need to get to the ship before it takes off. The pilot will leave if we make a scene!” 
 
    “Then we’d better be quick,” said Terry. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Their assault on the soldiers was haphazard, but it was easy work. Most were either injured or disoriented, trying to climb aboard the ship.  
 
    In moments, the Red Door was in the air, lifting from the field in an attempt to escape.  
 
    John dove through the open hatch and made his way to the pilot. “Set it down!” he ordered, pressing the barrel to the man’s neck. 
 
    “Sergeant Finn!” yelled Emile Res from the back of the aircraft. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Emile!” answered John. He dug the weapon into the pilot’s skin. “This’ll only take a second.” 
 
    The Red Door returned to the ground right as Jinel began giving orders to her new prisoners. “Everyone on the ground!” she demanded of the soldiers. 
 
    Terry had several of their weapons in his arms, dropping them in a small pile near the edge of the woods.  
 
    “If I see anyone move, I’ll shoot your head clear off!” barked the Garden commander. 
 
    John emerged from the ship with the pilot still at the end of his gun. “Join your friends over there,” he told him, then waved for Emile Res to come out. 
 
    “What is going on?” asked the scientist. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asked Terry. 
 
    “She’s a noncombatant,” said John. 
 
    “Another tool for the Leadership,” said Jinel. 
 
    Emile stepped out of the aircraft and looked around. “Will someone please tell me what is—” 
 
    “Turns out Garden didn’t take Mei,” said John. “Your boss did.” 
 
    Emile cocked her head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Where’s Lena?” asked John. “You two know each other, don’t you? She’ll explain it.” 
 
    “Lena Sol?” asked Emile.  
 
     “Is there a way to wake up someone after they’ve been hit by the toxin?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Emile, do you know?” asked John. 
 
    “The toxin? It doesn’t take long to wear off. Do you remember when we used it on your team?” 
 
    John thought back to the day he first met Emile and Lena. They knocked out most of his squad with the stuff, but it wore off after an hour or so. “Is there anything you can do to speed it up?” 
 
    “We have some medicine on the ship, but…” 
 
    “What?” asked John. 
 
    “What you’re asking is treason, you must realize,” said Emile. “You’re requesting I help the enemy.” 
 
    “Not the enemy,” yelled Lena, finally arriving.  
 
    “Who is that?” asked Emile, trying to see.  
 
    Lena approached the scientist. “Hello, Emile Res,” she told her. “It’s good to see you again. I think it might do you well to listen now.” 
 
    “Listen?” asked Emile. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said the analyst. “There is much you do not know.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Hux, Ludo, and Ysa came out of their temporary stasis after a short while. Thanks to Emile and Lena, their punishment was severely reduced. With everyone recovered and back on their feet, it was time to decide what to do with the Everlastian soldiers. 
 
    “What about Emile Res?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “She’s good,” said John. “Aren’t you, Emile?” 
 
    “If what you’re saying is true, then it would certainly explain a great deal of things,” said the scientist. “But I must admit, I remain skeptical.” 
 
    “Of what?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Everything,” said Emile. 
 
    “A reasonable position,” remarked Lena. 
 
    “The loss of the Leadership has left a power vacuum, requiring Master Gel to temporary take control. Garden’s actions and left Everlasting in a state of panic, so you will forgive me if I am not inclined to believe your words.” 
 
    “The truth is the truth, regardless of what you believe,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Perhaps so, but until I have seen more, then I must keep my objectivity intact. Until then, I can only agree to cause you no trouble. I’m no soldier, nor do I wish to get involved any further than I already am.” 
 
    “A coward’s sentiment,” said Jinel. 
 
    “A pragmatist,” returned Emile. 
 
    “Nonetheless, if you cause us any problems—” 
 
    “Will you two drop it?” asked Terry. “We need to figure out what to do with these soldiers.”  
 
    Jinel raised her rifle, taking aim at one of the soldiers’ heads. “A thought occurs to me, now that you mention it.” 
 
    “Hey, come on,” said John. “I thought you said you weren’t about that.” 
 
    “We don’t slaughter innocents. There are exceptions with dogs of the Leadership,” said Jinel. 
 
    “No, John’s right,” said Terry, motioning for her to lower the gun. He’d had enough violence for one day. “There’s no reason to—”  
 
    A hard rumble coursed through the ground beneath them, vibrating his feet.  
 
    He and John both looked at each other. “What was that?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Maybe an earthquake,” answered John. Another tremor, this time stronger, followed shortly by another. “The hell is this? Emile, do you know?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me?” she asked, almost insulted. 
 
    “You’re supposed to know about this continent,” he said. 
 
    “There hasn’t been an earthquake here for a century, so I’m—” 
 
    “Everyone be quiet,” said Jinel. 
 
    The rumblings grew with each occurrence, repeating every few seconds.  
 
    Baroom.  
 
    Baroom.  
 
    Baroom. 
 
    “No!” screamed Lena, stumbling as the tremor hit. She fell to the ground on her hands and knees. “No! I know that sound! I know what’s coming!” 
 
    “What is she rambling about?” yelled John. 
 
    “Sentries!” shouted Lena, pointing to the harbor. 
 
    Terry looked with his hybrid eyes to see a massive wave rise up, pushing boats into the docks, grounding some of them. The people screamed, dispersing through the streets, heading for the gates. 
 
    A thing emerged, tall as a building, with a body like a serpent deity. It looked like the Leviathan monster from the stories made real. 
 
    “What is it?” asked John. 
 
    “A Guardian,” answered Terry. “Or sentry. Whatever you want to call it. They protect Everlasting.” 
 
    “Then what’s it doing here?” asked John. 
 
    “The Leadership must have sent it,” said Jinel. 
 
    Another sound caught Terry’s ear. A hovering, whirling noise, coming from the other direction. He turned and stared to the horizon, but saw nothing yet.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “There’s more,” said Terry. 
 
    “I hear it, too,” said John. “It’s coming from—” 
 
    “There!” yelled Terry, pointing to the horizon’s edge, high above the trees. 
 
    An object appeared, far into the distance beyond the mountains and clouds. Was it a ship like the one in the field? Perhaps, although it was a different design, and many times larger.  
 
    It boomed through the heavens, heading towards them. “It’s coming this way!” yelled Terry. He turned toward the harbor. “We’re surrounded!” 
 
    The Guardian emerged from the water and moved around the village, avoiding the crowds. Its tail slid along the earth, splitting the field like a plow.  
 
    The aircraft, if that’s what it was, came to a stop above the mountain city, hovering there for several seconds. 
 
    “What is it?” asked John. “More soldiers? Another ship?” 
 
    “Both are sentries!” explained Jinel. 
 
    “Those?” asked John. 
 
    “This could be a problem,” remarked Terry. 
 
    Ludo raised his hands above his head. “What reason have the Guardians to come here?” 
 
    “If those two have arrived, Master Gel must have sent them earlier this morning,” said Emile. “He must really want you people dead.” 
 
    John looked at Terry. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “We fight or run,” he answered. 
 
    “How do you fight that?” 
 
    “I’ve done it before,” he said, glancing down at his sword. 
 
    “How hard was it?” asked John. 
 
    “Toughest thing I’ve ever had to do.” He swallowed hard. 
 
    The flying Guardian left the top of the mountain and flew down to the valley’s edge. It grew several tentacles from its central body, extending them in multiple directions. In only a few seconds, it went from resembling a floating boulder to something closer to an octopus.  
 
    At the same time, the snake-like Guardian arrived from the ocean, taking up position next to the other.  
 
    “If we must die, then let it be with honor,” said Ludo, glancing at his wife. 
 
     “You speak truly, dear Ludo,” said Hux, and he smacked his chest. “But let us try to live through the day. Shall we?” 
 
    Ludo nodded. “Right you are.” 
 
    “Let them come!” shouted Ysa, taking her stance.  
 
    “I’m ready,” muttered Terry. 
 
    John nodded, lifting his rifle. “Time to go to work. Let’s show these things what a couple of kids from Central can do.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Plan?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Take them on separately. Divide up into teams,” said John. 
 
    “Right. Jinel and Hux, you two are with me,” said Terry. 
 
    “What about us?” asked Ludo. 
 
    “You and Ysa back John up.” 
 
    “Did you forget I’m occupied?” asked Jinel, referring to the fact that she had her weapon aimed at the dozen prisoners on the ground. 
 
    “Lena can take over,” said John. “Right?” 
 
    She nodded. “I can handle it.” 
 
    “Remember, if they move, you have to shoot them,” said Jinel. 
 
    “I can do this,” said the analyst.  
 
    Jinel placed her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Right. I think maybe you can now, at long last.” 
 
    “If everyone’s ready, I think those two things are headed our way,” said John. 
 
    Terry watched as the Guardians began their approach. They moved along the field toward the crowd with fierce intent. “I’ll take the water one.” 
 
    “Then I’ve got the flying octopus!” barked John, and he exploded into a sprint.  
 
    Terry followed suit, with the group dividing as they’d been assigned. 
 
    John unloaded his rifle, spraying ammunition on the monster as it neared. Ysa and Ludo followed after him. 
 
    The priestess dashed forward, spear-in-hand. She dove beneath the tentacles, slicing a piece of its metallic skin clean off.  
 
    Ludo followed soon, his knives flying, hitting the monster in its chest. The orinchalium daggers pierced the creature’s metal, but didn’t slow it. 
 
    The Guardian’s body morphed and twisted, its skin shuddering as the micromachines inside it transformed and reimagined its shape. John fired wildly into it, but the bullets bounced off the surface.  
 
    With its tentacles extended, it dropped itself and rolled along the ground toward him. He dodged out of the way, barely avoiding the attack.  
 
    Meanwhile, Terry was already on the other Guardian, his sword extended and ready to strike. He leapt high into the air, digging his blade into the serpent’s side and slicing, cutting off a large chunk of its flesh in the process.  
 
    A lifeless piece of metal fell from its body and hit the ground with a massive thud, but it was already reforming itself, just like the spider in the mines. 
 
    Hux raised his spear and lobbed it at the goliath’s center, piercing it straight through. The micromachines reformed, pushing the weapon through itself.  
 
    Jinel fired her weapon at its face, trying to draw attention so that Terry and Hux could continue their assault. “Wear it down!” she told them. “Piece-by-piece, wear it down!” 
 
    The Guardian snapped its tail around, hitting several trees, shattering them into thousands of pieces. The explosion sent a thunderous echo through the valley. Terry could only imagine what fear the villagers of Ashby must think, to see beasts like these battling so close by. It must have felt like the end of the world, and perhaps it would be, should he and his friends fail. Who knew what these Guardians would do to the people here, once the job was done. 
 
    Ysa ran to Ludo’s side, avoiding another blow. “Throw me!” she told him. 
 
    With all his strength, Ludo lifted his wife and propelled her towards the Guardian.  
 
    She hit it dead-on, cutting into it with her spear, ripping a hole and punching through to the other side.  
 
    Another chunk of dead machine fell away as Ysa twisted around and landed in the snow, unharmed.  
 
    In response, the Guardian lashed out at once, its tentacle beating against the earth like a drum. “Out of the way!” cried Lena, who stood near the Everlastian soldiers.  
 
    The enemy combatants scattered, attempting to flee the chaos, but the monster’s attack was quick and deadly, landing on several of the men at once, crushing them into the ground. Screams erupted from the panicked crowd as they died.  
 
    Terry ran to help the remaining soldiers, arriving in a moment, cutting the beast with several quick, but deep swipes.  
 
    The Guardian’s tendril hit him on the back, lifting him off the ground, sending him into the forest. Before hitting one of the trees, he braced himself, shielding his face with his arms, and focusing.  
 
    He hit the trunk, breaking it in half, and went spiraling to the ground, mostly unharmed.  
 
    “Terry!” yelled Ludo. 
 
    “Focus!” ordered John. “Terry’s not dying that easily! Don’t let your guard down!” 
 
    The Leviathan Guardian unleashed another strike, sweeping dirt and snow as it dragged its massive tail towards Jinel. She screamed, firing a barrage of bullets into the oncoming metal, chipping bits of its body off with each shot.  
 
    Terry came running out of the woods, covered in dirt. He was shaken, but present. 
 
    The tail slammed into Jinel, throwing her from her feet and sending the woman to the ground, burying her in a pile of mud and snow. 
 
    Hux beat his chest with his sword, then charged. He threw his spear into the side of the monster, ripping into it with the entirety of his blade, pulling pieces of its body clean off. 
 
    The serpent withdrew nearly a hundred meters, slithering its way towards its sister Guardian. “We have it on the run!” yelled Hux. 
 
    “No, wait!” ordered John.  
 
    Terry arrived at his side. He watched as the two monolithic entities began to morph, their bodies shaking as the micromachines inside of them reorganized and reformed. “What’s going on?” he asked his friend. 
 
    “Something’s happening,” said John. 
 
    The Guardians came together, their metallic bodies merging. Pieces rolled over pieces, fusing one mass with the other, transforming into— 
 
    Into a single monstrous thing. 
 
    “They’re merging together!” yelled John. “Everyone attack! Quick, before it has a chance to finish!” 
 
    Terry watched as the two goliaths became one. Layers of metal intertwined as the Guardians grew double in size. The new creature stood taller and wider, with multiple tendrils, ready to fight. Ready to kill. 
 
    Ysa, Ludo, Hux, John, and Terry attacked at once and in tandem from all angles, but in a single, wide sweep, the Guardian cast them all aside, pushing them away like dolls.  
 
    Terry got to his feet, wiping mud and snow from his face. 
 
    John lifted his rifle and shot wildly into the Guardian’s chest, but the ammunition had no effect. “It’s useless!” he cried. 
 
    But in that moment, a sound came from the mountain. A horn that blew through the valley and echoed in the hills. The sound of soldiers running. The anthem of a nation. 
 
    Barniby appeared with two dozen men at his back, each clad in armor, with orinchalium swords in hand.  
 
    “Barniby!” yelled Hux, from amid the chaos. “What kept you?” 
 
    “Apologies, cousin!” returned the prince, and he readied his blade, raising it high into the air.  
 
    The Guardian slammed a tendril on the ground, shaking the earth.  
 
    “It seems the gods would like a word,” said Barniby to his fellow countrymen. “What say we show them how we scream in Tharosa?” 
 
    The soldiers beat their armored chests, bellowing loud taunts. The Guardian took notice, turning its attention to them. 
 
    Barniby pointed his sword toward the monster. “Attack!” he yelled, a mad grin upon his weathered face. “Kill the god!” 
 
    The men ran with weapons high, charging into chaos.  
 
    But none gave any sign of fear, for these were men of Tharosa, and they would not be so easily moved.  
 
    The soldiers attacked the lower tendrils first. The monster reacted fast, casting several aside, but not killing them. They rolled and righted themselves, doubling their efforts and attacking once again. 
 
    Terry joined them soon, taking position near Ysa and Ludo on the the Guardian’s left side.  
 
    Another tentacle came down on them, but before it could hit, Ysa raised her arms to block. She made her skin like stone, holding the tendril back. At the same time, Ludo dug a knife into the metal and slid the blade across the metal flesh, spattering black liquid. 
 
    Terry leapt over them, his sword outstretched, and ran along the tendril towards the head.  
 
    He passed over John, busy firing his rifle into the beast’s underbelly. 
 
    He passed over Barniby and the two dozen Tharosian soldiers as they cut away at the monster’s base. 
 
    He passed over the pirate Hux, who stood with his spear, piercing the center of monster’s chest, driving the blade as deep as his hulking arms would allow. 
 
    Terry reached the top of the morphing blob of metal, stopping at the highest point of its mass. He raised his sword with both hands, then pierced the monster at its highest point, and held on for all his life. 
 
    The Guardian flailed, attempting to knock them all away.  
 
    Terry fell forward, still holding on to the hilt of his sword, and he dragged the blade down the monster’s front, splitting it apart. 
 
    The beast’s skin rippled and morphed, attempting to repair itself, but it was no good. Too much of its body had fallen away. Instead, it collapsed onto the ground, stumbling over itself, rolling in the bloodied snow.  
 
    It stopped attacking, but Terry and his allies did not relent. They pressed it, piercing and stabbing the corpse without pause, without hesitation.  
 
    “The beast is felled!” cried Barniby. “Do not give it time to breathe!” 
 
    Like ants upon a dying animal, the soldiers of Tharosa climbed and covered the Guardian’s body. They dug their many blades into the monster’s flesh…and then ripped the “god” to pieces.  
 
    ****** 
 
    With the Guardian incapacitated, the remaining soldiers secured the field and surrounding area. Barniby had them take stations along Ashby’s streets to assist civilians in whatever way they could. 
 
    “I’m sorry you lost so many men,” said Terry. 
 
    “So am I,” said Barniby. “But we had no other choice. That beast destroyed two dozen buildings near the harbor, along with half the docks. We’ll need to recall our other soldiers from the islands to help us rebuild what was lost.” 
 
    “What about the war?” 
 
    “Nothing is as important as our own people.” 
 
    “We found them!” yelled John from the edge of the field. He emerged from the woods with Jinel Din’s arm around his neck, and Lena Sol beside them.  
 
    Terry smacked Barniby’s shoulder, then ran to help his friends. “Are you guys okay?” 
 
    “I am, but Jinel needs to lie down,” remarked Lena. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said the soldier. “Mind your own business, analyst.” 
 
    Lena smiled. “I was mistaken, it seems.” 
 
    “We had no idea where you both went,” said Terry. 
 
    “I found Jinel buried under some snow. Lena here was trying to dig her out,” explained John. 
 
    “Glad you’re both okay,” said Terry, and he was truly relieved. 
 
    Jinel coughed. “It’ll take more than that to stop me. I still have a mission to accomplish.” 
 
    “Not in your state, you don’t,” remarked Lena. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to—” 
 
    “Hey, hey, let’s just get you both to a doctor. You can argue later,” said John.  
 
    Terry watched them limp off towards the city. It was good to see everyone coming together, especially John and Jinel. Hard to believe only a few hours ago, they were trying to kill each other. There was nothing like almost dying to bring people together. 
 
    Hux found him after a bit, having gone to check on his boat with Ysa and Ludo. “Our crew is alive!” he boasted, heartily. 
 
    “Any casualties in the town?” asked Terry. 
 
    “A few, but it could have been worse,” said Ludo. 
 
    Terry knew he was right. Multiple buildings had collapsed. It was a wonder more people hadn’t been killed in the chaos. Despite everything, they’d been lucky today. 
 
    “The Waveguard is safe, too,” said Hux. “As well as the cargo.” 
 
    “We’ll need to leave before long. My guess is that if we don’t, we’ll have to deal with more of whatever that was,” said Terry, motioning to the giant pile of dead Guardian behind them. 
 
    “Whatever the gods send, we’ll smite them down,” said Hux. 
 
    “Maybe so, but I’d rather get to them first, if we can.” 
 
    “Did you have something in mind?” asked Ysa. 
 
    Terry looked at the airship, which still sat near the back of the field, untouched. “I might have an idea or two, but let’s go meet up with John and the others first. It could get complicated.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Let me see if I follow,” said Emile Res. “You want to pilot the Red Door back to Everlasting, seize control of the Citadel, and take Master Gel prisoner. Is that right?” 
 
    “When you say it like that, I guess it does sound a bit out there,” said Terry. 
 
    “It’s insane,” she said.  
 
    “Maybe not,” interjected Lena. “The ship is coded to enter the domeguard. We could slip through without notice.” 
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t account for the hundreds of enemy soldiers ready to kill you on sight,” said Emile. 
 
    “Simple work,” said Jinel, fanning her hand. 
 
    “She’s right. I’ve seen those guys in action. They’re a joke,” said John. 
 
    “Perhaps so, but the toxin in their weapons can subdue you, nonetheless,” said Lena.  
 
    “I can avoid them,” said Terry. 
 
    “You’re not fast enough to dodge several hundred of them.” 
 
    “We may not have to,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Got an idea?” asked John. 
 
    “If we can get a signal to Garden, I might,” she said. 
 
    John cocked a brow. “What for?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” she asked, looking at each of them.  
 
    “Oh!” exclaimed Lena, who had apparently figured out the riddle. “You’re talking about a distraction.” 
 
    She nodded. “Right you are, analyst. Draw the would-be king’s attention to the streets.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, we assault the castle,” said Terry. 
 
    “And we’ll get Mei back,” added John, letting out his hand. 
 
    Terry took it. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    S.O.F.T. Mission Report  
 
    Play Audio File 335 
 
    Recorded: April 3, 2351 
 
    FINN: Brooks, do you read me? Anyone at Bravo Point picking this up? 
 
    BROOKS: I have you, sir! What’s going on? 
 
    FINN: Listen up! I need you to prep the team. Have them ready to go on my signal. 
 
    BROOKS: For an assault, sir? 
 
    FINN: No, I’m talking about going home. I need you to get ready to blow the bridge.  
 
    BROOKS: Are you talking about the Exodus Protocol, sir? 
 
    FINN: If that’s the one where we evacuate and blow up the portal, then yes. Sorry, but you know I suck with mission names. 
 
    BROOKS: Yes, sir. That’s the one. Are you sure? 
 
    FINN: Positive, but wait for my signal. I’m not sure what’ll happen, so if you don’t hear from me in an hour, you go ahead and do it.  
 
    BROOKS: But, boss— 
 
    FINN: Don’t argue, Brooks! Just do what I told you and get our boys home. That’s your only concern. 
 
    BROOKS: Right, but what about you? What are you doing? 
 
    FINN: I’ve got business to deal with, but I’m right behind you. Terry and I gotta see a man about a girl. 
 
    BROOKS: Sir? Did you just say Terry? 
 
    FINN: That I did, Brooks, and we aim to bring a reckoning, but it could get messy. You know what they say about vengeance, don’t you? 
 
    BROOKS: That it’s a dish best served cold? 
 
    FINN: Hell no, Brooks! They say it’s better than mourning, and I’ll be damned if I’m giving up on Mei. You hear me? I’ll rip this godforsaken planet in half before I quit.  
 
    End Audio File 
 
    Everlasting 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    Mei hid behind a wall as several scientists passed by, pushing carts and talking amongst themselves. She’d made it down several corridors without being spotted, but she couldn’t keep this up forever. She had to get out of here soon before somebody spotted her.  
 
    She listened from her hiding spot as the scientists continued along the corridor, entering a distant room. She waited for the door to close before allowing herself to move or relax. She waited a moment and, staying low, ran quickly through the hall to the nearest corner. 
 
    She could feel her adrenaline as it coursed through her, heightening her senses. Having rarely used her abilities, she had little experience to draw from, but here in this moment, surrounded by the possibility of death, her body knew what to do. She could hear everything happening around her, in nearly every room, and she moved like a ghost, quickly and quietly. 
 
    John must have known this feeling all too well. 
 
    No time to dwell on that, she thought. John’s not here, and you are. Get with it, Mei. 
 
    She sped through the next hall, listening to whatever commotion lay ahead. Several men were talking in a side corridor, discussing a recent attack.  
 
    “Master Kai is dead, I heard,” said one of them. 
 
    “Troubling news for all of us,” said another. 
 
    “Master Gel is all that remains. Do you think they’ll come for him, too?” 
 
    “Not if we do our jobs. We must protect him.” 
 
    “For the good of Everlasting,” said the soldier. 
 
    “Yes, for the good of Everlasting,” repeated the other. 
 
    They didn’t appear to be moving anywhere, these idiot soldiers. She might have to take them on and risk exposure. Mei might be a hybrid, but she wasn’t John. She didn’t know if she could take on a group of armed— 
 
    “We should report,” said one of the men. 
 
    “Now? I wanted to get some food before the changeover.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that today. With everything that’s happening, we have to do a good job.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. The city needs us to be vigilant.” 
 
    Mei watched as the two guards started to leave in the opposite direction. Now was her chance. She just had to— 
 
    A gasp came from behind her. “You…you’re…” 
 
    She turned to see a scientist standing with the lab door open, staring at her, his mouth agape. Great, just what she needed. “Don’t move!” she told him, lifting the gun. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to—” 
 
    “Shut up!” she demanded, aiming the pistol at him. “You want me to shoot you?” 
 
    The scientist looked terrified, almost shaking where he stood. “Th-This is unacceptable! Master Gel will—” 
 
    She shot him and he fell to the floor, completely immobilized, but still breathing. Still awake, too. “I told you to shut it,” she said. 
 
    He blinked, but was otherwise motionless. 
 
    At that exact moment, two more appeared from the same room. Seeing Mei, one of them panicked, screaming. “Someone help!” 
 
    Mei shot them both, but it was too late. She could hear several heavy footsteps running through the halls to her location.  
 
    Soldiers, for sure, with weapons clanging against their sides. There was no getting around it. If they caught her, she’d be put to sleep or killed…and she wasn’t going back to that cell.  
 
    She clenched the pistol grip. No, she wouldn’t go back. She couldn’t. Not today or ever again.  
 
    She’d to have to fight them, make her stand in this stupid hallway with nothing but her bare feet and this little gun. One way or the other, it was going to end today. 
 
    The only question was how. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Two soldiers came running down the corridor from each side, trapping her between them. Standing between the four of them, she had nowhere to go. 
 
    “Don’t move!” ordered one. 
 
    This again, she thought. The last time she was in the position, they had shot her. She couldn’t let that happen again. If she was going to escape this awful place, it was now or never.  
 
    She ran toward the nearest pair, shooting at them with her pistol. A dart hit one in the shoulder, while the other returned fire.  
 
    The shot barely missed her ear, hitting the floor behind her, near the other two guards. Mei leapt to the side, jumping off the wall with her bare feet and hitting the man in the chest with her knee, digging the barrel of the pistol into his neck. She fired immediately, instantly immobilizing him, making him go limp.  
 
    The other two guards came from the rear, but she fired her weapon before they could fully engage, and they dove to the floor to avoid the shots. She took the opportunity to run, but continued to fire behind her as she did. She slid into the corner, moving too quickly to stop, and slamming her knee into the wall, leaving a small dent. In a second, she was on the move again, running quickly. 
 
    She slipped into a nearby room, waiting for them to round the corner. As they did, she shoved the door with her shoulder into one and sent him careening into the wall. He let out a yelp as his head smashed into the metal.  
 
    The other soldier turned to see her. Too late. She fired her weapon into the side of his cheek, and he dropped to the floor. 
 
    Mei went for the other one who was struggling to reach his gun. She kicked him in the nose, feeling the cartilage as it broke under the heel of her foot.  
 
    He screamed as blood poured from his face. 
 
    She grabbed his own weapon and fired it into his leg, point-blank. The toxin took hold of him instantaneously, the same as it had the others, and he stopped moving. 
 
    Need to go, thought Mei, looking around. Need to go, need to go! 
 
    She fled through the halls as people started coming out of their labs and offices, quickly shutting the doors once they saw what was going on.  
 
    Finally, she came to an area she recognized. She’d been here before, hadn’t she? Wait a second, she thought. This is the central access hall near one of the analytics departments.  
 
    Yes, she’d come here a few times before. First, with Lena Sol, and then with Gel. If this was right, she wasn’t underground or in the city. She was inside the Tower of the Cartographers. 
 
    A swell of fear washed over her as she realized what this meant. The Tower floated high above the city, inaccessible by foot. The only way out was on an aircraft. Without that, there was simply no way she could get to the ground. Not unless she decided to go skydiving. 
 
    The only solution was to steal a ship, but that was impossible unless she had an implant. Too bad she never took Lena’s offer to get one. What am I supposed to do? 
 
    Several of the analysts had noticed her by now, and they gathered near the window to gawk. She must look ridiculous standing here, half-clothed and covered in Fentin’s blood.  
 
    Someone yelled from the other side of the area. “Call security! Help! She has a weapon!” 
 
    She fired, instinctively, hitting the analyst in the chest and knocking him out. He moaned as he hit the floor. Mei glanced at the pistol in her hand. “Oops.” 
 
    More screams from inside the analytics room. She couldn’t stun them all, and even if she could, what would the point be? The only solution was to run, to keep going until she found a way out. 
 
    She bolted through the halls, trying to find the exit. The docking area wasn’t far, but she’d have to pass through several areas before— 
 
    An explosion echoed in the distance, somewhere beyond the walls of this place. Her heightened senses told her it came from the city beneath this floating tower. She listened intently, picking up the sound of breaking metal and crumbling stone.  
 
    “What do we do?!” screamed someone from beyond the hall. 
 
    “Calm yourselves!” ordered another. “Master Gel is sending reinforcements. The city will be secured soon enough.” 
 
    “What about us?” 
 
    “Those terrorists can’t reach us here. Don’t worry.” 
 
    With the city under attack, the remaining soldiers in the tower would be scattered and distracted. Better to be quick and move while she could.  
 
    She’d need to force someone to fly her out of here, but who? Gel would never allow a ship to leave the hangar with her on board, even at the cost of someone else’s life. He’d either seize them or shoot the aircraft down. Master Gel would never allow his precious genetic specimen to leave the tower. Not unless— 
 
    Unless he was standing next to her.  
 
    Yes, of course. The bastard couldn’t order a strike on the ship if he was sitting in it, not without killing himself. He might spout all that nonsense about protecting his city, but Mei was willing to bet he’d never endanger his own life. He was too arrogant to be that selfless. 
 
    She glanced around the Analytics department. Gel’s office wasn’t far from this location. Given the danger in the city, he’d never leave the safety of this floating sanctuary. 
 
    Mei took a breath, bolting through the corridors. Here I come, she thought. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Gel’s office was in a panic. Multiple analysts ran in and out. There seemed to be no order to the chaos in this usually tranquil place.  
 
    Two soldiers stood in the hall, trying to direct a crowd. As Mei arrived, several in the mob panicked, screaming and pointing. “They’re here!” yelled one of them. 
 
    One of the four soldiers raised his weapons at her. “Stop right—” 
 
    Before the man could finish, he collapsed on the floor, struck in the leg by a shot from Mei’s pistol. She’d been aiming for his chest, but oh well. She’d take what she could get.  
 
    The other soldier’s eyes widened at the sight of this. “You—” 
 
    Mei fired several times, grazing his arm before finally landing a good shot on his neck. He joined his comrade on the floor. 
 
    Another soldier fired at her, ignoring the scattering crowd, and managed to nearly hit her. She ran at him, but was suddenly accosted by both guards. One of them tried to hit her with the butt of his weapon, but missed, only tearing her shirt. The other grabbed her pistol, trying to pry it free. She struggled to maintain her grip, but couldn’t push him away. The man pressed a small button on the weapon and freed the ammunition clip, which fell to the floor. 
 
    Mei let go of the pistol and ducked to catch the clip. Inside were tiny gel capsules. 
 
    A hand clenched her neck, squeezing, lifting her up. She felt the pain and suffocating pressure as the stranger brought her to her feet. “Enough of that!” said the soldier. “Shoot her now, while I have her!” 
 
    Mei shoved a piece of her torn shirt, which she’d filled with a toxic gel capsule, into the guard’s mouth. He spit it out, but suddenly went limp and collapsed. The toxin was fast-acting, so the moment it broke and touched his flesh, he stood little chance.  
 
    Mei sensed the second soldier’s pulse quicken as he took a breath, squeezing the trigger. 
 
    She rolled, dodging the shot, which struck the floor. 
 
    He fired again, but only grazed her clothes.  
 
    Mei leapt up, then came in close and struck the man in the jaw, staggering him. Before he could react, she forced the cloth into his face, holding it there until he was incapacitated.  
 
    She left him there, but made certain to retrieve one of the soldiers’ rifles, and headed straight into the Master Analyst’s office. 
 
    The secretary stood behind his desk, throwing his hands up when he saw her. “Please don’t!” 
 
    “Where is he?” snapped Mei. 
 
    The man’s eyes glanced at the blacked-out office wall, then at Mei. “I don’t know!” 
 
    “Is he in there?” she asked. 
 
    “Please, I—” 
 
    “Open it,” she said. 
 
    “If I do that, I’ll—” 
 
    “Do it or I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    His eyes dilated briefly as he commanded the door to unlock. “Done.” 
 
    “Get out,” she said. 
 
    He nodded and ran into the hall as fast as his feet could carry him. 
 
    Mei went to the side of the blacked-out wall, peering in through the cracked door. She could hear someone inside breathing calmly. “Gel!” she snapped. “I know you’re there.” 
 
    “Indeed, I am, Doctor Curie,” said Gel from inside. “Come into my office so we might discuss your present situation.” 
 
    She aimed her weapon through the opening. There was an empty desk and no one around it. “Show yourself, Gel!” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    She took a step forward, studying the room, trying to sense his location. Mei could hear him, his heartbeat and breathing, standing slightly to the right of the doorway, waiting, no doubt, to surprise her. 
 
    I don’t think so, she thought, and swept the rifle around to greet him.  
 
    Gel stood motionless, unthreatened. “Hello, Doctor.” 
 
    “I swear I’ll shoot you where you stand if—” 
 
    He raised a hand and revealed a small blade, nearly striking her shoulder in the process. She dodged, barely avoiding it. “If what?” he asked, gripping the barrel of the rifle and stabbing at her stomach. “Fire away!” 
 
    She squeezed the trigger, but the weapon didn’t fire. “What the—” 
 
    “Having trouble?” He sliced her arm, splitting the skin.  
 
    She screamed.  
 
    He stepped at her, holding out the small blade. “I’ve disabled that weapon, my dear doctor.” He grinned. “Remember where you are!” 
 
    The knife came at her again, but she backed away before it could touch her, deflecting it with the barrel of the rifle.  
 
    “Bastard!” cried Mei, hitting him in the wrist with the gun.  
 
    He nearly dropped the knife, but managed to hold onto it. “You think you can do what you want. You forget yourself, Doctor. You forget where you are! You forget who I am!” 
 
    She ran behind the desk. “Back off!” 
 
    He charged, snatching her wrist and pinning her to the wall, holding the knife to her throat. “Quiet down, little girl,” he said. “Drop the gun now.” 
 
    She could feel the cold metal as the edge of the blade broke skin, releasing a thin line of blood.  
 
    The rifle fell to the floor as she released it. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” asked Gel, pulling her hair back so their eyes met. “I can feel you shaking, doctor. Trembling like an infant.” 
 
    An explosion rang from beyond the building, coming from the city below. The lights flickered overhead. “Your city is dying,” muttered Mei. 
 
    “Perhaps so,” answered Gel. “Shall we go and have a look?” 
 
    She tried to move, but the knife dug into her. “Ungh!” 
 
    “Mind yourself,” he told her. 
 
    Gel dragged her out of the office and through the now empty halls. He pushed her along, one step at a time. The pain from Mei’s cuts burned as she walked. Her whole body ached, and for what? She had accomplished nothing. 
 
    Gel led her to a set of doors. “Here we are,” he said. 
 
    Light pierced through as the metal slid open, revealing a gray sky. The landing platform was there before them, several ships docked and ready, a few more lifting off. “Garden thinks it can seize this city,” said Gel. “But they’re fools, just like you. Every soldier under my command is headed there to kill every last one of them, and I have a strike team ready to penetrate their command center. I was planning to give the order this evening, but it seems they’re all rather eager to die.” 
 
    He shuffled Mei to the edge of the platform overlooking the cityscape. The Hall of the Leadership, the largest building in Everlasting, blazed in fire as pieces of it lay scattered through the streets. Was Gel so blind that he couldn’t see it? 
 
    She felt him stiffen, then relax. He cleared his throat. “It would seem my army has engaged the terrorists. Very good. Very good. Ah, yes, and now the invasion of their stronghold begins.” 
 
    He must be receiving messages, thought Mei. Maybe if I can— 
 
    “If only you could live long enough to see the empire I will forge, perhaps you would understand, little doctor.” 
 
    “There won’t be anything left. Look at the smoke,” she told him. 
 
    “From the rubble I shall build an empire like none other, and I shall use its strength to subdue both our worlds. Oh, if you could only see it, Doctor. If only you—” 
 
    She felt his body go rigid as another message came in. Something was happening.  
 
    I need to be ready, she thought, trying to focus. It was difficult with the knife at her throat. The adrenaline drove her to run, to flee, to do something—anything but stand there and be quiet—but she had to do it. She had to relax her mind. 
 
    She concentrated, pushing what she could manage, though it wasn’t much, and a second later she heard the flutter of wings from far away, followed by shouts amid the madness underfoot. Screams echoed in the streets, followed by a spray of ammunition as the two factions engaged one another. Chaos was all around her, and she tried to close it out…shut it down the way John had…the way Terry did when he rescued her all those years ago, there in the Ortego facility, moments before she struck Alex in the chest and sent him tumbling into darkness…into death… 
 
    No, away with that. Away with anger. Away with fear. 
 
    Away with old regrets. 
 
    Away with all the weight. 
 
    That was when she felt it, a gentle relief, like weights lifting from her chest…and Mei Curie opened her eyes. 
 
    She took a long breath, filling her lungs, embracing the silence of a world under siege. 
 
    The air around her ceased to blow, and the smoke across the city no longer rose. There was only stillness left. 
 
    Only the moment. 
 
     She slid her neck along the knife, but the blade no longer cut.  
 
    In a fluid, single motion, she grasped his wrist and twisted it to aim the blade it at her captor’s shoulder before pressing it into him, stabbing his flesh. 
 
    Gel fell to the ground, screaming. He tried to take the blade out, but Mei was already there, knees on his chest, hand around the knife. 
 
    She pushed against him, and though he tried with all his strength to move her, it was impossible. 
 
    Mei would not be shaken. Not anymore. 
 
    She gripped the Master Analyst by the throat, and with her other hand, yanked the dagger free.  
 
    His eyes went wide with terror as the blade came down again, plunging into his chest. He screamed. 
 
    “No!” cried Gel. “No, no, no!”  
 
    He tried to get up, but she continued to stab him. “Just die!” she yelled. 
 
    Blood filled his stomach and poured onto the platform, pooling around them. Mei looked down at her hands and was shocked at how red they were.  
 
    She backed off of him, leaving the blade inside him, watching as the self-proclaimed king of Everlasting dug the knife out with trembling hands.  
 
    He tried to stand, but collapsed on himself, screaming as he struck the ground. With one outstretched arm, he pulled his way to the side of the platform. 
 
    She ran to retrieve the knife, taking it for whatever came next. 
 
    But instead of getting up, Gel only turned to look at the city, lying motionless. She watched him from a distance, thinking he might be dead. After a long moment, the analyst stirred, licking his lips and blinking. 
 
    “Pitiful,” he whispered. 
 
    She stared at him, saying nothing. 
 
    He shook his head. “Do you see them there? The people…like insects in the dirt…scurrying to live.” He coughed and blood spewed out. “The walls are failing…soon the gas will come.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “The gas, Doctor. It arrives to kill us all…to punish us for living. We don’t belong here…we never did.”  
 
    “The domeguard is failing?” she asked, but a second later, she felt it. The cold touch of a raindrop on her nose, followed by another. 
 
    He laughed, choking on his own fluids. “Everything is ending! Everything is done!” he cried as the shower fell. 
 
    Mei felt a panic in her chest. The people would die. All of them now. What could she hope to do? 
 
    Gel’s eyes darted around, no longer focused. With a sudden gasp, he cried, and he reached with his hand toward the sky, grasping at the falling rain. “I did everything for them. I was good. I was—” 
 
    “You did it for yourself!” shouted Mei, dropping the knife from her hand. It clanged against the platform before tumbling off the side toward the blazing city below. 
 
    Gel watched it go. “I only wanted them to live,” he whispered, staring out into the dying metropolis. “It was all for…” He wheezed and gasped. “…It was all for the good of Everlasting.” 
 
    As he spoke the words, his arm collapsed, and suddenly his face was cold and empty. It was done. Gel, the Master Analyst of Everlasting, was gone at last. 
 
    ****** 
 
    When the Red Door arrived at the Tower of the Cartographers, Johnathan Finn and his allies, old and new alike, unloaded from the side of the aircraft. 
 
    He had come seeking answers from Master Gel, the manipulator behind all of his problems, but it became evidently clear that there was no longer a need. The girl he was looking for was sitting on her knees at the edge of the platform, covered in blood next to the body of the one responsible. 
 
    John ran to her, grasping her whole body with both of his wide arms, kissing her soaking wet hair. 
 
    She threw herself into him. 
 
    “Oh my God! I’m so sorry, Mei! I’m so sorry! I didn’t know what to do!” 
 
    Her fingers dug into his back, but she said nothing. She couldn’t. Her entire body was trembling. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he muttered, and suddenly he was crying, unable to stop. Unable to breathe. 
 
    They wept together, his tears covering hers, surrounded by a dying city, there in the freezing rain.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Terry left the Red Door with Jinel, noticing the downpour of rain. “This can’t be good,” he told her. 
 
    “The domeguard has fallen. We need to do something!” she said. 
 
    “Do what?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Evacuate,” said Lena, stepping off the ship. 
 
    “To where?” asked Jinel. 
 
    “We have outposts,” said Emile Res. “Are there any ships?” 
 
    “Not enough to carry a civilization,” answered Jinel. 
 
    “Fair point,” she answered. “There’s not enough room for everyone, anyway. Each outpost can hold a few hundred at most.” 
 
    “Then we shall need an alternate solution,” remarked Lena. 
 
    “For now, I think getting everyone to safety is—” 
 
    The ground shook as another explosion erupted somewhere in the distance. “That can’t be good,” said Terry. 
 
    “The Citadel is held aloft using the city’s power grid. If the shield is down, there’s a chance this tower will fall,” explained Lena. 
 
    “You mean this floating skyscraper is about to crash into the city?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Exactly that,” responded Lena. 
 
    “How do we stop it?” asked Emile Res. 
 
    Lena looked at the building and then the sky. “There are multiple backup generators in place to prevent this exact scenario from unfolding. I don’t understand why they haven’t taken control, unless…” 
 
    “What?” asked Terry. 
 
    “They may have malfunctioned, but that’s extremely unlikely,” said Lena.  
 
    “Not when they’ve been sabotaged,” said Jinel. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Terry. 
 
    “We had one of our people do it a few weeks ago. It was part of a plan to take out Master Gel. Our man was captured shortly afterwards, so we assumed the generators had been restored. It seems there was an oversight.” 
 
    “To say the least,” remarked Emile. 
 
    Lena bit her lip. “If this tower crashes into the city—” 
 
    “A lot of people would die,” finished Terry. “We need to do something.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can,” said Lena. She looked at Jinel. “How could your people do this?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said the soldier, staring out into the cityscape. “I…” 
 
    “There’s no time for your regrets,” said Emile. “We need solutions!” 
 
    “Even if we could restore the generators, there’s little time to do it. We need to evacuate the city. Get them to the shoreline. Can we do that?” asked Terry. 
 
    Lena thought for a moment. “Maybe. We would need access to the network. I could access it, given some time, but—” 
 
    “No need for that,” said Emile. “I have administration rights. You can use my account.” 
 
    “Great. Send it to each of us, please,” said Jinel. 
 
    Emile’s eyes dilated as she accessed the network. “I’m restoring your terminal access. One moment.” She swiped her hands across the air in front of her. “There. I couldn’t give you much, but you can now bypass level four protocols. That will give you access to the city’s sound system.” 
 
    “Perfect,” said Jinel. 
 
    “We’ll need a proper terminal,” said Lena. “There are several inside. Let us go, quickly.” 
 
    “How long before this thing collapses?” asked Terry.  
 
    “We have some time. It’s enough to send a message to the rest of the city to leave,” said Lena. 
 
    “Fine, but don’t stay for too long. We’ll be here waiting for you.” 
 
    “I’ll have the Red Door ready to go,” said Emile. 
 
    Lena Sol and Jinel Din both ran into the Citadel. With any luck, they’d be able to get a message to the rest of Everlasting before it was too late.  
 
    Before this tower fell. 
 
    “Terry!” Mei came running from the end of the platform, barefoot with John’s coat around her shoulders. “Oh, my God!” 
 
    They embraced. “Mei!” Terry answered. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s you,” she said. 
 
    “It is, believe it or not,” he said, smiling. The platform shook, suddenly.  
 
    “We should probably get out of here soon!” yelled Emile, already on board the ship.  
 
    Terry sighed. “She’s right. Looks like the reunion will have to wait.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” said Mei. “I’ve had about as much as I can take of this place.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Lena made her way with Jinel to the second Analytics bay. “Here!” she told her. “Find a terminal and begin broadcasting.” 
 
    “Right,” she answered. 
 
    The network was chaotic, with multiple channels down and an array of panicked departments trying to comprehend the situation. With all of the Leadership wiped out, there was no one to give direction, no voice to tell the people what to do or where to go. 
 
    No matter. Lena Sol would have to be the voice in their ear. The last voice of a fallen city. 
 
    After only a few seconds, Lena had access to Everlasting’s control system. “Are you in?” she asked her accomplice. 
 
    “I am,” said Jinel. 
 
    “Begin instructing all occupants to evacuate through the seventh precinct’s tunnel. Send the following coordinates.” 
 
    “I have it,” she said. “Sending now.” 
 
    Lena sent commands to multiple offices at once all across Everlasting. Never before had she worked so quickly and with such fervor, but if ever there was a time for such a thing, it was now, here in this awful place. 
 
    The building shook. “We must hurry!” snapped Lena. 
 
    “Districts five through seventeen are evacuating,” followed Jinel. 
 
    “Eighteen through twenty-seven are as well,” said the analyst. 
 
    They continued, accessing each and every channel, sending orders to every citizen who could hear them.  
 
    The floor beneath them shuddered, tilting slightly. “It’s happening!” shouted Jinel. 
 
    “I haven’t finished!” 
 
    Jinel took her by the wrist. “There’s no time, Lena Sol! If we don’t go now, the Citadel will crash with us inside.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Now!” shouted Jinel, pulling her away from the console. 
 
    They ran through the hall together, passing empty corridors and bays where there had once been hundreds of workers and analysts. Lena’s entire life of service. 
 
    The structure shook violently, like it was alive, knocking them both to the floor.  
 
    A nearby wall shook, dislodging a light fixture from the ceiling. It fell, landing slightly beside Lena. Her eyes went wide with fear. 
 
    “Get up!” ordered Jinel, snapping her out of it. 
 
    “Right,” muttered Lena, staring at the object that had nearly crushed her. 
 
    They kept moving to the exit, their progress made difficult by the shaking tower. 
 
    The light from outside shone through the outer doors as they rounded the final corridor. “We’re nearly there!” yelled Jinel. 
 
    Right as they neared the final stretch, another tremor overtook them, sending Lena to the floor. 
 
    Jinel hit the wall, still on her feet. As Lena struggled to stand, she heard her friend scream. “Move!” 
 
    The soldier knocked her forward, sending her out of the way of a falling piece of debris—a series of blocks used to separate the floors. “Jinel!” 
 
    “I’m okay!” she said, but the debris had filled the space between them, separating one from the other. 
 
    “Can you get through?” asked Lena. 
 
    “No, there’s too much,” she answered. “I’ll have to find another way out.” 
 
    “But the Citadel could fall before you make it!” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Get to the ship, quickly! You must not delay!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Do as I say, Analyst!” ordered Jinel.  
 
    “Keep your implant open and let me know when you’re out. We’ll retrieve you.” 
 
    “Go now!” she demanded. 
 
    Reluctantly, Lena fled, leaving the facility the way she had arrived. When she found the landing platform, everyone was already waiting inside the Red Door. “Where’s Jinel?” asked Terry. 
 
    “She’s inside,” explained Lena. “She couldn’t get out, but she’s going to another exit. We have to wait for her.” 
 
    “I don’t know if there’s time,” said Emile from the cockpit. 
 
    The tower trembled, tilting slowly as its power continued to fail. The Citadel was going down, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Jinel Din sat inside the crumbling tower, her back against the wall, waiting for the inevitable. She had no intention of getting out of here. If Lena Sol had taken a moment to consider the situation, she would have realized that the nearest exit was too far removed from this location to be of any use. 
 
    Jinel let out a long sigh behind her breathing mask. Pity it had to turn out this way, she thought. 
 
    “Jinel, can you hear me?” came a voice. It was the analyst, by the sound of it.  
 
    “I’m here,” said Jinel Din. 
 
    “We are in the air. Did you find a way out?” 
 
    “Not quite, no,” she answered, staring at the fallen chunks of ceiling beside her. “I’m afraid there’ll be no escape for me this time.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I thought you had a way out of there?” 
 
    “I only told you that to get rid of you,” said Jinel. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “There’s no time for arguments,” she told her. “Go with your friends. It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not!” shouted Lena Sol. “You can’t give up so easily! What kind of woman would that make you?” 
 
    The tower drifted, beginning its descent. She could feel the momentum. “A practical one, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “What about your people? What about Garden? Without you, they’ll—” 
 
    “Need someone else,” she finished. “You’ll do a fine job of that, Lena Sol. I have confidence in you.” 
 
    “I’m no commander! Jinel Din, you mustn’t do this!” 
 
    “It is already done, Analyst.” 
 
    On the other end of the line, she could hear the girl choking on her words, trying to solve the situation with syllables and sentences, but there was no getting out of this. Not anymore. “You listen to me now, Lena Sol, and you listen with intent.” 
 
    “I-I am,” stuttered Lena. 
 
    Jinel took a long breath. “You must be strong now, do you understand? Stronger than you ever have been, for our people will need your experience and intelligence. They will need your strength to show them the way.” 
 
    “I’m not that person. I—” 
 
    “You are, Lena Sol. I have seen it. Whatever you were when I met you, back when you were nothing but a junior analyst—that’s not you, anymore. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes…yes,” said Lena. 
 
    “Goodbye, Lena Sol,” said Jinel Din, and she switched off the signal from her implant. 
 
    The tower broke, cracking at its core, knocking Jinel against the wall. Through the nearest window, which overlooked the cityscape, she could see the fires rising high.  
 
    “Better to die on your feet,” the soldier told herself, and she struggled to stand. She gripped her rifle, holding it close to her chest, watching as the buildings came rapidly upon her, growing larger as the tower fell.  
 
    Jinel Din removed her mask, tossing it to the floor, and she took a breath of the toxic gas that now consumed everything. It burned like fire in her lungs. 
 
    She stared out at the oncoming sight before her, at the imminent doom that was fast approaching, riding the Citadel itself into perfect oblivion.  
 
    A full smile spread across her face. 
 
    Despite everything, she had to admit, this was one hell of a way to die. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Documents of Historical, Scientific, and Cultural Significance 
 
    Open Transcript 616 
 
    Subtitled: The Memoires of S. E. Pepper – Epilogue, added posthumously 
 
    March 19, 2268 
 
    PEPPER: There is no greater joy in the history of the world, no better moment in a person’s life, than when they hold their child for the first time. If it isn’t already known, let me say now that such a feeling is doubled when it is your grandchild. 
 
    My daughter Julia likes to say I’ve entered my golden years, as though this is something new for me. I’ve had grey hair now for two decades, I tell her, but she insists that no, I’m only getting there now because I’m finally a grandparent. Maybe she’s right. I must admit I have a newfound sense of comfort, staring in the eyes of our little Ava. 
 
    She is, without a doubt, the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. How happy I am that I could live long enough to see her. 
 
    And I’ve been lucky. Much more than most.  
 
    To survive the end of the world and still live long enough to meet this tiny, little thing with arms and toes and eyes. To see that even after Armageddon, life can still go on. Humanity can survive. 
 
    My Julia and her darling Ava are part of that, I know. They are, not what the world is, but what it has the potential to become. They’re all my hopes and fears, my intimate desires, my waking dreams. 
 
    In all my days, I have loved only a few as fully as I do them, and I have enjoyed these moments. Despite everything else, I am happy with what I was given. Somehow, here in this city, so far below the surface, nearly a century after the world was killed, I can say with all my heart that I lived a full and brilliant life. 
 
    And it was enough. It was good. 
 
    So, I think…I think I’m ready to see my father again, if all the fairy tales are true. 
 
    And I hope that they are, despite my doubts, because I’d like to tell him about all of this…about my sweet, beautiful girls and the joy they’ve given me. I want to tell him that everything turned out okay, after all. 
 
    Whatever place he’s in…if it’s really there like they say…then, it must be something beautiful, don’t you think? 
 
    It must be something wonderful. 
 
    End Audio File 
 
    The Red Door 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    Terry watched the Citadel fall into the city, slamming into several buildings, creating a massive explosion of fire and dust. The entire center of Everlasting was engulfed in it, consumed by the tower’s destruction. The sheer magnitude of it sent a shockwave so strong it nearly knocked him back. 
 
    He could only hope the civilians had escaped in time. 
 
    “I’m taking us out of the city!” shouted Emile, dipping the aircraft to the east. 
 
    They flew across the burning landscape. Terry watched through the window as smoke and rain filled most of the sky. 
 
    As they reached the evacuation area, he saw thousands of people running to get away from the city. Each wore a filtration mask to guard against Variant. Would they have to wear those things for the rest of their lives now? Without the protection of the domeguard to shield them from the gas, they might have no other choice. 
 
    Ludo, Ysa, Lena, John, and Mei each sat in the cabin beside him, with Emile Res in the forward pilot seat. They had come so far, each of them. So far alone and then together—half a dozen paths converging into this one moment.  
 
    But Jinel was gone, and so were many others, lost along the great path, never to walk beside him again. Their loss would eat at him, he knew. He would never be rid of it. But that was okay, because he didn’t want to lose them. He didn’t want to give up his grief. 
 
    The Red Door landed in the field outside Everlasting, not far from where the surviving citizens had gathered. Lena disembarked from the ship first, followed by the others. She ran to the crowd, telling them to head to the shore. 
 
    Ludo and Ysa helped, and while many Everlastians were surprised to see the two natives, all sense of discomfort and bigotry they might have felt quickly melted away. The husband and wife led the crowd forward, guiding them through the wilderness. 
 
    John remained in the aircraft with Mei, tending to her as best he could.  
 
    Over the next few hours, the crowds migrated to the beach, slowly moving through the rocky hills and woods outside the city. These people were unaccustomed to traversing rough terrain, having spent their entire lives comfortably inside Everlasting. It made them slow and clumsy. 
 
    A few hours after most of the civilians arrived at the shoreline, John and Mei departed on the ship to return to their camp in an effort to gather supplies. With any luck, Central would be able to deliver some relief to the now homeless Everlastians. 
 
    Still, there was the issue of survival. In a world as violent as Kant, Terry couldn’t help but wonder how such an out-of-touch people could ever hope to endure. Not without some serious adjustment on their part.  
 
    Perhaps with a little help, they could do it. We’ll see, thought Terry, but he tried to stay optimistic.  
 
    The Red Door lifted off the ground, and he waved farewell to John and Mei as they left the crowded beach behind. Hux would not arrive for a few days, but once he did, they’d have a little more help. 
 
    Everyone would have to come together if they hoped to save these people. Even then, it might not be enough. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Bravo Gate Point 
 
    April 3, 2351 
 
    Mei arrived, disembarking as fast as her feet would let her. She ran straight from the Red Door to her CHU, ready to change out of these awful clothes and shower. As much as the rain had washed away, she could still feel the blood on her. 
 
    John gave her some space while she took care of herself. Somehow, he seemed to know she needed it. And she did. 
 
    The image of Gel’s body was still fresh in her mind, and while she wanted nothing more than to be with John right now, she also wanted to get this stench off her body. The scent of that room, the scent of the blood. 
 
    After scrubbing herself down for what must have been an hour, she emerged in new clothes and damp hair to find John waiting patiently with Sophie. 
 
    The assistant leapt to her feet, running to embrace her. The action surprised Mei, but she wrapped her arms around the girl and returned the hug. “Welcome back, Doctor Curie,” said Sophie. 
 
    “Thank you,” she answered. 
 
    “Sergeant Finn just told me everything. I knew you were alive. I just knew it.” The girl’s smile was bigger than Mei had ever seen it.  
 
    “I’m just glad to be back,” said Mei. 
 
    “Shall I call the rest of the team together?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Mei. She wasn’t in the mood for the attention. In fact, she would have given anything to go and lie down in her bed right now, but that wasn’t going to happen. Tired as she was, she knew where to put her priorities. “Tell me everything that’s happened since I left.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am! Oh, you’ll be happy to know I kept working after you left. On the inoculations, I mean to say.” 
 
    “On Lanrix?” asked Mei. 
 
    Sophie nodded. “Yes, that’s it. I wanted to have something to show you when you returned.” 
 
    “Oh, Sophie. I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help, but I heard about the work you did, and I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “You already know?” asked Sophie, a little disappointed. 
 
    “Yes. They let it slip when I was there. How much have you synthesized?” 
 
    “Several hundred doses to date, but more are on their way from Central as we speak.” 
 
    “That many?” asked John. 
 
    “An impressive amount, but not enough for what we need,” said Mei. “That crowd numbered in the thousands. Maybe more.” 
 
    “They have their masks. They can wait while you get more,” he answered. 
 
    Mei nodded. “I’m sure you’re right.” 
 
    “Hux’s ship should be there in three or four days. How much can you make by then?” asked John. 
 
    “Who is Hux?” asked Sophie. 
 
    “It’s a complicated story, but he’s some kind of pirate or ship captain. I’m not really sure,” said John. “But he has a large crew who can help us with distribution.” 
 
    “I see,” said Sophie. “Well, in any case, you said three or four days? I believe we can make several hundred doses by that time.” 
 
    “I’ll be here to help,” said Mei. 
 
    “You two do your thing. I’m off to regroup with the Blacks. We’ll need to start lifting food and supplies to the survivors. Sophie, you think you can open a channel up to Central for me?” asked John. 
 
    “Indeed, I can, Sergeant Finn,” said the assistant, smiling. “Anything for bringing Doctor Curie back to us.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Alright, boys,” said John. “Let’s get this cargo on the ship and head out.” 
 
    “You sure this is right, Boss?” asked Track, looking over a package of miracle fruit, which had originally been a gift from Everlasting to Central. 
 
    “Yep, we’re sending it back. Accept it,” he answered. 
 
    Track frowned. “But I like this stuff so much. Can we have a quick bite?” 
 
    “Are you trying to take food out of starving mouths?” asked Short. “I’m shocked, Track.” 
 
    “Hey, they only just evacuated. They’re not starving yet!” 
 
    John smacked the crate. “Even still, they’ll need it. Get this package on the ship, ASAP.” 
 
    Track sighed. “You got it, Boss.” 
 
    They had to move supplies in shifts, with the Red Door constantly moving. Emile claimed not to mind the extra work. She took brief naps when she wasn’t in the air. After nearly a full day of back-and-forth, the Blacks had dropped most of Bravo Point’s food. 
 
    It was exhausting work for everyone, but no one complained when it came to saving lives. 
 
    John found Terry and Lena helping Ludo and the others in the field near the shore. “Sorry I couldn’t join you guys sooner, but the day’s been wearing on me,” he told his friend. 
 
    “Not to worry,” said Terry. “We’ve had our hands full, too.” 
 
    “Do you have a headcount yet?” asked John. 
 
    Terry glanced at the crowds. “There’s no way to know, but I’d say we’re dealing with tens of thousands. More are showing up every hour, though. Who knows how many we’ll have when it’s all said and done.” 
 
    “There were sixty thousand people in Everlasting,” said Lena. 
 
    “With any luck, we’ll have most of them here,” said Terry. 
 
    John hoped so, but given the sheer destruction in the city, he had his doubts. Master Gel’s tower had obliterated most of what remained of the bustling metropolis. No doubt, many had been killed in the blast. “Any sign of Garden or ranking city officials yet?” 
 
    Lena shook her head. “A few lower end military personnel, but no one of note,” she said. “The Leadership is gone. I suspect most of Garden is, too.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” asked John. 
 
    “Gel attacked their last remaining stronghold. Most of them were killed.” 
 
    “All those people,” muttered John. 
 
    Lena handed a piece of fruit to a nearby woman and her child. “There you are,” she told them, smiling warmly. 
 
    “We’ll have the first batch of inoculations here tomorrow. Mei is getting them ready as we speak,” said John. 
 
    “You’re sure they’ll work?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Sophie is, which means Mei is, which means I am,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” said Terry. “Then it means I am, too.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Stay still,” said Mei, holding the inoculation to Lena’s arm. The good doctor had assured her that the medicine would allow her to breathe the air, but her fears were getting the best of her. “Take a second if you have to. Relax.” 
 
    Lena Sol nodded, trying to calm herself. “I’m ready,” she said, extending her arm. 
 
    Doctor Curie stuck the injector into Lena’s arm. She felt the sting, but it lasted only a moment. “There.” 
 
    Lena felt her heart racing. “How long until I can remove my mask?” 
 
    “Sophie will tell you,” said Curie. “Go sit over there and wait a bit.” 
 
    Lena did as she was told, resting on the ground as she waited. Would she really be able to breathe the atmosphere after this? The very idea of it seemed impossible. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Terry, walking over to her side.  
 
    “As soon as this is done, I will be,” she answered. 
 
    He joined her in the grass. “Don’t worry. Sophie said they did this to a few other people from Everlasting and it worked fine.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lena. She knew what he said was true, but still, the anxiety persisted.  
 
    “Maybe you’re worried you’ll be like me,” said Terry, a bit of humor in his voice. “It’s scary, I know.” 
 
    “No,” she said, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “This is what I want. It’s good.” 
 
    “It is,” he agreed. 
 
    She smiled, and felt herself relax a bit. “Thank you.” 
 
    Sophia Mitchell joined them a moment later, a digital pad in her hand. “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “I am,” answered Lena. 
 
    “When you remove the mask, you may find it difficult to breathe for a few seconds, but don’t worry. That is normal. Your airways will open and promptly adjust.” 
 
    Lena nodded, then took her finger and hooked it behind the back of her mask. She looked at Sophia Mitchell for confirmation. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said the woman. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” Terry told her. He placed his hand on her knee. “And I’m here with you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and removed the mask at once, accidentally dropping it. 
 
    She felt the thickness of the air as it entered her nose and mouth, tasting the bittersweet aroma. She gasped, unintentionally, and took the air in, nearly choking.  
 
    The air caught in her throat, stuck for a fraction of a moment, and then it all opened. 
 
    She gasped, suddenly, and breathed a deep breath, as though for the first time. 
 
    The gas filled her lungs, burning only a little, and then not at all. She coughed, licking her lips and wiping her eyes. “Oh!” she exclaimed.  
 
    Sophia Mitchell regarded her, tapping her pad. “Another successful transition. Congratulations.” She turned and went to her next patient, a young middle-aged man. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I…” Lena’s voice trailed as she inhaled the unfamiliar air which only moments ago could have killed her. “I think I am.” 
 
    He gave her a knowing smile. “How is it?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, breathing again. The air no longer tasted bitter, no longer smelled of poison. Now, it was different, almost sweet. How had it changed so quickly? “It feels…good,” she said, happily. “I don’t know why.” 
 
    “It’ll get better,” he told her. “The more time you’re in it, the more you live in it, it’ll get better.” 
 
    “Truly?” she asked. 
 
    “Wait and see for yourself,” he told her. 
 
    “I think that I shall,” she said, looking out across the crowd. “I think I would like that very much.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Hux arrived in the late morning with a cloudless sky. The winds were strong on the journey to Everlasting’s shore, so he found his way faster than expected. 
 
    Terry was relieved at this, for he had missed his friend, and looked forward to seeing him again. 
 
    The wavemaster set his crew to helping where extra hands were needed. These were capable and strong sailors with a penchant for work, and a strength that only the sea could give. 
 
    “Where is Ludo?” asked Hux, after seeing the crowds of Everlastians. “What of Ysa? Has everyone survived?” 
 
    “The two of them are fine, but there were problems,” explained Terry, and he went on to tell him of Jinel’s sacrifice. 
 
    A long frown formed on the sailor’s face. “I’m sorry, my friend. She was a good warrior.” 
 
    “She was,” he repeated. “We’ve lost too many.” 
 
    “What of the cargo?” asked Hux. 
 
    “Leave it for now. We’ll figure out what to do with it later.” 
 
    They found Ludo a while later, giving instructions to several Everlastians. He was trying to explain how to build a fire, among other things. “Ah, Hux!” exclaimed the farmer, once had saw his friends approach. 
 
    Hux beat his chest and Ludo returned it. “Good to see you, kind Ludo.” 
 
    “You as well!” 
 
    “What are you doing over here?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Tora Ken is asking about fire, while little Jora Zur wishes to know about the local animals, and Sidda Mes says—” 
 
    “I want to know about the plants,” interjected a small girl. Her mask was off, which meant she’d already gone to see Mei and Sophie. 
 
    “Yes!” said Ludo, happily. He smacked his chest. “Everyone has questions, so I am trying to give answers.” 
 
    “How is the farmer doing?” Hux asked the crowd. 
 
    “He’s very knowledgeable,” answered an older woman. 
 
    “Better than anyone else we’ve talked to,” said a man. 
 
    Ludo laughed. “They flatter me, these kind people.” 
 
    “I think, dear Ludo, you might have a talent for this,” remarked Hux. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Ludo. 
 
    “He means teaching,” explained Terry. “I agree, too. You seem pretty good at it.” 
 
    The farmer laughed, waving them off. “You go too far, my friends, but thank you! I only wish to help.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Mei and her team worked for days, almost nonstop, in an effort to inoculate every surviving Everlastian citizen. As expected, there were a small handful of complications, but no fatalities or serious damage, much to her relief. 
 
    By the twelfth day, they’d dispensed doses to nearly everyone. It had taken the entire sum of her team’s energy, including Zoe, Bartholomew, Sophie, Tabata, and the nearly three dozen personnel sent by Central to assist. Between everyone, including the Blacks and Hux’s crew, they found a way of getting the job done, however clumsily, and somehow it worked. 
 
    The Everlastians who had already been dosed also pitched in, offering their assistance. Mei was reserved to take it, but she had little choice. The decision turned out to be a good one, as many of the former citizens showed some aptitude for regulated tasks.  
 
    Later, when she could step away, allowing herself to delegate the bulk of her work to Sophie and the others, she found John and Terry and stepped away with them, heading quietly to the beach for a much-needed break. 
 
    They sat in the sand, staring out into the waves. John wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close to his chest, and gently rubbing her back. It calmed her, and she smiled. 
 
    They lingered there together for a while, enjoying the quiet moment as only old friends can. 
 
    Behind them, a mighty fire had grown, blazing further down the beach. Ludo’s doing, of course. They could hear his jolly laugh all the way down here. 
 
    “Should we join them?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Maybe in a bit,” answered Mei. “Let’s wait a bit.” 
 
    “I’m with the squirt here,” said John. 
 
    She punched him in the stomach. “Watch yourself, Giant.” 
 
    Terry laughed. “We can stay as long as you guys want.” 
 
    “Not that it matters,” said John. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Well, when we’re done, we can all go home. No more of this craziness. Not for a while, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Mei, relieved to hear it. “I could use a vacation.” 
 
    “Maybe we can spend some time in Central. It’s been a long time since we had a good night at the plaza.” 
 
    “Pepper Plaza? That’s right. There’s the café you like,” said Mei. 
 
    “Virgil’s Diner,” John reminded her. “They’ve got the best soy burgers in the city.” 
 
    Terry laughed. “Some things never change, I guess.” 
 
    Mei sunk into John’s arms. “Some things do.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said John, looking down at her with that innocent, but strong expression. Oh, how warm it made her feel to look into those eyes. How at home she felt, even on another world. 
 
    “I guess they do,” said Terry, smiling at them both.  
 
    “What about you?” asked John.  
 
    “Me?” asked Terry. 
 
    “You must be excited to go home after all this time. Oh, man, wait until you see what’s happened. We’re not even in the city anymore. There’s outposts all over the surface,” said John. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” said Terry. 
 
    “Plus, you’ll finally get to choose a last name,” added John. “You must have something good picked out by now.” 
 
    The notion surprised him. He hadn’t given a surname much consideration since he was marooned on this world. Now that he thought about it, he wasn’t even certain he wanted one. “Not really,” he finally answered. “But I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    “How about Terry Finn?” asked John, chuckling. “We could be brothers.” 
 
    Mei shook her head. “John, that’s silly. He has to choose a name he likes. Something with meaning.” 
 
    “How did you choose yours?” asked Terry. 
 
    “I named myself after a scientist,” she explained. “Someone that inspired me.” 
 
    “Boring,” said John, faking a yawn. 
 
    Terry looked at him. “What about you?” 
 
    John grinned. “Huckleberry Finn is my favorite book.” 
 
    “Here we go,” said Mei. 
 
    “A book?” asked Terry, blinking. “Didn’t we read that at the Academy?” 
 
    John nodded. “Sure did. It was the best.” 
 
    “So, wait, does that mean you named yourself after—” 
 
    “A fictional character,” finished Mei, rolling her eyes. “Don’t get me started.” 
 
    “Ignore her, Terry. She’s just jealous, naming herself after some boring biologist.” 
 
    “Chemist and physicist, actually,” corrected Mei. 
 
    “Same thing,” said John.  
 
    “Still, those are both great names,” said Terry. He looked out into the ocean, staring at the flowing waves, quietly reflecting. 
 
     “What’s wrong, Terry?” asked Mei. 
 
    “It’s nothing important,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, come on,” she insisted, and sat up. “It’s been a while, but I can still tell when something’s bothering you. Tell me what it is.” 
 
    Terry twisted his lip. “It’s a lot to think about, that’s all.” 
 
    “What is?” asked John. 
 
    “Going home. Everything. I don’t know what to think or how to feel about it. It’s just—” 
 
    “You aren’t sure?” asked John. “But you’ve been marooned here for years. Don’t you wanna leave?” 
 
    “I used to. Believe me, I wanted to get back there more than anything. I hated it here. The animals, the forests, the lack of food, being totally alone, but—” 
 
    Ludo let a loud whoop loose, his voice echoing along the shore, and the whole crowd laughed around the fire. The massive farmer clapped his hands as Hux and the other sailors beat their chests.  
 
    Terry smiled at the sight. The farmer looked happier now than he had in months. It filled Terry with so much joy. “I guess what I mean is…I’m okay now.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Terry. We get it,” said Mei. 
 
    John looked at each of them, confused. “Hey, speak for yourself. What are you talking about?” 
 
    Mei smacked his knee. “He’s got friends here. Pay attention.” 
 
    “What about us? We’re your friends, too,” said John. 
 
    Terry raised his hands, defensively. “Hey, hey, I’m not saying I won’t come back. I just don’t know if I’m ready to leave yet.” 
 
    “What else would you do?” asked Mei. 
 
    “Hux offered me a post on his ship. I was thinking about getting out there. You know, seeing the world. There’s a lot more here than there is back home.” 
 
    “That’s true,” admitted John, sighing. “There’s not much else back on Earth except monsters and rocks, although we haven’t gone too far yet.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’ll change once Mei cures everyone,” said Terry. 
 
    “Not me,” she said, shaking her head. “That was all Sophie.” 
 
    “The girl’s got skills,” said John. 
 
    “She learns from the best,” said Mei, smiling. 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    “You have to promise, if you do this adventuring thing or whatever it is, that you’ll come home and visit,” said John. 
 
    “I will,” said Terry. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Mei. “Don’t make us come find you again. It was hard enough the first time. I had to rip a hole in the universe, in case you two forgot.” 
 
    “You gonna keep bragging about that for the rest of our lives?” asked John. 
 
    “I just might,” warned Mei. “It was a pretty big deal.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    After days of celebration, Hux agreed to return to Tharosa with several Everlastians, including Lena Sol. Together, they would meet with the queen to open official trade discussions and request additional provisions and assistance in establishing a new city.  
 
    Ludo agreed to stay with the survivors, who seemed in desperate need of his help. He offered his guidance on fishing, hunting, and planting crops, new skills that the Everlastians would have to know if they hoped to survive this new world. 
 
    Additionally, the orinchalium cargo was left behind in order to help establish a new colony. The survivors would need the precious metal to forge new weapons. There were still several other automated Guardians patrolling the border, and they would need to be destroyed in time.  
 
    As for Terry, he would act as an ambassador of Earth, joining Hux and Lena on a journey overseas. It was decided that the show of unity between their three countries would go a long way in laying the future groundwork of a treaty. Terry was just happy to be at sea with his friends. 
 
    John and Mei watched from the shore as the boat set sail, waving. “Make sure you call us when you get there!” yelled John. 
 
    Terry smiled, returning the motion.  
 
    He clicked a small device in his palm, something John had given him to help them stay in touch. It was of Everlastian design and used the only remaining satellite in orbit to communicate directly with the Red Door. This way, John had said, they could remain in constant contact. Terry was happy to have it, because it meant his friends would never be more than a phone call away. It was the greatest gift he could have asked for. “John, do you hear me?” he asked, speaking into the device. 
 
    “Loud and clear,” responded his friend. 
 
    “Can you do me a favor whenever you get back to Central?” asked Terry. 
 
    “Sure thing. Whatcha need?” 
 
    “Get a message to my mother,” said Terry. “My sister, too, if you can. Tell them I’m okay. Tell them I’m happy.” 
 
    He could see John smile, far across the waves. “Of course I will. You got it.” 
 
    “One more thing,” said Terry. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Anything,” said John. 
 
    “I decided on a name last night. I stayed up late thinking about it, but you’ll have to tell me if it’s any good. You want to hear it?” 
 
    “Oh man, you know I do,” said John. 
 
    Terry took a long breath, surprised at how nervous he was. He’d never given himself a name before. “It’s Echols,” he finally said. “You think that’s okay?” 
 
    “After your mother?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he answered.  
 
    “I think it fits you,” said John. “Terry Echols.” 
 
    “Tell her for me, okay? Tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t come home yet, but I hope to see her again soon. Tell her this name is for her and everything she did for me.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll appreciate it,” said John. 
 
    “One last thing,” said Terry. “I want you to find Janice, my sister, and check up on her. See how she’s doing. You don’t have to tell her about me or anything. I just want to know if she’s okay.” 
 
    “I will, Terry,” said John. “You have my word. I promise you I will.” 
 
    The ship left the bay, slipping through the opening in the great wall and entering the sea. Terry watched until he could no longer see the beach, until the figures faded into a distant haze and all that was left was the sea. “Goodbye,” whispered Terry, but kept staring at the horizon. 
 
    “We’ll see them soon enough,” said the woman beside him.  
 
    He turned to look at Lena smiling at him in the Variant air. “I know we will,” he answered. A hard wind blew, tossing his long hair. He glanced down at the device in his hand. “They’re not so far away anymore.” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” she said, placing her fingers on his. “But the road ahead will be long. There is much to do.” 
 
    “Enough for a lifetime, I hope,” Terry Echols answered, looking out across the sea, toward the rising suns.  
 
    Lena Sol smiled. “Maybe even for two.”  
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The auditorium was silent as the professor concluded her lecture. The middle-aged woman, the most respected and prominent figure in all of Central, stared out across the nearly two hundred graduate students, each of whom looked on with fascination.  
 
    “There you have it,” she told them, flicking her nail as she glanced up at the holographic display—a transcript of an old journal entry. “The complete history of the Second Jolt and the early years of the subsequent Variant Expansion.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, Professor Curie,” said Professor Milton. “Does anyone have any questions? Please, students, it’s not every day that you have the chance to talk with such a prominent figure.” 
 
    Curie motioned at the man. “Enough of that.” 
 
    A young girl a few rows back raised her hand. “Professor, how long after that did you become the new director of the Science Division?” 
 
    “Five years,” answered Curie. “Although I never asked for it. The board needed someone who spent time in Kant, so they asked me to fill the position. I nearly declined, but my husband pushed me into it.” 
 
    A boy two rows from the front raised his hand. “Did you ever see Ludo and Hux again?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Ludo and Ysa became well-respected members of the Everlastian council. I saw them at least once a year. As for Hux, he nearly became king of Tharosa, if you can believe it.” 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “As I expected, the old pirate couldn’t give up his sea legs, so Barniby took the crown instead. Hux is currently helping us chart our own oceans. Last I heard, he was somewhere in the Atlantic with Doctor Mitchell’s team, cataloging new species along the coast of Africa. Very exciting.” 
 
    “What about Terry?” asked someone in the front row. A young boy with black hair. 
 
    Curie smiled when she heard the name. “Oh, he stayed rather busy after that. I’m sure many of you heard about the events in the Cataclysm Vaults. It was quite the ordeal.”  
 
    The door in the rear of the auditorium opened and a man walked in. He waved at her, pointing to his stomach and frowning.  
 
    Curie clicked a small handheld device and switched the display off. “The rest will have to wait for another time, I’m afraid. It seems my time with you has come to an end. I hope this lesson has proven valuable to your studies. Please, remember, the world needs minds like yours to keep us looking forward. It’s been forty-three years since we first discovered Kant, and in that time we have done more than anyone ever dreamed, but the journey is not over yet, nor should it ever be. Many of your own ideas will lay the foundation of what comes next, so please don’t keep them bottled up. That’s not what we’re about. I challenge you to bring those thoughts to the forefront. Don’t be afraid to counter traditional thought and renew our collective sense of curiosity. Believe that a brighter future is coming, and then make it happen. That is my request.” 
 
    As she left the podium, the auditorium exploded into thunderous applause, which continued until she closed the door behind her, joining the man, her husband, in the outer hall. “What a show,” he said, raising his brow and grinning. “You really riled them up back there.” 
 
    “Just trying to motivate the kids,” she said, holding his hand. 
 
    “Not bad for an old lady,” he said. It was a joke they often made, since neither had aged much in forty years. They were in their sixties, but each had the appearance of someone in their late thirties.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, winking. “Did you decide on dinner yet?” 
 
    “I was thinking Virgil’s, if you’re up for it. I’ve got a hankering for soy burgers. Maybe a chocolate shake.” He grinned. 
 
    “Oh, John. You’re such a child,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe so, but you like it.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t try to lie.” 
 
    She giggled, squeezing his hand. “I do,” she said as they made their way down the steps of the Central Institute of Technology. “God help me, I really do.” 
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 Afterward 
 
    You really never know where you’re going to end up in life. I wrote the first sentence of the Amber Project when I was sitting behind a desk at Verizon Wireless, waiting to close the store for the night. I typed the words down thinking this would be a short story, probably something about a kid having a really lousy birthday (Maybe he’d wind up in a car accident. Maybe he’d experience some trauma). I had no idea, because it was just a thing I was writing to kill time before I could go home and play some PlayStation before bed. 
 
    I never dreamed it was going to take me this far. I think I probably would have laughed in your face if you tried to tell me otherwise. 
 
    But, that was seven years ago. I was in my mid-twenties, totally lost in life. I’d gone to college and graduated, and then I just sort of floated around for a bit. I told myself, you’ll figure this out. Don’t worry. All you need is some direction. 
 
    But nothing ever came, and while I’d like to tell you I had my lightbulb moment sitting in that store, that’s not really how it goes. Not for most of us, anyway. Something happens, like a seed of an idea, an inkling of a notion, and then it just builds, maybe a little every day. One thing leads to another and eventually you’re in another place, living another life, all thanks to a series of moments. 
 
    After writing fifty pages of that book, I set it aside for about a year. I went and joined the Air Force, which took me across the country and into a new career. It was a fantastic experience (mostly) and it allowed me to get my Master’s Degree in Creative Writing while occasionally plugging away at the same old manuscript. I wrote and rewrote it, making rare, slow progress, often putting it away in a digital drawer and later returning. I didn’t finish it until my military term was up, but once I did, it felt like a massive weight had been lifted.  
 
    That was two years ago and I’ve been writing ever since, determined to see this project through to the end. I never dreamed I’d be capable of an entire series, but somehow it happened, and I’m glad it did. I’ve written five books (to date), met a ton of interesting authors all over the country, and corresponded with readers from across the globe. It’s allowed me to do the thing I love each and every day, and it’s brought me into contact with an entire world I never believed was possible.  
 
    Those things only happened because people like you bought my books. You changed my life for the better, and you’re the only reason any of this exists—the only reason I was able to keep going after I published that first book. Without an audience, I suspect I wouldn’t have made it very far at all. 
 
    I didn’t grow up reading books, not because they weren’t available to me, but because my school didn’t put much importance on the subject. It wasn’t until I was older that I learned how a story could move me, sometimes even force me to think, to make me reevaluate my views.  
 
    It all started with Narnia when I was thirteen. I met Ender a few years later, and then I found Atticus Finch and Gatsby after that. I learned to value stories for what they were: portals to other worlds. Gateways to alternate realities made up of people I wanted to know, people I wanted to hate. Friends and enemies, acting out their lives on fallen trees, set in binding. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, I started writing my own. I never thought they would grow into a career, but life is funny like that. 
 
    We never see the path before us until we’ve taken it. Even then, we rarely stop to appreciate it. 
 
    I hope you’ll come along with me as I continue to explore the wilderness and take new risks, because I don’t intend to stop. I’ll keep pushing myself, so long as you keep reading, and maybe together we can share a tale or two. 
 
    As always, my dear friends, thanks for reading, 
 
    J. N. Chaney 
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